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‘In a class of her own.’
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‘If there were a laureate for anger, it should go to Lucy Ellmann.’
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‘A CAPITAL case of comic genius.’


—Independent


‘Funny, angry, sarcastic and utterly individual.’


—Observer
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—Erica Wagner, chair of the judges, the Goldsmiths Prize


‘The unstoppable monologue of an Ohio housewife in Lucy Ellmann’s extraordinary Ducks, Newburyport is like nothing you’ve ever read before… Audacious and epic.’


—2019 Booker Prize jury citation


‘In her latest novel Lucy Ellmann doesn’t just carry on as before: she doubles down, doubles up and absolutely goes for broke… Success? Failure? Triumph.’


—Ian Samson, Guardian


‘Resplendent in ambition, humour and humanity… In Ducks, Newburyport Ellmann has created a wisecracking, melancholy Mrs Dalloway for the internet age.’


—Catherine Taylor, Financial Times


‘A novel that rewards perseverance, is truly unique, and feels like an absence in your life when you finish it.’


—Alex Preston, Observer


‘Forbidding and magnificent… Ellmann has produced a domestic epic of modern American life in the Trump era.’


—Arabella Byrne, Prospect


'Perhaps the most intensely real depiction of the life of the quotidian mind I've ever witnessed… [A] Joycean achievement… A colossal feat.'


—Adam Smyth, Spectator


‘What thrills is the novel’s density, vibrancy and, crucially, its innovation… Turn to any page and you’ll find it tightly packed and working overtime to redefine what the novel can do.’


—Anna Leszkiewicz, New Statesman


‘A feat of simultaneous compression and expansion… Among many other things, [Ducks, Newburyport] is a rebuke to the frequent downgrading of the “domestic” in literature.’


—Alex Clark, Guardian


‘Full of wit and intelligence… one of the most intriguing, charming and genuinely funny characters I have come across in recent years.’


—Nick Major, Herald


‘A bravura feat: a stream of consciousness, a transcript of the world under modern conditions, and (as a consequence of Ellmann’s fierce and succinct wit) very funny.’


—Rosemary Goring, Scottish Review of Books


‘An impressive feat… Ellmann’s 1024 pages put her male contemporaries in the shade.’


—John Self, Sunday Times


‘Astonishing… A Molly Bloom for middle America.’


—BBC Front Row


‘This amazing sustained narrative… may be the tour de force of our era, indeed “the great American novel” of now, arguably the greatest by a woman ever, or at the very least a masterpiece.’


—Stoddard Martin, Jewish Chronicle


‘Extraordinary… astounding… amazing… one of the outstanding books of the century, so far.’


—Declan O’Driscoll, Irish Times


‘The time and care that [Ellmann] lavishes on her narrator seem like their own form of political speculation — that every individual is owed an unending devotion, and that such devotion, applied universally, might change the fate of the world.’


—Katy Waldman, New Yorker


‘Ignore the laundry. Let this novel open like an oubliette under your feet.’


—Parul Sehgal, New York Times


‘Ellmann adeptly riffs on a vertiginous range of subjects… all the while carefully avoiding the didacticism that would warp the novel into either a soapbox or a gallows. Her heroine’s anger burns cleanly, refusing the easy conflagration of self-righteousness. The cumulative effect is devastating. This is a powerful and deeply felt indictment of American moral failure, a fearful, dazzling bloom of conscience… A grand mimetic achievement.’


—Dustin Illingworth, Nation


‘A sublime literary enactment of how guilt, grief, rage, regret, compassion, and every other emotion swirls and ebbs in unbalanced defiance of rational logic… If art is measured by how skillfully it holds a mirror up to society, then Ellmann has surely written the most important novel of this era.’


—Emma Garman, Paris Review


‘Sei Shonagon [and] Walt Whitman… are the intellectual company Ellmann keeps… Ducks, Newburyport [is] as accumulative, as pointed, as death-addled, as joyous, as storied, as multitudinous and as large as life.’


—Martin Riker, New York Times


‘Timely, fresh… and possibly one of the most important books of the decade.’


—Alexandra Marraccini, Los Angeles Review of Books


‘Effervescent… Ellmann has made a case that a richer, less regimented language leads to a more vibrant and capacious mind, and has thus crafted the entrancing Ducks, Newburyport into a celebration of all that words, and the minds they build, can contain.’


—Sebastian Sarti, Chicago Review of Books


‘Far and away the best book I read this year – this century even – is Lucy Ellmann’s funny, frightening and incredibly addictive Ducks, Newburyport… Ellmann encapsulates existence in the 21st century, its dimensions and its contours, while offering an intense portrait of motherhood, of mothering and of being mothered.’


—Diane Stubbings, The Australian


‘Brilliant… Addictive… There have been comparisons to James Joyce’s Ulysses, but Ellmann is in a class by herself.’


—Donna Liquori, Star Tribune
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For Claire Lucido









All of life is pandemonium. With plague in our midst, everything feels like an emergency. I’m jittery, can’t tolerate the least upset. So what else is new?


In times of pestilence, my fancy turns to shticks. They seem almost innocent to me, my scruples and my scorn, now that the whole human experiment seems to be drawing to a close.


Still, let’s complain.
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‌Things Are Against Us


You have to watch THINGS. THINGS are always making trouble, getting out of hand, trying to take advantage. THINGS do not have your best interests at heart. THINGS have their own agenda. THINGS care only for other THINGS. THINGS favour THINGS. THINGS indulge THINGS. THINGS prioritise THINGS. THINGS let THINGS get away with THINGS.


I speak as someone who is always losing THINGS, dropping THINGS, tripping over THINGS, breaking THINGS (even bits of my own body: bones, teeth, heart). Coming a cropper over THINGS. Okay, I’m accident-prone. But still, THINGS have a lot to answer for. The obstinacy, the indifference, the incorrigibility of THINGS! The recalcitrance of THINGS. So many disobedient and unbiddable THINGS. THINGS deceive you. THINGS perplex you. THINGS run out on you. THINGS look graspable when they aren’t. THINGS slip out of your hand. THINGS look solid and steady when in fact they’re wobbly: you step on the THING and you tip off.


Clothing rebels against the wearer. Socks won’t stay up. Scarves are strangly THINGS. Hat brims blind you at crucial moments so you miss THINGS. Buttons try not to button THINGS. Pockets hide THINGS, or all too eagerly develop holes, defeating the whole purpose of a pocket, a THING designed to be a closed space with an opening at the top or maybe the side, but never the bottom. And who in hell invented the zipper? Like the atom bomb, not a good idea. Zippers can go badly wrong. Eventually, they all give out. Scary THINGS, zips.


THINGS disappoint us. Drawers stick so you can’t get THINGS out of them or into them. Machines conk out. Rugs fade. Clothes shrink. Bookshelves fall on people; they are lethal THINGS. THINGS fall off hangers, and people fall off ladders. Ladders are dangerous THINGS. THINGS don’t stay put. THINGS are never the right way up. THINGS get mouldy, THINGS break, THINGS drip, THINGS make odd noises, THINGS inexplicably collapse, THINGS move around in the night! THINGS get untidy. It is so hard to keep THINGS in order.


A kind of violence is done to us by THINGS all the time, unwieldy THINGS that awkwardly escape us, trick us, creep up on us. Soap slips from your grasp in the bath and you can’t find it in the dark. The soap is dissolving while you splash around singeing your hair on the candle and getting water on the floor. All the tranquillity of bathing is upset by this dopey wrestling match. You catch hold of the soap briefly, then it slides away again! Giving up on the whole THING, you attempt to get out of the bath, a tricky THING at the best of times. Now you step on the slimy soap in the bottom of the tub, which causes you to slip. You grab the shower curtain, which tears right off its rail. You land on your slippery ass in the bathtub and the momentum and curvature of the tub somehow combine to propel you right out on to the floor, where you lie, all wet and winded, seeing stars. This is a typical example of the anarchy of THINGS. The enmity of THINGS. The conspiratorial manoeuvrings of THINGS.


They may not always cause major calamities, but they suggest an underlying hostility. All I’m saying is that, if THINGS can go wrong, they will. THINGS let us down. THINGS fail us. Plumbing! What could be a more intimidating THING than that? THINGS outwit you, THINGS flood your kitchen and then act all innocent. THINGS pester you, THINGS try to bring you down. And these various cumulative outrages committed by THINGS are like little crimes against us, filling us with distrust of the whole wide world, both the man-made THINGS and all its other sweet parts. The unseen rock that jolts the foot, bird shit on the head (odd that this doesn’t happen more), three buses at once…


Matches won’t light – or else they explode, sending burning particles on to your hand or clothes or eyes. Fireworks are notorious for boomeranging back onto the fuse-lighter. Rugs grab you and knock you over whenever they can. Needles prick you. They sit in the sewing box waiting patiently to prick you some day. These THINGS never give up hope of a good prick. Thimbles are merely an annoying collector’s item, no help at all. Use the wrong utensil when cooking spaghetti and you get no end of trouble, a real show of resistance. The particular pillowcase you wanted to find somehow manages to hide from you, cleverly camouflaging itself amongst other pillowcases. You thought you had THINGS sorted, huh? Once you find it, the pillow tries every trick in the book to prevent itself being inserted into the appointed pillowcase. Like a wild stallion, it rears and leaps. Fitted sheets never fit. And duvet covers? Their deviltry is legendary.


THINGS fall into disarray – so fast! It’s not fair. Pieces of paper frequently evade control: they either pile up threateningly, disappear unexpectedly, or give you a paper cut. They like to form themselves into unfathomable wads and cascading fans. They drift to the floor and you slip on them. Unopened envelopes are accusatory THINGS that emit unremitting waves of neglect and distrust.


You fill a hot-water bottle and then can’t find the stopper THING. It has impishly hidden itself. When you finally spy it, cowering idiotically behind a bunch of dirty mugs, you reach for it with one hand, your other hand still holding the boiling hot hot-water bottle. The stopper now rolls off the counter on to the floor, clever THING. In your effort to retrieve the THING, you inevitably scald yourself.


Try dropping merely a small single piece of cardboard into the recycling bag. Will it go in with no trouble? Like hell it will. It always falls outside the recycling bag and goes straight down a crack in the floorboards. This is how we begin to realise THINGS are against us. In fact, it’s possible THINGS really kind of hate us.


We all know about toast falling buttered side down. That is a cliché of the ill will of THINGS. But either way up the toast lands is not good! Why is it any better for it to fall butter side up? Okay, the floor might not get as greasy, and you won’t have to mop all the butter up. But you’ve still got a dirty piece of toast on your hands, your buttery hands. Out it goes. Yeast has died for nothing. What a THING, what a THING.


THINGS get you coming and they get you going. THINGS go around and THINGS come around. When THINGS can mess with you, they will. THINGS are not shy. Some THINGS seem especially out to get you. Is it just clumsiness, or a jinx? You get out of bed on the wrong side and are at war with THINGS the rest of the day.


You try to cut up your salad and the choicest piece of lettuce falls to the floor.


The radish flies across the room.


You start the dishwasher, but then find a stray spoon.


When you open the dishwasher to place it carefully in the cutlery basket, the spoon falls to the side of the basket and ends up in the yucky murky detergent pond at the bottom of the dishwasher.


Out of fastidiousness or self-preservation, you naturally hesitate to delve into this swamp.


But you dutifully reach for the spoon anyway.


In bending over, your Kleenex, which was handily tucked in your armpit, replaces the spoon in the icky water.


Now your dishwasher has a soggy Kleenex in it and your sciatica’s coming back.


It’s so unseemly. So many stealthy attacks going on, cruel, cunning little acts of malice perpetrated upon us by THINGS. Some might say it’s just not your day. I would say it’s those pesky THINGS again. THINGS are out to get us.


Why do I always, always, pull the wrong cord on the blind, may I ask, making the darn THING go up instead of down, or vice versa? It’s not just fifty per cent of the time that this happens, or even seventy-five per cent, it’s every time. It isn’t a nice THING about THINGS, that THINGS behave this way. It isn’t kind. THINGS fall suspiciously often. THINGS are always testing us, testing, testing. Of course, gravity is an aid to THINGS in these plots and betrayals. THINGS take advantage of gravity too much. Gravity is helpless against THINGS. Centrifugal force is also a THING.


I guess I have a THING about THINGS. But why is it ovens get dirty so fast? Ovens do these THINGS to humiliate us. Why does jam get mouldy? Why do closets become impenetrable miasmas of junk? Why do people get locked out of their own houses? All the time! Of all the crazy THINGS. Keys are tricky THINGS. Why do the wheels break off your brand-new wheelie suitcase on its very first outing? Why do ankles get themselves sprained? Why so much dust and rust? THINGS are decaying all around us.


It is odd that we all own plastic feather dusters. What a strange THING to buy.


Then there’s the way THINGS go missing. Those lost socks. Belligerent socks are racing to get away from us! Also pens, pencils, matches, hats, gloves, credit cards, and lemons (there are always fewer lemons lurking around the house than you thought). Is it because we just have too many THINGS in general, and THINGS feel crowded out, unwelcome? Do THINGS fear obsolescence? Surely that is their primary terror. If so, we must pity THINGS. It is the only THING to do.


If you have the right ingredients on hand when a THING goes missing, you can appeal to St Fanourious, saint of lost THINGS. You bake him a fanouropita out of a magical seven THINGS, or nine THINGS (always including lemon, flour, and sugar – this is why not having lemons at all times is a bad THING). Put the fanouropita by an open window. After invisibly partaking of the THING, St Fanourious will supposedly help you find whatever THING it is that you lost. Curiously, fanouriously, this cake remedy THING sometimes seems to work. But otherwise, all you can do is hope your lost THING miraculously appears again when the gods are feeling more forgiving about THINGS. Or when the THING itself relents. Because it’s probably not the gods that are against us, but THINGS themselves.


A plastic takeaway container, used for storing dried thyme, falls to the floor as you rummage through your crazy mixed-up herbs and spices. It scatters little dried leaves of thyme everywhere, just everywhere. These THINGS are on the floor, on the counter, in the dishwasher, probably in the bathtub. On every THING. Sharp little barely visible thyme leaves will keep turning up for centuries after your demise, accusingly tickling the feet of your descendants – all because you once dared do such a THING as rummage through the cupboard in search of some THING in there. Thyme leaves are extremely punitive THINGS.


Some people are more trusting of THINGS, and yes, I’m speaking here of my own dear husband, who will leave a glass of water, or the iPad, or our ancient dearly beloved salt bowl, right at the edge of a rickety table. I often find the teapot on the corner of the cutting board, giving it a vertiginous view of the three-foot drop below. Or pots are set to boil on the stovetop with their handles sticking straight out. The trusting fellow clearly has greater faith in THINGS than I have. In fact, he seems remarkably confident that he’ll get away with these little dares without incurring the bad-tempered revenge of THINGS. Less convinced, I am forever shoving endangered THINGS inland from precipices about the place, and correcting the suicidal tendencies of THINGS. My position is, why take a chance on THINGS looking after themselves? THINGS are erratic, THINGS are unpredictable. THINGS are sometimes out-of-sorts. Lead THINGS not into temptation. You can lead THINGS to water but don’t let them think.


What does it mean though, more profoundly, if all the innocent-looking THINGS in the world are actually determined to let us down? Because, if inanimate THINGS have it in for us, just think how much animosity animate THINGS must be feeling towards us – our contemporaries, I mean, the birds, the bees, giant killer hornets, snakes and snake-like THINGS. Spiders. This is why the hostility of THINGS is so unnerving. It rouses our fear of all kinds of other potential slights, carried out by stronger or sneakier THINGS.


How many thousands of tales of animal revenge are there? We unconsciously suspect animals will turn on us any minute. That would be bad enough. But what if botanical THINGS started acting up too? It would not be a nice THING to be attacked by a tree. (As lumberjacks well know.) And then there are all the poor vegetal THINGS which we are so used to bending to our will. Without a qualm, we grow these THINGS and pluck these THINGS and transport these THINGS and wash these THINGS and chop these THINGS and mash these THINGS and boil these THINGS and bake these THINGS and butter these THINGS and gobble them up. Or chomp their little heads off raw, poor THINGS! (Vegan recipes are often very complicated THINGS.) Any minute now, plants will turn out to be sentient THINGS, with all kinds of THINGS on their minds, and that’ll give everybody a bit of a turn. Veggies will then feel as bad about THINGS as carnivores do. What if cauliflowers organised a walk-out sort of THING and leapt right out of your mouth, waving their pom-poms? What if carrots objected to being grated, or were hurt by our laughter when they come out of the ground cross-legged, with a penis, apparently doing a jig?


A carrot, a cauliflower, and a radish go into a bar.


Barman says: ‘What the hell do you guys want?’


The carrot replies: ‘No crudités, please.’


We’re all fully accustomed to the disobedience of computers. Those THINGS were sent to thwart us. But it’s scarier to be attacked by familiar THINGS that supposedly belong to you and obey your will. Your tried and trusted toothbrush, a blanket, your own front door, or your phone wire, tangling itself up into a knot when you aren’t looking.


And then, what a THING the body is. It works one day and not the next. Maybe it’s okay for your first few decades or so (though even children get sick) but in old age it becomes a THING of terror. This is how most people end their days, finally succumbing to THINGS, including their own bodies. THINGS start taking it out on you. THINGS become useless, unreachable, untenable. THINGS like care homes are mooted. THINGS fly at you, THINGS block your path, THINGS drag you down. THINGS start to perplex you, escape you. Your dotage is a prime time for losing THINGS: you lose your way, your libido, your spectacles, your wits, your friends, your finances, muscle tone, and a lot of other THINGS besides. Your aim is off. You find it hard to navigate your way around. You forget which THING you went to the next room for. You forget the THINGS you were about to say. THINGS get you down. THINGS just don’t go right.


THINGS start being against you, though, from babyhood. As an infant, THINGS are not in your favour. Hand-eye coordination is a difficult THING, and you have no control over your environment. You find THINGS bewildering. For newborns, THINGS are also out of focus. Being a baby is a pretty frustrating THING. This must be when you first begin to suspect that THINGS are shifty and unreliable. No wonder babies cry so much over every little THING.


We’re probably best able to fend off the malevolence of THINGS in our twenties and thirties. At this point, many treacherous THINGS wait in abeyance, semi-contained, unable to take their full toll. But let your guard down even for a second, even in your prime, and THINGS will try to scupper you, no matter how resilient you think you are to THINGS. Your alarm clock will often disturb a good dream. At other times, its battery will die and you’ll miss an appointment. The milk goes off. A water pipe will whine, or burst, and there’s not a THING you can do about it. No matter how old you are, grapefruit will always spit in your eye. Those THINGS have an uncanny aim.


What better proof the spitefulness of THINGS than a viral pandemic? Viruses aren’t even alive, in any sense that we can understand. They are just THINGS, THINGS which thrive on scuppering other THINGS. THINGS that long for chaos, THINGS that drive you crazy. Viruses want to bother us. They’re bullying, troubling, thuggish THINGS, and their whole THING is to get us down. They are very determined little THINGS, and the THING they want to cause is disaster.


So THINGS, it must be said, are against us. But it’s mutual. Humans are hostile to many THINGS, maybe even most THINGS. Our relationship with THINGS is discordant and haphazard. Our attitude to THINGS is intrinsically ungrateful. We’re forever choosing this or that THING to be for, and ruling out a whole lot of other THINGS we don’t like. Yes, we say, to sunsets; no to hurricanes. Yes to sunsets improved by hurricanes… Yes to cars, no to roadside weeds. Yes to pandas, no to mole rats. Yes to kittens, no to wolves. We’ve said no to wild THINGS till we’re blue in the face – when we’re the worst of them.


Are birds so bothered by THINGS? They don’t seem it. When you’re building a nest, stuff must go wrong all the time. No nails or glue available. If you drop THINGS, they land miles below. Twigs must sometimes refuse to be woven the way the bird planned. A cotton wool ball the bird carefully carried to the nest is whipped away by a breeze, an egg falls out, a cuckoo or cowbird baby is born. It’s a tricky THING, at the best of times, bringing up young THINGS at a great height on a platter of grass in the crook of a tree branch. But birds soldier on, patient and forgiving towards THINGS. Birds just let THINGS be. Birds get on with THINGS. They don’t dwell on THINGS, the usurpations committed against them by THINGS they can’t control. Or I sure hope they don’t, because it blights your life, having this THING about THINGS.


We bear grudges, and often take it out on THINGS: slamming doors, violently thwacking THINGS with a stick. We waste THINGS like water and plastic bags, and use up too much loo paper, just for the hell of it. We are mean to THINGS. We hurl THINGS when petulant, we squeeze THINGS harder than strictly necessary, we ignore THINGS, junk THINGS, fly-tip THINGS, refuse to clean or tend THINGS or repair THINGS or recycle THINGS. We disobey the clear will of THINGS. And with 3-D printers we even downgrade the organic integrity and traditional nature of THINGS!


All these little comebacks we have against THINGS – our revenge against THINGS for all the THINGS THINGS have dumped on us. And then, in the calm after the storm, we try to make THINGS up with THINGS, try to get along with THINGS again for a while if we can. But the rapprochement soon dissolves into some sort of sordid kind of stand-off THING, with each side doing little THINGS that eat away at bonhomie. THINGS have their own agenda, and it’s rarely our kind of THING.


THINGS probably started it, but we’ve carried on the fight: polluting THINGS, shooting THINGS, refuting the basic nature of THINGS. Lugging poor old boulders all the way to Stonehenge… We’re always wrecking THINGS, exploiting THINGS, belittling THINGS, dislodging THINGS, exacerbating THINGS, delaying THINGS, extinguishing THINGS. We are so ignorant of THINGS. We just don’t fit into the grand scheme of THINGS, and THINGS know it.


So it’s understandable THINGS might take the hump.










‌The Underground Bunker


On January 6, 2021, the USA imploded. Trump’s rabid followers, a lynch mob sporting Nazi slogans, nooses, Confederate flags, guns, spears, explosives, and plastic zip-tie handcuffs, attempted a coup. They rioted, assaulted police and reporters, broke into offices and scared politicians half to death with the threat of assassination. They erected a gallows outside the Capitol building, sprayed gas at opponents, and desecrated a public landmark with pee and shit and blood and spit. They killed one police officer by beating him with flags and a fire extinguisher. With others they took selfies. To cap it off, they participated in a superspreader event during a pandemic. All because their leader, a delusional mass murderer (who let thousands die from Covid-19) wanted to continue illegally as president. And what a president. The MAGA hats and Trump brand are now signs of infamy. But those treasonous bums had the time of their lives!


—


Still, Americans blather on about how great America is. They’ll salute their ruined nation till the whole place is awash in corpses, swastikas, and radioactive waste. They’ll be clinging to the roof, barbecuing steaks up there, talking god and cars and UFOs and QVC jewellery lines until there’s nothing left alive but a few DDT-resistant bugs.


Americans are acutely unaware of the past and the future. Also, the present. History is infinitely malleable for them. So is reality. Are they just undereducated, indoctrinated, chronically indifferent, hypnotised, or too damn busy makin’ a buck? Consumed by consumerism, they wallow in army fatigues and self-regard, coveting the next dynamite Apple doodad or an AK-47, plasma screen and some Nikes. They have worried everybody and ruined the earth, all so that they can prance around, effect insouciance, drink beer, watch football, guzzle Sloppy Joes and Oreos, wear pro-Auschwitz sweatshirts, make pipe bombs, absorb incessant rock music, object to positive discrimination and the public display of female nipples, wonder whether the mailman has shut the mailbox properly, and choose a new euphemism for excretion yearly.


Dazed and furious, they wrestle with a world of distraction and fake facts, their minds ravaged by malign corporations, PFAs, PCBs, dioxins, cocaine, caffeine, and any creed on offer – American god-lust is among the many forms of self-sabotage that gave us this male-order muppet show in the first place. The US is now the worst Boy Scout jamboree or jerk circle in history.


MEN HAVE GLORIED IN THIS. Men with their hierarchies, their secret handshakes, gang warfare, ownership, privilege, entitlement, and extra helpings of roasted meat. They glory in death, and the chastening of women. Women are exhausted! Fifty women a day are shot dead in America by so-called partners. How can women thrive in such a society?


Not just in America but elsewhere too. What have we got to show for putting up with thousands of years of male rule? On the plus side, Roman mosaics, rocking chairs, and the Chrysler Building. On the minus? Fascism, poverty, carnage, the Large Hadron Collider, tornadoes, tirades, Boogaloo Bois, Three Percenters, Elk reunions, the internal combustion engine, and oceanic levels of plastic.


Patriarchy has trashed the place. Wildlife is pretty much finished now. Walruses drop helplessly to their deaths from iceless rocks. Soon there will be no orangutans. There are now queues on Mount Everest. Next thing you know, everyone will insist on riding the Loch Ness monster.


Men have wrecked everything of beauty and cultivated everything putrid on the face of the earth. Not all men, of course, yeah, yeah, yeah, I know I’m generalising. But it’s for a good cause: sanity. Men have a death wish. Violence is not just a drug for them, it’s a security blanket.


Men learn early on to mock the female body. Girls are mocked for menstruating, which they cannot help, and breastfeeding too is frowned on by many a well-fed man. Everything women do is taboo. Anything men can do, women can do better – but somehow, everything women do, men say stinks.


Men couldn’t oppress us any better if they really did get together in an underground bunker and plan the whole thing out. Which I half-suspect they do. How else would they all come up with the same identical thoughts on high heels, inflatable sex dolls, and the pay gap? (Though Trump’s taste in femininity always seemed a little corny.) In the absence of anything positive to contribute, male power rests on a tiresome combination of volition, violation, and volatility, along with booze, biz, bellowing, and boring the pants off you.


The United States of America has now reached a whole new level of patriarchal absurdity. You mean they massacred the Indians, enslaved the Africans, cut down all the trees, poisoned all the rivers, and extinguished or imprisoned all the animals for THIS, this hellhole of bombast and hamburgers and opioid addictions and cardboard-box houses and pretend ideas? You mean they used up all the oxygen on 4th of July firecrackers and forcing kids to pledge allegiance to the flag every goddam day, drank Coke till they choked, spat tobaccy till they puked, fought cancer (but only for people with lots of money), nestled in Nestlés, slurped slurpees, burped burpees, handed on herpes, Tasered the wayward, jailed the frail and tortured about a million billion chickens (then fried and ate them), just so people can drive around and shoot each other and create GoFundMe sites to pay the hospital bills?


Make America abate again.










‌Trapped Family Fingers


When exactly did America give up on love of life? Are they the victims of some awful experiment? You almost expect the gigantic bald pate of a mad scientist to appear over the Rockies one day, checking on his helpless specimens, all stuck in their hamster wheels of indefatigable optimism.


Flummoxed by fake facts, Fox News, and the phoniest guy they could find for prez,1 Americans rely on Disney for comfort, along with vaccine evasion, Vietnam bombing-raid re-enactments, and whole days devoted to YouTube gaming videos. For the few remaining centrists and liberals, there’s a self-congratulatory movie now and then about Ruth Bader Ginsberg or the more prominent heroes of the Underground Railway – while everyone unites to await execution at church, the mall, the gas station, convenience store, or parking lot. Or, of course, at home.


When they tire of killing each other, they slaughter some Iraqis or Afghans. No wonder extraterrestrials haven’t the stomach to visit the US any more.


Every child in America has now been drilled in how to climb under the desk when a shooting spree is going on. The latest idea for preventing school shootings is to train dogs to confront the gunman. The dog is supposed to make his or her way to the homicidal maniac, mid-rampage, and wrestle him to the ground. These are kamikaze K-9s, doomed from the start to be shot along with everybody else.


Or here’s a good move: arm the teachers! This they’ve done and, as a result, children are now exposed to guns, gun threats, and gun accidents at school every day. Parents dutifully join campaigns for ‘gun sense’ while their kids have nightmares and panic attacks and try to run faster than a speeding bullet.


For extra protection (at least for the upper torso, if shot from the rear), your child can wear a bulletproof backpack:


THREE TIMES THE FUN!


BOOK BAG, LUNCH PAIL AND LIFE-PRESERVER, ALL IN ONE!


Or just pretend Sandy Hook and Parkland never actually happened. Then you don’t have to doubt the American system at all.


Never in all this is the possibility of simply banning all firearms raised. Forget gun control, gun reform, gun sense. How about NO GUNS? There is no unassailable right to own a gun or be shot. Babies are not yet born armed.


But not to worry. Rube Goldberg’s here and he’s just turned on his think-faucet! Republican senator (A), on way to receive large cash donation (B) from NRA (C), slips on wife’s alligator handbag (D), out of which flies cockatoo (E). While senator is out cold, bird spies blueberry muffin (F) on desk (G) and settles in for big breakfast. Scrabbling about, cockatoo upsets bottle of Kahlúa (H). Bottle spills, bird steps in puddle (I), and produces sloppy but legally ‘X’ on important document banning guns (J), which only required one more signature. Before senator (A) even regains consciousness, total ban on private ownership of guns in America has been instituted, and all guns (K) have been thrown into either Pacific (L) or Atlantic (M). Random child (N) is now able to attend random elementary school (O) in safety and learn alphabet (PQRSTUVWXYZ).


—


Freud said America was a big mistake, presumably because it was a place where the id was allowed to run rampant, from Columbus’s outrages on through all the land-grabbing, massacres, slavery, greed, insensibility, Oscars ceremonies, and ice-cream sundaes. As Randy Newman put it:




Hide your wives and daughters, hide your groceries too,


Great nations of Europe coming through.





By the mid-1800s, the experiment had undeniably turned sour. Fanny Trollope was appalled by Americans, finding them not only cheerless, misogynistic, murderous, and unneighbourly, but so vulgar! They ate with their knives and she couldn’t believe how much they spat. The only time they seemed to brighten up a bit was on Independence Day, or at least the men did (‘women have but little to do with the pageantry, the splendour, or the gaiety of the day’, she wrote):




On the 4th of July the hearts of the people seem to awaken from a three hundred and sixty-four days’ sleep; they appear high-spirited, gay, animated, social, generous, or at least liberal in expense; and would they but refrain from spitting on that hallowed day, I should say, that on the 4th of July, at least, they appeared to be an amiable people.2





Some spit, others are spat out. The go-getters go get, the rest get got. The US has long teetered on the verge of ‘mobology’ and is subject to the ‘mobocratic spirit’, as Lincoln put it.3 America was always each man for himself, with a big investment in lawlessness. Abolition’s still a work in progress.


Carlos Fuentes identified the ‘anguish’ intrinsic to the American way of life, the anguish of ‘doing, getting things done, making it’. Failure, pretty much guaranteed in such a merciless set-up, goes unloved. That’s why Trump, one of the biggest failures of all time, tried to transmogrify his every fiasco into a supposed success.


Fear of failure drives Americans into uptight bubbles of ME, only relieved by the collective daily orgasm of consumerism. Shopping is proof of citizenship. This provides Americans with the us in US. (Undocumented ‘Dreamers’ just dream of buying stuff.)


Even the niceness of many Americans seems suspect, because you never know if it’s just a precautionary kindness. What if all those chocolate chip cookies suburbanites offer each other are really SOS messages? Chip-on-the-shoulder cookies. What if American politeness stems from Stockholm syndrome: three hundred and thirty million captives, all being pleasant just to avoid being shot in the head?


‘When terror descends’ (as Edward Albee put it4), these helpless, cornered creatures easily swap democratic rights for gossip, lobbyists, peer pressure, Super PACs, gerrymandering, voting restrictions, that antique gewgaw the Electoral College, pre-election dismantling of the postal service and post-election dismantling of the vote count.


‘I just want to find eleven thousand, seven hundred and eighty votes,’ Trump boldly declared, two whole months after losing the 2020 election. Sad.


But there’s an upside! All this powerlessness leaves more time for the ME stuff. Because, you know, there’s like all this pop music to consider, cosmetics to apply, and foreign slave-labour jeans to purchase, so many beggars to belittle, billionaires to emulate, elders to ignore, and theories about the purifying effects of mindfulness or green tea to propound. So much purifying and putrefying going on. It’s really very absorbing! Never mind what the police are doing just down the street to Black men who don’t mow their lawns in the right direction.



OEBPS/image/1.jpg
THINGS

ARE
AGAINST US

Lucy Ellmann





OEBPS/image/cover.JPG
From the Booker Prize-shortlisted author of
Ducks, Newburyport

THINGS ARE
AGAINST US

‘Ellmann has long delighted in provocation.’
New Yorker

&









