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            LITTLE BOY

         

         little Boy was quite lost. He had no idea who hewas or where he had come from. He was with Aunt Emilie whom he loved very much. She had taken him in swaddling clothes from his mother who already had four sons and could not handle a fifth born a few months after his father died of a heart attack. His brother Harry aged twelve found their father dead on the back cellar steps of their little house just north of Van Cortlandt Park, Manhattan. “Poor Mom, no money, Pop dead,” wrote Harry years later. His mother, Clemence Albertine Mendes-Monsanto, was born in Providence, Rhode Island, to Sephardic parents who had immigrated from Saint Thomas, Virgin Islands, where the family had been established for a very long time as wealthy planters until a collapse of the sugar market in the late 1890s impoverished them. The family had originally fled the Inquisition in Spain and Portugal but didn’t arrive in the New World in steerage with nothing but their clothes. They arrived with all their possessions in steamer trunks, including candelabras, gold, and jewels, and thus were able to set up as merchants and planters in Saint Thomas where they soon had a great house on a hill with wide verandas looking down on the center of the town, and a family album showed them in broad-brimmed hats and black string ties. Saint Thomas was a Danish crown colony until America snatched it early in the twentieth century, and the Monsantos had intermarried with the Danes as well as with French settlers, and there were many French relatives who visited and were visited in France. Clemence Albertine had a French mother of vague aristocratic origins, and she still spoke French. So it went that Clemence Albertine’s uncle married Emilie from northern France, and thus it was that Emilie who had always wanted a child came and took the newborn Laurent from his distraught mother and bore him off to France by herself. Little Boy surmised many years later that her husband, Ludwig Monsanto, a professor of languages, and quite a bit older than Emilie, did not at his advanced age want to adopt a son, and thus left Emilie with little Laurent. And so it was that Tante Emilie took him back to her hometown near Strasbourg (the town near where the famous Captain Dreyfus was from) when he was perhaps two years old, and there they lived long enough for him to speak French before English, and his very first memory of existence was being held on a balcony above the boulevard where a parade was going by, and someone was waving his hand at the great parade with band music wafting up and strains of the “Marseillaise” echoing. And the next thing he remembered was that they were back in New York in a big high-ceilinged apartment on the Upper West Side overlooking the Hudson and the Palisades across the great river and steamboats hooting their whistles and Aunt Emilie and Ludwig somehow back together again. He had a prickly beard when he embraced Little Boy, and the sun shone on them for a brief time until suddenly Uncle Ludwig was not there anymore, and this time for good. So then again it was himself and Aunt Emilie in the big elegant flat, but not for long, because she had no money, and soon a Health Department man came and took him away to an orphanage in Chappaqua, New York, because she had no money to buy him milk and the man said Little Boy would develop rickets. And there was much weeping when they took him away from Emilie, and so it was he stayed in that orphanage, and years later the only memory he had of it was having to eat undercooked tapioca pudding the kids called Cat’s Eyes. Oh the time lost and no other memory of it, until a year later Aunt Emilie came and got him, and it was still the 1920s in America. And how he remembered her back then. She wore cloche hats and had her hair cut short like Louise Brooks and wore always the same elegant dress in the 1920s style, with low-cut bosom and a long string of beads, and scent of eau-de-cologne always about her. And of course it was not “always,” except in Little Boy’s memory, but it must have been her thread-bare elegance (well hidden in her elegant spoken French) that got her a position as French governess to the eighteen-year-old daughter of Anna Lawrence Bisland and Presley Eugene Bisland in Bronxville, New York, where they lived in an ivy-covered mansion not far from Sarah Lawrence College founded by Anna Lawrence’s father. And so Aunt Emilie came and got him, and so began their life in a third-floor room near the attic where steamer trunks with Cunard Line stickers on them shared space with old saddles and ancient bric-a-brac. But Little Boy remembered especially the dinners every night in the formal dining room with the big-boned Dutch butler who also served as chauffeur and was not used to butlering and juggled the serving dishes, while Tante Emilie conversed in French with beautiful daughter Sally, and the parents at opposite ends of the long table chiming in from time to time, or at least Madame Bisland did, for it was stylish back then to speak French and make grand tours of the Continent, especially Paris, and Aunt Emilie no doubt charmed them until a few months later she must have charmed Presley Bisland a little too much for Madame Bisland, and suddenly Aunt Emilie was gone from that house, and they told Little Boy that Emilie had gone away on her day off and had just never come back. Now, inasmuch as the Bislands had had a baby boy named Lawrence who died in infancy, it seemed an act of divine providence that they had now been provided with another Lawrence. And so it went, and Little Boy went on with them in the late 1920s in that fine mansion in Lawrence Park West, Bronxville. But he was of school age by then and they first sent him off to boarding school at Riverdale Country School at Riverdale-on-Hudson of which Little Boy remembers nothing but a kind headmaster looking after him, the youngest boy in the school, and they had a summer camp in the Adirondacks where Little Boy learned to swim and tie knots and saw for the first time the great woods, the huge straight pines, the shimmering lakes, the hidden streams, and the light shining down on them, as in the first morning of the world. But this was all a brief idyll he would long remember, while between camp and school back at the mansion in Bronxville it was a very lonely life for Little Boy, with the nearest neighbor out of sight and no children of any age to play with, and there were only the grown‑up Bislands who to Little Boy seemed very old, though perhaps they were only in their fifties, and he had a room in a wing of the house where great oaks leaned their branches over his windows, and the wind howled against the stone walls of the great house, but the wind was his companion in that room that seemed so distant from the rest of the house. It was only at mealtime when a dinner bell sounded that he descended to the family table to sit between Presley and Anna Bisland who talked to each other as if at a great distance. Now to describe each of them was a task for a writer like Charles Dickens, for indeed they were like Victorians in every way, each such a unique character of another age, at least to Little Boy. And Presley Eugene Bisland had been born into a noble but impoverished family in Natchez, Mississippi, a couple of decades after the American Civil War in which they had lost all but their great old mansion Mount Repose. And Presley was the last son in a large family, and there was no inheritance for him. So at age fifteen he took off to the West, hoping to strike it rich in Gold Rush California. He rode the Chisholm Trail on cattle drives, learned to break horses, and worked his way west as a cowboy. Somewhere in northern California he put his stake into a promising gold mine, only to lose every cent of it as the mine failed to pan out. Broke but still only twenty, he made it to New York City where—through his family’s connections—he was soon hobnobbing with rich distant cousins (everyone in the Old South being related to everyone else) and was invited to many parties on upper Park Avenue and Fifth Avenue. A handsome man he was indeed, and although he had only a lowly job in the Abbot Coin Counter Company, he was much in demand among the debutantes of that period, including the young Anna Lawrence whose family had a mansion on upper Fifth Avenue. It was there that a marriage was arranged (with or without love one never knew) between the very handsome well-spoken Presley and the plain but demure Anna Lawrence. So then after a grand marriage they settled in Bronxville, some twenty miles from the city. At that time, Bronxville was little more than open country, and Anna’s father had bought up most of the acreage, planning a model town, with fine houses designed for artists and writers, its own water and electrical systems, etc, all owned originally by the Lawrence family. Into this fair enclave moved Presley and Anna early in the twentieth century, and by the time Little Boy showed up they were already along in years. To Little Boy they were always very very old, too old in fact for a young child to make any kind of contact. But Little Boy did love Presley Bisland. He had a wit about him that sparkled through the courtly conversations with his wife, the stately old lady who wore black Victorian gowns, always with a diamond choker around her neck. Years later, when Little Boy came to know the writings of Mark Twain, he realized that Presley Bisland was cut out of the same cloth, with the same satiric humor as Twain, the same southern background, even the same way of dressing. Presley had grown up in a household steeped in the classics, and had learned Latin at an early age. His library at Plashbourne (as their house was called) was full of Greek and Roman classics, as well as more modern writers like Lafcadio Hearn. The library was a small comfortable room just off the dining room paneled in dark oak, with heavy easy chairs and nooks for reading. At the dinner table, Presley would address Little Boy with questions like “Young man, you’ve been to school—who was Telemachus?” or he would recite old chestnuts like “Horatius at the Bridge,” thundering out the rhymes, or “The Charge of the Light Brigade,” making Little Boy feel the flames of the battle with “Into the valley of Death rode the six hundred … Cannon to the right of them, cannon to the left of them,” and the great phrase “Someone had blundered!” rang through the dinner-table air. Or he would give Little Boy silver dollars to recite some chestnut by heart at the table. And Anna Bisland would fade from their presence and there was only the gracious witty old man challenging the world. (Little Boy didn’t know but perhaps she was pure Republican and he was Mark Twain), and if things ever seemed to be headed toward an argument, he usually answered, “Right or wrong, madam, you’re right.” She perhaps believed in God, and he didn’t. And when he was dying he forbid any kind of clergy to enter the house, but she snuck one in anyway, having a priest in an adjoining room mumble the last rites and then being spirited out the kitchen entrance. While all that Presley said was “Out of the house tonight, dead or alive!” Years later, reading Tolstoy, the Grown Boy imagined Presley like Tolstoy leaving his death-bed for the train station … And many years later, Grown Boy realized how much he loved that man, and knew not how to express it. But he remembered how once in deep winter, with snow blanketing the formal gardens around the mansion, he happened to see the old man in his pajamas in the middle of the night stumbling out the front door into the deep snow and starting to stumble into the storm, and Little Boy running after him and bringing him back into the house, and the dear old man would have frozen to death out there if it hadn’t been for Little Boy.

         AND Grown Boy in later years would never forget how when he was barely six years old his own mother, Clemence Albertine, and two of his brothers, Harry and Clement, came to the Bisland house one summer afternoon but were not invited into the house itself but stood on the great lawn in front, while armchairs were brought out for Presley and Anna Bisland while Little Boy stood sort of between them all, and the question was put straight to Little Boy, which way did he want to go, stay with the Bislands or go with his own mother and his own brothers, and there was a great and timorous silence in the summer air between them, and Little Boy was totally at a loss as to what to say or do, since no one had discussed this with him before and he did not remember ever having seen these strangers who were his mother and brothers, and he finally stuttered out, “Stay here,” and that was it, as his true mother and brothers just went away, and he only half realizing at all what he had done, his whole life decided in an instant, and he stayed on there, as it were, “forever,” and he never saw them again until he was grown, oh, what could the little kid know, what could the little kid know about “class” or “class distinctions” in the 1920s in Bronxville, New York, when his mother and brothers were not invited into the big house, although many years later he did remember being very shocked by that … And life went on, and there were no children to play with in the great mansion, the nearest house being a quarter mile away, and his best friends were the old Italian hunchback gardener who lived in a shack behind the garage and smelled of garlic—and the Irish housekeeper Delia Devine who had a sharp wit and a sharp tongue in her head with an Irish brogue that could cut butter—and the young Dutch chauffeur who drove the big Cadillac and doubled as butler with his big rawboned hands clumsy with the serving dishes—and the Swedish cook Annie who didn’t stomach any frivolity in her domain…. And the house and all its inhabitants never faded away in his memory … The moving finger wrote and, having writ, moved on.

         AND the time came when they decided Little Boy did need some company his own age and that he should go to the Bronxville Public School which was several miles away in the center of Bronxville, so that Little Boy would have to be farmed out with someone in town so that he could attend the public school. And so it was arranged that he would be boarded with a certain Zilla Larned Wilson, a widow with one son of fifteen, who lived down by the railroad tracks on Parkway Road (the only “poor” street in town). And it was a shock for Little Boy to be suddenly transplanted to a totally different level of life, from the rich house to what seemed a poor house with its back porch backed up fifteen feet from the track where the New York Central Railroad thundered by in the night, rattling the windows. And so began some seven or eight years with the cold Widow Wilson and her son Bill who became a big brother to Little Boy, and there was also a ragged gang of kids to play or battle with. And Little Boy had one fistfight with a kid known as “snot-nosed Red Neer,” and then there formed a small gang of kids with whom Little Boy played Robin Hood and his Merry Men in the wooded park by the Bronx River Parkway, and they fished for crayfish in the little Bronx River in the park, and Little Boy wanted more than anything a buckskin suit like Robin Hood’s, and would have robbed a traveler to get it (that’s how rebels are born). While back at the house on Parkway Road he slept on a cot on the back porch with the trains rumbling by, and he got up every morning at five to run a paper route with Bill, and it took until seven to finish delivering the papers, and then he had to tend a newsstand at the train station, selling the New York Herald Trib and the Times to the well-heeled commuters heading for the City in their Chesterfield topcoats and fedoras or derbies on their way to Wall Street. And then there was just time to rush home, change clothes, eat a muffin, and take off for school by 9 a.m. And life went on like that for a full seven years, except that when he got to twelve years old he was able to go to Boy Scout camp for a month in upstate New York somewhere. And all that time he never heard from the Bislands (although they must have been paying his board). But by the time he was going on fifteen, he was beginning to get into trouble after school, running around with small hoodlums shoplifting stuff and stashing it in a cellar behind the stores, and Little Boy was caught stealing pencils from the five-and-ten-cent store the same week he made Eagle Scout, and the scoutmaster had to come and get him and take him home for a spanking, after which the cold widow decided he had become too much for her to handle and called the Bislands to come and get him, which they did, and so began another totally different life in the saga of Boy who was no longer little. Lonely was the word, and looking back years later he realized that neither the Widow Wilson nor the Bislands had ever given him a hug or a kiss. Now school was out and summer came on, with the Bislands taking him with them to their summer lodge on Big Wolf Lake in the Adirondacks where he did the chores and chopped wood and dug in the sawdust of the icehouse for huge blocks of ice that he split and carried into the kitchen icebox. And there was a boathouse with rowboats and a sailing canoe which he was allowed to take out by himself on the lake, and many were the sunny hours he spent learning to sail by himself, and it was the best summer he ever had. In the main lodge there were birchbark signs that read things like “Come when you wish, go when you will, and do what you damn please” though he knew quite well that he could not do what he damn pleased, but another birchbark sign proclaimed “Behold the Fisherman. He ariseth at dawn and disturbeth the whole household and goes forth full of hope and returneth late at night smelling of strong drink and the truth is not in him,” and he was allowed to be a fisherman and caught lake trout as the summer passed away and then the Bislands sent him away to Mount Hermon School on the Connecticut River one hundred miles west of Boston, where for the first time he experienced real camaraderie with other boys in the dorms. His first year he had a roommate on the ground floor of an old dorm, and this roommate was a senior and was from India. His name was Jim, son of missionaries in India, born in India, and he became big brother to the boy, and one day something happened that awakened the boy to consciousness. In old age he still remembered it. Jim had Small Boy down on the floor, sitting on him astraddle. He was gentle but he would not let Small Boy up until he would admit that he could not prove he was alive and that he was not dreaming, and Small Boy kept crying “But I am alive, I am alive!” and Jim kept saying how can you prove it, and Small Boy was crying and Jim just kept sitting on him until he let him up. And life went on in his first year at Mount Hermon School on the Connecticut River, due west of Boston, and almost three years later he did graduate and went on to Chapel Hill and the University of North Carolina and graduated from journalism school and went straight into the U.S. Navy at the beginning of World War Two, and commanded a navy subchaser in the Normandy landings and went to the Pacific as navigator on an attack transport and saw Nagasaki seven weeks after the second bomb was dropped and saw the landscape of hell and became an instant pacifist and was discharged from the navy in Portland, Oregon, in the fall of that year, and got his first job in NYC in the mail room of Time magazine in the basement of the Time-Life Building, Rockefeller Center, and quit after three months and went to Columbia University graduate school and got an MA in lit and went to the University of Paris on the G.I. Bill and after three and a half years got a doctorate and split for the States and “home.”

         AND Little Boy, grown up after an endless series of confusions transplantations transformations instigations fornications confessions prognostications hallucinations consternations confabulations collaborations revelations recognitions restitutions reverberations misconceptions clarifications elucidations simplifications idealizations aspirations circumnavigations realizations radicalizations and liberations, as Grown Boy came into his own voice and let loose his word-hoard pent up within him:

         IN this existential café on the left coast of this country, watching reality pass by with a wild eye to inscribe on my brainpan a tale of sound and fury signifying everything beginning with Mahler’s Sixth Symphony and our world lost in the last movement before the final thundering crash of creation the last thunderous gasp and our civilization passed down from the Greeks really all gone now down the drain And shall we tally it up now and see what’s left after capitalism hits the fan But in any case now it’s time it’s high tide time to try to make some sense or cents of our little life on earth and is it not all a dumb show a mummery a blindman’s bluff a buffoon’s antic asininities with clowns in masks jumping over the moon as in a Chagall painting or as if we each were dropped out of a womb onto this earth so naked and alone we come into this world and blind in our courses, where do we wander and know not where we go nor what we do, with no assigned destinies except to transmit our elements into other forms, yes just put our parts back into the pot and stir to keep the old pot-au-feu going on the back of the stove of the sun …

         LIKE that pot I kept going in that two-room cave I had as a student in Paris 89 rue de Vaugirard in Montparnasse where I painted on the wall a line from Edgar Allan Poe Thy naiad airs thy hyacinth hair hath brought me home and that was my first place all to myself and never mind it was a cave for twenty-nine dollars a month or was it a year with a stand‑up john up a winding stair halfway to the first floor with footprints in the concrete where you squatted and pulled the chain and leaped out into the stairway before the water came rushing down to flood the floor, and my front room had one tiny window like a slot in the wall of the Bastille looking out to a stone courtyard and I had a single cold-water spigot over an ancient hollowed-out brown stone probably there since the Middle Ages, and there did I meet myself as if I were some sort of stranger just come in off the still street lonesome traveler with no naiad at all to keep me company oh what a romantic illusion all that was but I loved it I flung out into the grey light of Paris every day with a hunger in my step down along the quays thinking I was some sort of wild poet or artist, and I was Apollinaire and I was Rimbaud and I was Baudelaire and all the damned poets, the mad ones with the rage to live, my collar turned up in the fall wind that swept along the quays, I swept along too in the hordes of brown brittle leaves (pestilence-stricken multitudes!) as winter came down

         BORN into that generation that came of age during World War Two and fought it, the “greatest generation,” as it came to be dubbed, as it came to be remembered, creating its own new world, and memory an hourglass when you turn it over and all the sands of past life flow down through it mixing recent grains of time with earlier grains all haphazard together in the mix And it’s Rockabye Baby all the way down and on and on Yes the “greatest generation” coming of age with the absolute freedom and exhilaration of youth before life’s entanglements free to be a free spirit or a drudge an angel or a demon a conformist or rebel

         AND I was never much of a rebel back then or now but I was a part of that war generation born in 1919 just in time to join the navy just before Pearl Harbor happened yes that was its birthing day December 7 1941 the “greatest generation” indeed born, they told us, to make the world safe for democracy ha-ha but that was no cynical slogan back then because we actually believed it believed we were fighting the Good War for an America that was full of hope full of amiable optimism in a wide-open land still not all bought-and-sold  the last frontier still full of promiscuous promise where the pursuit of happiness had not yet turned into a rat race to corner the gelt of the world yes and in 1945 when the war ended it was as if the whole continent tilted westward and the whole population of men and women who had been uprooted by the war slid westward and the cry was still “Go West, young man” as millions heeded the blind siren call unlimited in a new age in which America and Americans were triumphant so that so many people thought life was so good in these States that there was no need for anyone to rebel against anything which today would seem impossible as when I asked a lefty radio host “Can you imagine a time in this country when you would no longer have to be a dissident?” and got no answer but a wise smile

         AND so where do we go from here, we of the greatest genesis and wherein lies our greatness today and are we all ingested by our omnivorous consumer society our dominant TV military-industrial perplex sometimes tending toward corporate fascism and devil take the hind half of the world even though even though the People (as in Carl Sandburg’s The People, Yes) still have not lost all of their hopefulness, even though lost Jack Kerouac returning dissolute or disillusioned from Mexico at the end of his Road lost heart, and all the sociologists saying his tale was the end of American innocence 

         SO did I come upon this earth with the astonished eye of an awakened owl to speak my piece, while a destiny that led the Italian and Portuguese to the Americas is strange enough but one that leads from Portugal to the Virgin Islands to Westchester County New York and finally to San Francisco is touched by the dark miracle of chance And let the dice fall where they may as the seed of my mother’s family blew away from the rocky Monsanto mountains of Portugal in some dark century out of the Inquisition and landed in Saint Thomas, and all went down into the twentieth century with some of the family migrating to Providence Rhode Island a main Portuguese port where my mother’s parents put down roots and then she herself Albertine later born in Bath Beach by Coney Island New York toward the end of the nineteenth century

         O can you imagine Bath Beach way back then on that sandy spot or island of American land before Irish Coney Island became Coney Island with its Ferris wheels and vaudeville hawkers and painted dames astride tigers and other unrealities O say can you see by the dawn’s early blight And is our antihero to be a luckless fellow and a superfluous man in the New World or is he to lead a revolution indeed the revolution of the downtrodden of the world against his own country which was on the wrong side of the people’s demotic revolution or will he end with a lovely wife with almond-butter smile and be beloved by all or will he end in dark prisons despised by all who hate revolution that might interrupt their hot pursuits of happiness while we go on flittering away our lives in our city existence on pavements far from the earth beneath us and we on it oblivious of its turning

         AND the small boy knows nothing, he is just a part of it, unconscious in his little existence on the turning earth in some town or city or yes and so he’s later handed off to a distant relative by an exhausted bereaved mother who could not take on one more child with her growing brood just after their father my father had died And so was he bundled off in swaddling clothes to a rural small town in northern France and so did he see the great plough horses in the rutted fields the hidden crickets singing and the birds crying in the gathering dusk calling to each other or to the unknown and the huge cows coming home late from the fields herded by ancient warders with wooden crooks the huge ancient cows lowing in some medieval time with huge old cowbells each echoing their hollow sound as distinctive as a brand upon them and the ancient gnarled herders prodding the ancient beasts with bestial cries as the red sun set withering among the treetops and just before the light of the sky winked out guardian angels spreading their wings from horizon to horizon and night fell as if forever and stars lit up one by one in the deep distances And so now where away little American boy growing up speaking French and what would he ever say to the world in what language and to whom would he say it if indeed he had anything to say or would he just sing it out to the great unknown or might Little Boy be like a match struck across a night sky lighting up the universe with his laughter and genius or he could just be an echo chamber an echo of everything that was ever writ or said or sung still hanging in the eternal air the eternal dialogue of philosophers fools and lovers and losers the very tongue of the soul sounding through time And is every newborn creature born pure and innocent or a carrier of everything including all evil and so will my little man be a born sinner or a radiant innocent happy from birth an ecstatic singing creature oh will he be the morning sun slanting through the trees or just a new moon over Coney Island where his mother met his Italian immigrant father driving a cardboard automobile without a license in a bumper car on a fun ride when their bumper cars ran into each other long time ago oh yes it was a crash of at least two … civilizations his mother a Sephardic-Portuguese-French-American and his father a Lombard Italian immigrant looking for a lady to have five sons oh Clemence Albertine Mendes-Monsanto purely appeared in a vision before him by Bath Beach Coney Island in the French boardinghouse where she lived with relatives The seabirds cried and cawed under cirrus skies wild in the gloaming And then years later baby cries like mantras in unknown languages in South Yonkers a mile north of Van Cortlandt Park yes there in a small back bedroom his brother heard his first cry like a seabird maybe or a wailing, an ecstatic sound of surprise to awake upon the bright earth in New York, and what a scene it must have been indeed this beginning in 1919 America as in Dos Passos’ 1919 or some other deconstruction or reconstruction of history and kids in the dusk playing baseball in the still country fields before the Manhattan skyline grew up and the far shouts in the still air still echoing in his ear when he was handed off in swaddling clothes to Tante Emilie and carried off by her over the sea to Normandie and then on into the heart of France saved from the Krauts as they were called back then over there over there and the Yanks coming and all that But in the backward mirror he remembered Strasbourg in the autumn of that year with the brittle leaves falling from the chestnut trees along the boulevard with the white mountains of Alsace in the far distance and a military parade going by below the fifth-floor running balcony of their apartment and someone holding him in her arms and waving his hand for him at the passing parade yes that was the snapshot he remembered and then the shutter went off and there was dark again in his memory and nothing more could he remember of France and that far time except the sound of tu and a woman’s voice calling him Lu-lu-Lulu où est-tu? and he was playing hide-and-seek under a chair and he was Baby Lulu in a patch of sunlight under a table with the wind outside blowing the leaves swept along the street each a dead life in the autumn of that year And the years like receding figures disappearing down a long tunnel far ago and birds of memory cawing and cawing against the coming night And then much later along Riverside Drive with the Palisades across the broad river in another year returned to New York with Tante Emilie who had returned to her man with Little Boy now speaking French but in America again and her man was tall and dark and had a prickly beard and was a professor of Hispanic languages somewhere a shadowy figure who came and went and then disappeared again for good from that big flat with the high ceilings and the view of Riverside Drive and the river with tugboats pushing barges and couples strolling along a riverbank and a slow ship hooting its horn in the channel below the Palisades and it seemed to be always autumn although he and Tante Emilie didn’t stay there long after her man left for good Oh the crying and the sobbing and the bathetic fallen handkerchiefs and night coming then alone with Tante Emilie and in the night every cat was black and he was afraid of ants in the cupboard and ants grew wings and flew in his face And there are ants even under the Bodhi Tree with Siddhartha seeking light in which he discovers the radiant spark at the center of Nothingness

         BUT I keep having the same dream over and over always the same with a disembodied me wandering around some huge city which after a few dreams I recognize as Manhattan, yes, it’s always Lower Manhattan and I’m always trying to get back to somewhere uptown or just north of the city like Van Cortlandt Park over toward the Hudson and it’s getting later all the time and there seem to be fewer and fewer buses or taxis or people on the streets as I keep walking uptown through the gathering dusk hoping to come across some subway station or bus stop or taxi stand but I don’t seem to be advancing anywhere as if I’m on a moving treadmill always carrying me away as the night keeps closing in on me far from some home place

         WHILE that swart Bard of Avon summoned up remembrance of things past and was echoed by Marcel Proust in a triumph of backward thinking yes yes the think-pad makes cowards of us all and time a river we swim in freestyle and the past all mirage and the future still to be dreamed up yes and longtemps, je me suis couché à la bonne heure and yes I still go to bed early and think think think mostly of myself the center of my universe around which all constellations wing and so am I just an old guy singing “Auld Lang Syne” in a high drunken voice and reliving all his lives on earth like Krapp in his Last Tape recording everything he remembers or in the end Nothing because the older he gets the more he forgets until in the end it’s all amnesia and he can remember nothing at all of vast spaces of time and he’s left only with his present moment or everybody’s present moment the great terrible moving moment of Now alone with himself and his lonely consciousness alone on his own little island of me, and so is that it? Oh no not at all I’m no old geezer with a squeaky voice I’m still a kid with his memory intact projecting into the bright infinite future growing up in the darkest and lightest of times on his little island of Me yes Me-Me-Me that’s all it is on and on the consciousness of me of man on earth and it’s the Great Memory no end to it the silent dead march the live march of time in consciousness Oh yes je me souviens of course I remember I remember everything about me-me-me and the rest of the world does not exist Oh it’s time it’s time and time again And do we have a plot does anyone does someone or everyone have a plot if not a plot then a story line yes that’s it everybody every body has a line of me-me-me on and on but this singular somebody is special yes most special But anyway this is her story his story history in a single individual a microcosm a solo being solo shot one-of-a-kind here today gone tamale oh how the mind raves on in its sensorium Scratch out not a line Once it’s said or thought it echoes in the air forever in eternal limbo echoing on and on whatever Plato said whatever Dante said whatever the guy-in-the-catbird-seat said I heard it I hear it echoing down through time corridors of time the eternal dialogue Yes Hello hello Here we are again mamma mia the past still with us still echoing and the future not futureless but ordained by the wheeling Vico cycle of time and free will nothing but a pollywog willing to lose its tail and so with the arrival of the future each day each moment newborn and not on a cycle yeah let me tell you Time marches on in magazines and movies and you are swept along in everybody’s consciousness and I am trying to put it to you straight in this precious moment which is now the only now we know and as soon as we know it it is gone into the great void past all things and beings yes and is it paradise on earth or is hell other people or does it matter what you call it Yes indeed it does Your consciousness of it of him of her is all that counts and you always wanting to feel your way into her consciousness or his consciousness so that the two shall be one the two consciousnesses merged together and I am you oh yes that’s it except what’s this loneliness that in the end always creeps in as if it was indeed impossible to merge with another person impossible to ever know that person from the inside or to fulfill the other half of that person Plato’s half absurdly searching for its Other oh no It cannot be done say the shrinks and yet and yet Do I not love thee as myself phantom voyageur errant wanderer flâneur des deux rives … mon semblable,—mon frère … but still let us proceed as if we were still aboveground and I am not Samuel Beckett nor was meant to be headed always underground and his voice getting smaller and smaller and more and more inaudible from Murphy to Malone to the Unnamable gone mute gone deaf underground Only one syllable left to utter and that one unnamable unutterable final syllable the final secret of existence of why we are here on earth or in space in interspace lost afloat in the Internet or wherever Only the music of the spheres in the end and the rest is silence as Ham said over and over I am not Prince Ham nor was meant to be Am an attendant lord of the flies and I fly in the face of fate and why did she cut the crotch off of all his underwears if not to de-ball him It wasn’t pretty that story in all the papers and the helicopter flying over the scene of the crime along the riverbank in the dark dusk by the Seine in another century or early twentieth century when the Pathé News cameraman caught the man in tails wearing wings with a champagne glass in hand on the Tour Eiffel and all his invited guests watching he had to go they were all waiting for him to do it and he plummeted straight down his wings catching no air and plunk there he was a blotch on the sere ground Lord save me I have only one life to live save me from such vanity pull down pull down thy vanity old man young man Let it all hang out but there are medieval battlements in the way guarding the ramparts of self yeah yeah loneliness where is thy sting I love to be alone with my own thoughts my own filter that is my own strainer to filter so-called reality that is what’s passing by the window as Creeley said about poetry you should report more than what’s passing by the window said he meaning don’t be so superficial dear poet you’ve got eternity to dig among other profundities or irrelevancies so I’ll put another filter on my camera-eye another lens for cinema verité up close and penetrate the surface the surface nothing but ephemera froth on the waves the sea’s lips kissing the shore the sea’s tongues licking the shore panic ephemera and people part of it and she let it all hang out and elle avait des tout petits tétons sang collaborator Maurice Chevalier during the Nazi occupation or was it someone singing “Abie’s Irish Rose” it’s time gentlemen please hurry up please it’s time cyclical time on a bicycle or a velocipede Let me not impede the cross-word traffic of consciousness echoing around the world in a thousand tongues and English the Latin of our days le Latin de nos jours baby baby the language of the conquerors just call it Globish and the World Bank running the whole show into the ground Third World countries beat down by loans by vulture capitalism masquerading as democracy babybaby put your faith in us stick with U.S. you’ll be wearing diamonds six feet underground De Beers on top of you in the deep shit mamma mia and Thorstein Veblen drank the bitter drink alright and have I not seen it all the long and the short and the tall the dead and the beautiful over and over Oh the mind of man and womban is a marvelous thing and spring is like a perhaps hand stroking the landscape of flesh and fowl and fauna funicular oh yeah and everyman out for hisself and sal si puedes everyman in his own auto everyman in his castle on wheels autodidact who knows everything and his name is Barney Google yeah lock him up Google him or her or it and don’t tell me all I read isn’t true I saw it on Facebook and the World Wide Web I saw it in the paper I saw it on TV it must be true Don’t call me Wiki Wikipedia or Wikileakia I’m not wicked I’m innocent I only want what I want so give me a good five-cent cigar give me my sex-toy oh boy on and on will it ever end endless the mad pursuit ah yes mad indeed of me-me-me turtle-head turning every way and blinking while the marble maidens on the Grecian urn pursue each other still night and day my Anna Livia twinkle toes But now we come to the broken sentences the plot thickens and thins on earth or in the seventh ward in Kearson Street or wherever she lies in bed with no one or anyone Here is your plot your story line and I knew her when she was Extra Virgin so the story goes Gaudeamus igitur pull my daisy and I’ll be born again a new beginning sinning and singing trailing clouds of glory do we come and paradise lies about us in our infancy infantile as it may seem to Sartre and sister Simone ask Algren what he sed about her a dirty thing to say And I am obliged to lie down with fools said another French dame giving head over heart and not at all like you know who Miss Round Heels they called her before she lost her looks and drowned in Gloucester Harbor a long way from Beacon Hill but she was fast on the uptake not for her to be ground down by life no sir mister shrink she’d laugh you off the stage this ain’t vaudeville anymore we’re into real life and like with that other skittish Scottish-Irish lass with the big eyes did I not stroke her hair one night and much later she telling me I didn’t know what was real always looking over my shoulder for the greener fields and the longer hair and the bigger tits my god it’s true every word of it in my auto in my Autogeddon speeding headlong into the final endgame call it chaos

         BORN into such a world balbutiant haletant aspirant espérant Where now Boy with your Tante Emilie in her cloche hat a true 1920s flapper with the long dress very décolleté on the fifth-floor running balcony one morning the mountains the white mountains of Alsace in the far distance Where now ghost come back to your early beginnings the first touchings in the first light the first imprints early footprints handprints on the sands of me-me-me je me souviens and I was hiding under a pillow and she calling Lu-Lu-Lulu où est-tu? and she bent over me décolleté Did I not glimpse full happiness then never again the sun just turning the far corner beyond the boulevard the sun shone in the chestnut trees the breeze stirred them though all was silent Nothing stirred the universe holding its breath the eternal morning the first morning of the world in my little crib on the French balcony when she bent over me her hair straight like Louise Brooks curved around the ear Did they call it a bob was it bobbed hair what did I know primary imprint the sun echoing in the chestnut trees les marroniers a voice beyond all time was calling

                 Aie! Aie!

         A far cry a distant singing down to today echoing do I not hear it still I hear Ti Jean Jack Kerouac singing drunk Ti Jean whom Ginzy always tried to make into a gay whereas Ti Jean was straight as they come always chasing skirts before alcohol replaced them Ti Jean built like a lumberjack in plaid shirts and baseball cap you have seen the photos when later he was blotto and bloated a sad story indeed and Ginzy always going for straights whom he loved to convert or at least tried and succeeded sometime suck-seeded at least part-time with for instance Neal Cocksman and Adonis poor sweet Allen not always so sweet yet compassion his great thing he found in Buddhist consciousness lovely Allen always falling in love with straights like Peter whom he converted most of the time at least oh what a tale signifying something by the River Liffey and onward into the sea the sea the great maw the final maw mother of us all father of us all where we come from where we go from Sea sea lapping forever on our shores on its shores lent to us by the sea for this fleeting moment in eternity these fair beaches those far reaches we roost upon but the sea soon will take them back the icebergs melting and all that and humankind the temporary tenant floating toward the precipice unable to stop itself and its self-destruction yes a civilization incapable of solving its problems that are killing it is a decadent civilization sed Aimé Césaire a civilization that chooses to close its eyes to its most crucial problems is a moribund civilization a civilization that lives by cunning and fraud is a gone civilization or so you would think if you thought at all if I thought at all I might get a glimpse of it la chute the fall the failing the exhaustion of the life force that makes the world go round and round one civilization épuisée foutue and au revoir mes enfants the dusk is coming the dark descending but all is not lost no never all lost as long as Buck can get his pecker up and eat his Mulligan stew no matter what with a pint or two me dandies here’s to you and here’s to all of us including me-me-me I’m still breathing I’m still thinking tick-tick there’s no blood running out not yet at least while I can still put together a consciousness of sorts becoming dumber and dumber day by day Will I never learn the ways of the heart the ways of the mind and which one leads the other oh I see said the blind man who didn’t see at all didn’t see the sea And a river ran through his life through my life a river runs through it mysterious and wisterias while baboons make good bedfellows and tante-pis Les Soldats de l’Éternité now marching around the world through various museums Londres Rome Vienna Paris copies in bronze pants the original clay not fit to travel from eleventh-century China and the great emperor Cin who gave his name to China and began to build the Great Wall in his free time which was infinite having a million slaves to wash his undies with sperm spent on a thousand courtesans and he Cin building his vast tomb a microcosm of his vast kingdom complete with thousands of soldiers and slaves cast in clay plus courtiers and functionaries and servants and peasants and commanders so that he Cin could rule forever over his kingdom after he died aha alas all in vain! his great tomb discovered by a dirt farmer in the twentieth century and all then fallen under the rule of Mao Tse-tung mouse-say-tongue and the Chinese Revolution Mao say tongue-in-cheek ah yes many a year ago and où sont les neiges d’antan? Romanticism is dead or is it and I’m not one to tell in Hell there are no Frigidaires and everyone laid out horizontal unable to climb out Dante’s fire escape with the tour guide Virgil And the whole myth of Heaven and Hell a medieval superstition an ignorant aboriginal construction inventing out of whole cloth a hierarchy a kingdom of a make-believe God invented to escape death-death-death imagining an immortality a transmigration of souls and soul itself an invention to perpetuate me-me-me And I saw God and she was pissed by the Nazi Pope’s fabrications O Lord who told you you have a kingdom anyway for the only Kingdom you have is the Kingdom of the Great Unknown and all we really have is just you and me-me-me in eternity as if eternity itself really existed oh I resisted all that along with Jean-Paul Sartre and Being and Nothingness take your choice How can you prove you’re alive how can you prove it’s not all a dream that everything you are being is not really dreaming as Edgar Poe said it? just like that time when I was fifteen and my first roommate at Mount Hermon School west of Boston an older boy had me down on a rug in our room and would not let me up until I admitted I couldn’t prove I wasn’t dreaming everything and me-me-me crying no no I’m real and you’re real I’m real but he wouldn’t let me up he was big but he was gentle he was Aristotle and Descartes he was a senior and I’d still be lying there if he hadn’t relented like a big brother and not Little Brother Orwell for I was free in the land of the pilgrims’ pride America America before nations were overrun with faceless hordes in search of food and shelter circa 2184 A.D. in another age beyond ours après le déluge where once the sweet birds sang and may or may not sing again and Subcomandante Marcos saying Please excuse the inconvenience but this is a revolution

         BUT that old dream keeps coming back at me and finds me always still walking in the great cement city where now and then suddenly some stranger shows up right in front of me like a guy with a flatbed truck who is headed uptown and seems like he’s willing to give me a ride but just as sudden he vanishes in the dusk and again there is no one in the street except me and I keep walking and then just as suddenly a hay wagon appears in front of me with a hayseed driver exhorting his horses to move on but they won’t move as he yells to me to “hop on!” but the horses still don’t move and the whole scene fades away with me still on the pavement, looking for home …

         GOD whose invisible proof may possibly exist controls everything through the gates of the sun, all life on earth day and night, night and day, light and shadow, light and total darkness, And wasn’t it clever the way humans have dreamed up gods who can’t be seen invisible gods who hang out in some high place Valhalla or Heaven and have strange names or Greek names or no name at all but in any case can’t be seen or unseen and therefore can’t be proved to not exist yes indeed what a tall tale to tell over and over in temples churches or sin-agogs or other far-out agogs or pulpits made of metaphysics or Pataphysics or psychosomatic syllogistics Lord Lord am I not my brother’s keeper 

         DON’T hand me that all that blarney about we’re all in the same boat or the same bathtub and don’t throw out the baby with the bathing beauty hubba-hubba so let’s all now together stroke-stroke-stroke I’m the cockswain and you’re the peon rowing for your life while the bare truth is that there ain’t enuf life jackets to go around especially since nobody will stop having babies and it’s every man for himself sal si puedes over and over blam-blam and set ’em up in the other alley and let’s fuck fuck fuck for to fuck is to love again but maybe we can go to the other side of the sun someplace and start a new life a planetary civilization a greater empire of a new benevolent colonialism with us the benefactor spreading capitalism masquerading as Christianity oh man beam me up Scotty there ain’t no intelligent life down here just millions of scrawny humanoids like ayrabs or other assholes out to kill us but we could use their mineral deposits gold in their closets oil from the lamps of China or anywhere we can get it steal it to keep our cozy cars rolling to keep Autogeddon going and I ain’t gonna get out of my auto for anyone not even you dear god my car is my castle and fuck you peasants the earth is flat in cyberspace and we got the most powerful computers and most overpowering armies so what’s to stop us from conquering the whole world flat or round We’re the victors we set the exchange rates the laws the treaties not worth the paper they are printed on ha-ha we’ll tell you how to breathe all you fuckers trying to destroy us bombing the Twin Towers you little creeps with your pajama clothes and weird religions and who the hell was Mohammed Zoroaster Sufi Buddha-boy Omar Khayyam Rumi smoking hookahs and kicking back we’ll take care of you buddy after the Twin Towers we’ll generate this huge national paranoia allowing our guv to abolish liberty in the land of the free with panic legislation It’s called shock treatment after any disaster we move in and take over and South of the Border is where we’d like to go with every dame every señora that comes along with her promised land the vulva O lay me down I love it aye mates to the breach the dawn is coming and your señorita won’t be blooming forever So now where was I the original mail chauvinist pig dancing on the rim of the world on the first and the last frontier and all that Onward Christian Soldiers and Love Thy Nabor only it’s tough-love tough-tiddy and I do love tiddies give me to suck and fuck I love you oh yes and how many times in your life have you said I love you how many times to how many people have you said it how many times did Mister Proust say it when they were doing their cattleya A voice beyond the earth was calling and did the earth move for you whispered that lover in the sack for whom the bell tolled as if eternal love were only while the earth shook eternal love only for a day and how long is eternity anyway if you can see it in a grain of sand and it’s always two people in a pod and that’s our story And I’ll never forget I’ll never forget … what’s-her-name what’s-his-name light of my life gay or straight oh how I loved that asshole have I anything more to say I’m getting dumber and dumber every day and when at last I attain enlightenment I will know Nothing which is the ultimate asininity while light is what it’s all about light makes Mary-go-round and all you can do is reach for the brass ring as you whirl about around and around ta-ta Don’t tell me this is a wooden horse I’m on in a circle of golden chariots with gilt horses caparisoned with golden reins and riders leaning out to catch the golden faux-golden ring and if someone catches one another at once pops up to replace it just like consumer society, vero? and I’m whirling about and the world whirls with me the round earth that is not the faux flat one on the world wide web yeah so is it the real round man or the faux flat man who will rule the world in the future in any future if there is one? oh what a question as if there could be an answer and the dawn coming up like thunder out of China ’cross the bay on the road to Mandalay or Nirvana or samsara or paradise in a spaghetti Western and John Wayne on his real horse leading the charge over the far horizon over the last frontier to the final shore and the white sand beaches and the immigrants’ dream come too true and lost among the consumer-gatherers And everything’s gone straight to Hell since Sinatra played Juarez 
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