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Editor's Introduction

Who are the Enigmatic Polygeneration?

from Put It Down in a Book (The Drill Press, 2009)

In a creation where particles can spookily act upon each other at a distance of quadrillions of light years, the seven ages of man are as days in the week, and a generation can span an open-ended number of decades.

When a school of scribblers eschews congregation at a specific longitude-latitude, what the PR folks call "the presentation self" gets wholesomely idealized. To the same degree that carefully drafted prose sails above extempore gab, the quality of schmoozing becomes enhanced. When, to paraphrase Hugh Fox, the Who gets unsecured by landscape, all the somatic curses of generated existence are stripped away. Once space has been erased by the miracle of email, so has time, in terms of its effects on the human frame.

The envy inspired by exquisitely smooth foreheads and cheeks; the superciliousness engendered by wrinkles and arthritic gaits; the mutual revulsion that results in commingling the disparate B.O.s of maturity and im-; the disharmony of voices cracked with senectitude and late teen hormones; the ambiguous eros ignited when the androgyne grace of late adolescence rubs against grizzled moobs; the subcortical whiffs of the Freudian family-disease that obtrude on every animal awareness when figures substitutable for parent and spawn rub elbows, when personal encounters take place among people separable by more than a sibling's number of years — none of this signifies through the hermetic medium of the internet.

In a universe ruled by karma and rebirth, "generation" is a bad word, denoting as it does the stifling of spirits in coats of crass skin, the greatest disservice that can be done. Nevertheless, Hugh Fox got to christen the Invisible Generation, Andrew Gallix the Off-beats. So I'll invent a name to embrace these people. I'll make it doubly apt, as they produce electricity as well as useful heat:

the enigmatic polygeneration.





John-Ivan Palmer

Sodom in Half: Ricki Hilliard, Lost King of the Blue Ventriloquists

I went from psych major at UC Berkeley to Felicia Fantasy\s Tenderloin boyfriend in one academic quarter. If I hadn\t traded the soporific lecture hall for the strip club dressing room, I might never have heard of Ricki Hilliard, the most notorious of the blue room vents.

Successful ventriloquists working today, like Todd Oliver (with his live talking dog), or Bob Trent (with his smart-ass crow), can only remember a few blue vents by name. There was Wayne Roland in Chicago, who tried to break out of blue rooms, but still did risque material and was always in trouble for it. There was Grover Ruwe, the sly jape from Kansas City, Dick Weston in Vegas, and Richard and Willey (who Trent calls "wickedly dirty"). Barklay Shaw's X-rated chicken and Wayland Flowers' dirty old lady dummy all worked — again in Trent's words — "really blue." But almost nobody's heard of Ricki Hilliard. He was too blue.

When we delve into the world of XXX-rated ventriloquism, we delve into such a black hole of human taboo that nothing radiates out. Oblivion gobbles up the names.

There is no mention of blue room vents in Valentine Vox's definitive I Can See Your Lips Moving, The History and Art of Ventriloquism (1981). I talk to agents like Gilbert Miller in Las Vegas, who knows everything about show biz from vaudeville to the point where it all turned to shit. He can't remember the name of a single dirty vent. Not only that, but he bristles at the very mention of filthy ventriloquists and distances himself in such a way that I feel ashamed I ever asked. The taboo is as strong now as in the 13th century when ventriloquists were tortured and executed by Christian authorities for the capital crime of making a voice appear to originate from someplace other than its source.

And I use the terms "dirty"and "filthy" not to be judgmental, but because these were the terms used both inside and outside the business itself. It assumes the modal values of the culture as a constant, and the modifiers and enhancers measure just how far from mainstream taste you can expect the dummy to stray. You want a dirty disgusting vent act, utterly, and I mean UTTERLY filthy? That sort of thing. It's a way to get directly to the point and do a little business.

What made Ricki Hilliard such a morsel of the forgotten wasn't just the standard blue vent gimmicks, the filthy jokes, the dummy's erection, the urination into the audience, the raised finger, the endless fuck, fuck, fuck. That alone would have guaranteed him work inversely proportional to his importance in ventriloquial history. It wasn't because he merged two historical no-no's: cultural taboo and making inanimate objects appear conscious (although that may be closer to the necromantic essence of his demonic power). He was devastatingly popular in west coast strip clubs of the lowest order for five short years because he dredged deeper, took greater risks, and consorted with more ancient gods than any known ventriloquist for the last three thousand years.

Hilliard began his career in Tenderloin porn theaters, doing ten minute shows between movies to give the projectionist time to switch reels. It was an impossible niche, and why he did it rather than work, let's say, kiddie shows, is part of Hilliard's mystery. When the lights went up, Hilliard walked out on the stage carrying the dummy with a penis sticking out. It was an atrocious sight gag, but it worked. Hilliard himself looked straight and wholesome, a kind of skinny dork. The dummy was a bug-eyed Charlie Manson figure, nearly full human size, which made the erection gimmick all the more "realistic."

Most blue room vents were products of the 1950's, when booming Rust Belt factories all had Men's Clubs that threw parties with strippers and dirty comics. This was long before the Devil went PC. Several times a year Puritanism gave way to Paganism and life seemed more balanced and eternal than it does today. Hundreds of acts and agents thrived in this culture like bread mold and blue vents worked circuits year round. But by the early 1970's most were ravaged by vice and life on the road.

With my library and files on cognitive psychology and everything I never learned in class, I moved to Turk St. with Felicia Fantasy and her snake. I don't know if anyone's written the intellectual history of the Tenderloin, but there was one. The cheap hotels along Eddy, O'Farrell and Turk Streets were indeed filled with garden variety losers. But peppered among them were people like me, the rejects of formal education, who wouldn't follow the syllabus-bizarre bookworms, amphetamine-addicted students of metaphysical poetry, erotomaniacal biblical scholars, socially crippled botanists, perversion seeking poets. Ricki Hilliard was among them, run out of Chicago, according to rumor, by some scandal in the Shakespearean theater clique. All these seekers of odd flavors and fragrances were too non- conformist for the middle class hippies, so they ended up in the Tenderloin, which was no love-in. As my behaviorist professors would put it, positive and negative reinforcement in a maximum displacement from zero. Violence was always imminent. You saw it in the doors, most of which had been repaired numerous times from being kicked in by police or people going berserk. Tenderloin doors were always old, the locks were always new. You had to fight for your ecstasy. Kicking was the name of the game. Get yer kicks, kick the junk, kick yer ass, what a kick. People just stepped over the blood on the sidewalk. It had to be as disturbing to Hilliard as it was to me. All night the screams and the sirens made it difficult to sleep, and when you did sleep you had nightmares. X-rated ventriloquism was how Hilliard kicked his way out of hell.

I saw Hilliard in Tenderloin pross bars doing funny voices for hookers, or on the North Beach strip where he knew all the sex shop clerks. He tried to get himself booked at Big Al's, the Condor, etc. He did work some of the lesser clubs on a one shot basis, but no one wanted to pay him. I even saw him on Market Street a few times, once in the rain, pathetically working for tips. Whenever I compli- mented him on his thespian talents, he used his hip, loose, show biz persona to take control of the conversation to pry sexual information out of me. Would I screw a cow for a thousand dollars? A million? He'd manipulate me into some absurd hypothetical agreement, then spend days telling everyone about it, building the whole thing into an offstage routine, voices and all. And here's what the cow said . . . etc. No one could get close to him because he used ventriloquism as a shield. When things got personal, he'd throw a voice into a shot glass or a hash pipe or a hooker's cleavage. He was definitely in a self- referential world of his own and unless it involved some kind of sexual commerce most people avoided him.

When my girlfriend, the ultra-high maintenance, all-nude sen- sation, Felicia Fantasy, finally got him on the peeler circuit, we bumped into him all the time in places like the Palm Tree Lounge in Calgary, The Syndicate and Fantasia Cabaret in Edmonton, The King of Hearts in Laramie, and the Roxy in Cheyenne before they shut it down as a public nuisance.

In show biz, especially tough show biz, evolution happens quickly. Laughs aren't that easy to get. In roadhouse hells of vomit, drool, blood and ugly scenes, you'll do anything for laughs. You'll steal jokes, you'll score them like guns and drugs, you'll run your mind at full throttle and drive everyone nuts in a mad quest for workable lines. If you fail, you die. That's why show business thrives on the metaphors of violence. You kill em, you slay em, you knock em dead. Or you die. Hilliard mowed em down-about half the time.

The sight gags were pretty much the high point of the show. One of the dummy's hands had the middle finger permanently out and the arm worked on a rod controlled by Hilliard so the dummy was constantly flipping people off. Fuck you, fuck you, fuck you, and by the way, fuck you too. It was a formula of cosmic simplicity. In the Rocky Mountain cowboy dumps in the winter of 1970, I saw Hilliard's act literally explode with adaptive mechanisms. In addition to the erection gimmick, he rigged up a big glob of brown clay to drop out the dummy's ass. Hilliard's logic, if not his taste, was flawless — a defecating ventriloquist dummy. Then sometime between the Dragon Lounge in Portland and the Frontier Room in Vancouver, Hilliard figured out a way to pack pounds and pounds of clay into the oversized dummy's body, so much that the issue came down to how much weight Hilliard could carry out onto the stage. The more the shats, the more the laughs. He dropped the stuff in laps, on people's heads. He was a bouncer's nightmare. Felicia complained about clay causing embarrassing stains on her costumes when she rolled around on the floor and put a lot of pressure on me to get Hilliard to stop. There were other hostilities. Drunks threw clay back at the dummy (but never Hilliard). Several times he had to be escorted to his car because someone threatened to kick the dummy's ass (never Hilliard's) in the parking lot. In a medium of Dionysian excess it flipped a switch in the collective unconscious, and on these nights I could see why, for 30 centuries, ventriloquism could be such a dangerous activity.

In some ways it was amazing to see. The shock, the hysterics, the revulsion. After about 10 minutes of overkill from his crapping dummy, he brought out the big finish — a potty-mouthed female dummy rigged up with a dress that came off. He probably stole the idea from blue room vent Chris Cross. But Hilliard took it one step further. Not only did the female dummy have pubic hair, but a kind of opening so you could actually peer inside her artificial body. The dummy wench conned some stooge up on stage to look between her legs, which were rigged up to open real wide or snap shut. Catcallers yelled, "Whata ya see!" No matter what the guy said, it was funny. Meanwhile, during all of this, the dummy insulted the stooge. Pure genius.

If the trends would have stayed the same, Hilliard might still be doing it. He might even have become another Lenny Bruce or Andy Kaufman. But west coast strip clubs in the early 1970's were vaudeville's absolute and final dead end. Generic crab walkers and butt puppets, who'd show more and work for less, ran strippers out of business almost overnight, including my girlfriend, the Snake Dancing Wonder. I have no idea where all these people went. They seemed to vanish in some great mass extinction. I never saw Felicia again after that incident in Omaha, when she kicked me out of her car and drove off to Denver with a bunch of my books on the nature of consciousness. I never saw them again either.

Clubs went through a quick succession of fads from male strippers to stage hypnotism, disco, mud wrestling and then comedy clubs created a whole new format. Vaudeville literally went out in a blaze of glory. Suspicious fires were commonplace.

The last time I saw Ricki Hilliard was in the sleaziest toilet of all time, the Kon Tiki Lounge on highway 290 between Spokane and Coeur d'Alene. It was an awful week. Felicia said the only reason she brought me on the road with her was because she needed a driver, otherwise she hated me and by the way, would I drive her to Omaha? Hilliard was stabbed by an Indian he outraged with his shitting dummy and spent the night in a hospital. I found out he had an eight year old son in Chicago no one would let him see. One night in the house trailer behind the club, I heard him through the thin walls crying hysterically. Since then someone told me he was in porno movies, someone else said he was arrested in a john sweep in Seattle, and another rumor had him breaking a two week contract in Anchorage because of some scandal that forced him to leave town suddenly. But all of it was hearsay. Trying to verify the facts surrounding traveling night club acts is like trying to find the real Jesus.

Wayne Roland died an alcoholic born-again Christian, Grover Ruwe is a born-again Christian of advanced age working for free in nursing homes, and other blue vents have died of AIDS. I have good reason to believe that Ricki Hilliard was not even his real name. Maybe somewhere in America today he's on-stage as a chillingly convincing Caliban or Richard III. Maybe he's getting stoned with Long Dong Silver.

I always thought that Hilliard was more a function of the Tenderloin than of show business. Ventriloquism for him was a survival mechanism to deter predators real or imagined, like the pika, a rabbit-like West Coast rodent that throws its voice when it hears you coming and makes rocks sound like goats. Go ahead, eat one. Mean- while, I'm outa here.

Beyond that you could regard Ricki Hilliard as an anomalous phenomenon of no value whatsoever, like a ball of light that comes in your back door, follows you upstairs, wanders in and out of the bathroom, only to pass out a bedroom window and explode over the wisterias.

John-Ivan Palmer is a pathological liar living off the ransom he received years ago under the name of D.B. Cooper. His novel about male strippers, Motels of Burning Madness, was recently published by The Drill Press. For security reasons his current whereabouts is a secret.





Hugh Fox

from What Do You Do on Sundays?

My mother, in a sense, was the world's most frantic social climber. She wanted to put Cicero and her Jewish mother and whole Jewish family behind her. Escape from little bungalows in Cicero to Tudor mansions in Kenilworth and Oak Park, the fancy suburbs around.

She never made it. They felt they couldn't afford the South Shore Country Club so they joined the Swedish Club instead. Couldn't afford a house, so they lived in apartments forever and forever. Couldn't this, couldn't that . . . .and I was supposed to go to medical school, become a specialist in something, marry some fancy, rich girl, and make it for them.

My grandmother's whole family was totally wiped out, erased, buried, but we used to spend lots of holidays with the Irish side of the family.

Irish seemed to be OK with my mother. That's why I was sent to Leo High School in Chicago'; it was run by the Irish Christian brothers. She had nothing against her father being Irish, it was just that streetcar conductor's uniform.

My mother's father had had one brother, Frank Mangan, who lived up on the northwest side of Chicago, which was just a working class neighborhood back fifty or sixty years ago, but which more re-cently has gotten snobbish and yuppyish. Around Armitage.

Frank Mangan had had Rheumatic Fever when he was a kid and it had not only affected his joints (rheumatism, hence the name of the disease) but his heart . . . .and he was grey, grey, grey. Like he'dbeen dusted over with charcoal. He'd be always sitting there like a little old opposum in the corner of the living room when we went to visit.

He had a daughter, Lil, this huge, big-busted woman with this big round face and all kinds of frizzy hair who had a voice like a trombone (in the upper registers):

"Well, it's good to see you all. Little Hughie, howya doin'?"

And her husband, Jim, Jim Vincent, this huge-armed truck-driver for Armour and Co., the guy who carried the sides of beef into the meat markets, would always lift me up and toss me around a little, like I was some kind of little doll or something.

There was an Aunt Annie too, crippled, kind of a crippled midget, always looking up at you from the floor, hardly able to get around, but the one thing that wasn't crippled was her mouth.

"I've never seen so much snow. I was just telling Jim that we'd be better off in Alaska, on the coast. Being on the coast makes a big difference. Although I wouldn't mind Florida. Helen, you and Hughgo down to Florida a lot, don't you? How is it? All those hurricanes. Have you ever been in a hurricane? I don't know if there's ever been a hurricane in Chicago. I think the big buildings must stop hurricanes from forming. What we seem to specialize in is big snow storms. I haven't been downtown in years. Is Marshall Fields still there . . . ?"

On and on and on.

She'd been dropped on her back when she was a kid. Or fallen out of a second story window or off a back porch . . . . . .

Was she Jim Vincent's sister? I think so.

Two kids, Teresa Mary and Jimmy Vincent.

Teresa Mary always had her eye on me and I always had my eye on her. When she reached puberty she got pregnant (of course) and had a baby and started writing me little notes, and my mother got all riled up.

"Cheap little whore that she is, just let her keep away from my son. I have better things in mind for him than her!"

But there was always talk about the Kirbys, the Kirbys, the Kirbys.

"From England!"my mother would say as if that canonized them or something. Some relatives of my dead grandfather.

I mean the Vincents were pretty solidly working class. No big deal. They had nothing to do with my mother's pretentions toward royalty, her obsession with M.D.'s and big cash . . . but they were Catholic . . . .I almost said "white," as if her mother's side wasn't "white."

I guess the Irish and Anglo-Irish were OK, whatever. And it wasn't that she was anti-Jewish per se. I mean she was genuinely in love with Maurey Greiman, my father's lawyer, and when I started studying opera with Madame (always "Madame," never "Mrs.") Metzger, she invited the Metzgers over for dinner and was thrilled by them.

Fritz Metzger was funny.

He farted into an empty coke bottle and then set the gas on fire and it burned and everyone got a huge kick out of it — except my mother and Madame Metzger, who, in her own way, was just as snobbish as my mother.

I remember one time we were up on the seventh floor of the Fine Arts Building where the auditorium was, practicing for a per- formance of Mendelssohn's Elijah and some old janitor or some- thing saw me and said "Hey, kid, you want to see something special?" And I said "Sure, why not?"

He took me to a door in the wall, had a key for it, opened it, and we walked across this old catwalk to another door that he opened, and in we went.

We were in some place huge, that's all I could tell, like a ca- thedral at night without any lights on.

"Let me see if I can find some lights."

Off he went, I heard some switches click, and BANG! On went the lights. We were in this splendid, giant auditorium, all fancy boxes and a huge stage, all Baroque, elaborate, but "in suspension," old, not falling down exactly, but just unattended, uncared for.

"This is the old auditorium. Louis Sullivan. Ever heard of him?"

"Not really."

Although years later I'd write a whole volume of poetry cen- tered around Sullivan's architecture —Apotheosis of Olde Towne.

"This is the autorium-auditorium?"I asked, remembering piles of old opera programs my father had kept from the days when he was an usher at the "auditorium." How many times had he said "I used to bring coffee into Mary Garden's dressing room."

"This is it."

"My father used to usher here when he was in medical school."

"Beautiful place, huh?"

"Beautiful."

And we came back to the main building again and Mrs. Metzger was walking toward us down the hall holding on to the arm of this old, old lady with a cane.

Introduced the old lady with a flair of formality.

"Hugh Fox, this is my mother, Madame Mulhman, the singer. Now retired."

"My pleasure,"I said and shook her trembling hand.

Years later I was reading a biography of Mahler and came across a sentence about a singer named Mulhman who had sung the soprano part in the first performance of Mahler's Das Lied Von DerErde in Vienna at the end of the nineteenth century.

Mrs. (oops, Madame) Metzger's mother.

So Madame Metzger had her own fancy past too, didn't she?

Fancier than my Irish/Anglo-Irish ancestors.

It was a shame, when my grandmother had to leave her little bungalow in Cicero she left a whole bunch of portraits behind in the attic. No money for moving.

It was something my mother talked about endlessly later.

"All the portraits of the Kirbys. And beautiful frames too. It was a crime to leave them behind . . . . . . "

Decades later I almost went back to the old house in Cicero and asked if the present owner might just, might just have kept the portraits, or just stuck them in a corner somewhere and forgot about them. But it was so unlikely that I never pursued it.

My mother's father's brother and his family, they were kosher, but when my father did the family tree, he'd trace the Fox family back to Ireland, back to Saint Patrick, for God's sake, but my grandmotherappeared without any lineage, no father or mother, no brothers or sister, just "Mary Ross [misspelled, it should have been Roos] married James Mangan."

One time when I was visiting my old pal Harry Smith in New York, I met one of his wife's cousins, this big shot Wall Street in- vestment broker. Lunch at some club on the top of a skyscraper fac- ing the Chrysler Building. The fanciest place I'd ever been in my life.

We started talking about being Jewish.

He was Harry's wife's cousin. The whole family was Jewish. Marion's family, the Pechiks, had had one of the great fortunes in pre-World War II Czechoslovakia-Austria. They had so much money that their town-house is now the U.S. embassy in Prague.

I said something about my grandmother being Jewish.

"I can't understand it. Why the big secret? I feel cheated. Look at all the traditions, the Yiddish, the ideas, the sense of belong- ing to 'the tribe' that I missed out on. All my grandmother's family, the great-grandfathers and great-grandmothers and uncles and cous- ins I never knew. It was a kind of personal ideological holocuast. Wipe the whole thing out without a trace."

"Well, I'm not Jewish myself," he said delicately carving a lit- tle piece of ham off the big slice on his plate.

Ham was a big symbol of "liberation," wasn't it?

"What are you?"

"Episcopalian. I couldn't quite get to Catholic . . . .but al- most . . . ."

"But why?"

"Because . . . ," looking around at the table next to us to be sure that no one was listening, "there was a time when to be Jewish was to be dead. Believe me that has a lot to do with it."

"But not in the U.S.!"

"Who knows when they came over. And in 1939 who knew who was going to win the war, the Germans seemed invincible. Be- sides, the whole Nazi thing went back, back, back into the late twen- ties . . . .."

"I remember something my Austrian-Jewish opera teacher in Chicago told us one time before class, 'You should have seen Ger- many at the time of the 1929 crash. You needed a wheelbarrow full of money in order to buy a loaf of bread. That's when the Nazis first surfaced.' "

"Exactly. It went back, back, back. The Jews were doing too well. And the Gernans took their sense of religious tribalism as a per- sonal snub. And Hitler wanted the Jews' money, their property. Just look at the pictures of the Jews going to the concentration camps. Look at the faces . . . ..let's not talk about property, houses, jewelry, gold teeth . . . . . . "He stopped, tears in his eyes. "OK, OK," lifting his wine glass up, Harry and I lifting ours in response, "Lach heim, to life . . . .and let's move on to other things." A toast, nice sweet con-cord wine, my favorite, and, as he put his glass down, he looked out at the Chrysler Building, "Not a bad view, huh?"

"Not bad."

"Even for a Chicagoan."

"Even for a Chicagoan."

Only I don't think my mother's burying her Judaism had any- thing to do with Hitler and the Nazis. She felt like being Jewish was like being black. It was simply a label she didn't want anything to do with.

Like us joining the Swedish Club instead of the South Shore Country Club.

So . . . .the South Shore Country Club was more expensive. And my mother was thrilled by the fact that when I was in high school I started going out with Shirley Bourke, whose accountant father (who drove a brand new black Cadillac) belonged to the South Shore Country Club. But my parents were cheapo, cheapo, cheapo, and my father was a general practitioner in a world becoming increas- ingly filled with specialists, so . . . .they joined the South Side Swedish Club, and there we'd be at the smorgasboards with all the smoked fish and pickled fish and fish this and fish that, Swedish meatballs and noodles, all the Swedes and us, Dr. Willard Johnson, and what was his wife's name, Julia Johnson, this over-sexed cutie pie with the ample tits and upswept hair who ended up getting "allergic" to Willard and getting a divorce and marrying another member, Ollie Olson for all I remember.

Sometimes we'd bring my grandmother over to the club and she'd go into the slot-machine room (only allowed in private clubs back then) and she'd wait around, watch someone put fifty quarters in a machine with no results, and then she'd go over and put in two quarters, and, bingo, a jackpot.

Everyone knew her.

"Hello, Mrs. Mangan."

Mrs. Mangan this, Mrs. Mangan that.

She had a winning way with her, always a little smile, a quip.

I hate to say it, but like all the old Jewish ladies over at the temple that I know. Never at a loss for words.

We'd go down to Kungsholm a lot. Downtown Chicago.

More smorgasboard, more cold/smoked fish. And full-length operas like Wagner's Tristan and Isolde or the Ring operas, Siefried, Die Gotterdammerung. Especially the Ring operas, all about Norse (almost Swedish) myth.

But we never got really close with the Swedes. We were close to the Greimans, OK, to Fanny and Doctor Morris, all that vast army of Jewish watch makers and jewelers and furriers and tailors that sur- rounded us.

My mother was right out of the movies, that poor, beautiful bitch who wants to make it big and get inside the American dream, get the big house, the big car, big house, fur coats and diamond watches and earrings.

She was a real beauty, and every time I went to a Bette Davis or Joan Crawford or Lana Turner film, there she was up on the screen, seductive, hungry, full of fire and neuroses, wanting to put her shadey past behind her and enter triumphant into the WASP world, still managing, though, to somehow accept her Irish side, her Irish relatives . . . although even there the concentration was on the Anglo side of the Irishers: "The Kirbys were from England, not from Ireland at all." As if the name Kirby wasn't Irish.

At the same time there was this endless flirtation with every- thing Jewish, and when I came back from Brazil in 1978 with long hair and I went to visit her in Mount St. Antonio Gardens, where she'd moved after my father had died, she took one look at my long hair and said "How can you wear a kipu with that kind of hair?"

You know, a kipu, the skullcaps that Jewish men wear during services.

"What do you know about kipus?" I asked her.

"I know everything there is to know," she answered, then kind of wished she hadn't.

Everything there is to know about kipus. And, I suspect, eve- rything else Jewish. It was there, it was her, her whole life was one long denial of what she really was.

Which cheated me out of all kinds of "richness," didn't it?

I learned some Latin, of course, but what if I'd learned He- brew?

When I finally did learn it fifty years later, and one of my Israeli students gave me a chart of comparative ancient semitic scripts from one of the museums in Jerusalem and I started looking at the different kinds of ancient alphabets, about a year later I began to see the writing on two thousand year old pots of the Mochica Indians in Peru and slowly began to realize that all the drawings on the vast number of Mochica pots that have come down to us all portray Her- cules myths. The Mochica Indians were Phoenicians. The writing was Phoenician. Something I never would have discovered if I hadn't studied Hebrew.

Not to mention all the personal bonding I missed, the contact with all the old Jews in my grandmother's family, belonging to the tribe, learning what it was to be a mensch, all the hands touched, the reassurances, the tribal sense that breaks the horrible feeling of lone- liness that pursues tiny man on this vast earth in the middle of the even more vast skies.

I was robbed, cheated, swindled. I wish I could go back now and open a door and walk into a Passover seder at my great- grandfather's and great-stepmother's, surrounded by great-aunts and uncles, aunts and uncles, break a little bread, drink a little wine, feel that deep, warm, essential love that says THIS IS WHO YOU ARE, THIS IS WHERE YOU FOREVER BELONG . . . .

It was bad enough to be a brotherless and sisterless only child. But to take away my Jewish inheritance. Why? Because the old black-hatted, long-haired, Yiddish-speaking tribe wasn't good enough for Madame Helen!

Summers at a YMCA camp in Delevan, Wisconsin or at Bloom's Turkey Farm in Chesterton, Indiana or with my grand- mother in Cicero when I was very young, before she'd lost her house. And then later my father would get me jobs with his patients. Ed O'Malley and the O'Malley Construction Company. Digging ditches. Or there was a Mr. Sorenson, a cook for the Fred Harvey Service at the Santa Fe Railroad. A job as a chicken butcher, all day all summer in the deep freeze cutting up chickens, or when I was out of the freezer I'd be cutting up livers or steaks, blood all over my clothes, no way to avoid it and I'd come out and get on the bus and everyone would move away from me. Imagine Chicago at a super-humid 95 degrees, and me stinking of chicken fit and beef blood.

Get rid of me as much as possible.

Get rid of that fucker, Hugh, so we can have a little fun around here.

It was part of that whole 30's-40's image of The Bitch, poor, outide, close to her immigrant background, dying to get inside The American Scene. Outsider to Insider. And the only way to get there was with what she had between her legs. And the legs themselves, always carefully clad in the silkiest possible stockings, garter belts, spongy, mostly black underthings, lacey bras, beautifully shaped breasts. That was a good idea to have one kid for, wasn't it? Just to build up your breasts.

All my mother's big whore lingerie wasn't for fun but ac- tion . . . lots of it. The lingerie and the shoes and the endless dia- mond rings and watches that she was always buying. What was the name of the jeweler downtown, Mr. Siegel? I was there so often that I felt like he was an old friend.

It was funny when we'd go to a Christmas party at one of my father's sister's houses, like Aunt Babe's. There would be Aunt Elsie, short, pudgy, a high school Spanish teacher (Harrison High School), an old spinster who had gotten all her father's fortune, Aunt Pearl and her five kids, my five cousins, her husband Jack Fewkes, a high school football coach, also head of the Chicago Teacher's Union, and then Aunt Babe (Margeret) herself, with her three kids, Bobby, Georgy and Margie. They'd all be OK, dressed up like normal. And my mother would appear on the scene like a combination of Gretta Garbo, Gloria Swanson and Hedy Lamarr. She never walked but strutted, like she was out on a fashion runway, never talked, but gig- gled, screamed, laughed, played coy, always the queen, the superior, always like she was coming into Grauman's Chinese Theater to get an Academy Award for the Cheapest Trick of the Year.

She should have gone into Medicine herself instead of riding my father's degree all her life. She was brainy and energetic, and all of it got funnelled into vanity and sex. One thing my father was, was sexually satisfied, that was for sure.

"Go visit your grandmother," my mother would say come nightfall . . .

Hugh Fox is an icon of twentieth century American litera- ture. Born in 1932, he immersed himself in music and art at an early age, encouraged by his parents, a violinist-turned-M.D. and a frus- trated actress. Three years of pre-med led to a B.S. in Humanities and an M.A. in English from Loyola University in Chicago. After traveling in Europe, Fox earned a Ph.D. in American Literature from the Uni- versity of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, then became a professor American Literature in Los Angeles. Later he moved to the Depart- ment of American Thought and Language at Michigan State Univer- sity, where he is an emeritus professor. Fox has traveled and taught extensively in Latin America and lectured in Spain and Portugal. Charles Bukowski's first critical biographer, his own poems are legion and legendary, as is his fiction. His novel Shaman has been ranked with On the Road. In addition, Fox is well known as an editor of avant garde literary magazines. According to Poets' Encyclopedia, "Hugh Fox has eighty-five books published, and another thirty (mainly novels, plays and one archaeology book) still on the shelves." He currently lives with his Brazilian-born wife in Lansing, Michigan, and is writing.





Carol Novack

Cluck Cluck: being my minimemoir for readings at which everyone but my two friends is younger than thirtytwo

(for Raymond Federman)

On the road

She's pushing 50 plus, don't ask. No more Southern Comfort orgies, existential funhouse trips, Kundalini embraces in grottos, poetry benders, and slightly protected sex, she's busy trying to be the heroine of the story, a third person.

But I wasn't sold on third person, so I asked you, Mickey, should I speak in the first person, tell the story as if I had lived it? You'd just finished an MFA program in creative writing. You knew everything. The glass over your displayed stamped degree was fresh. Already, you were teaching Oates and Boyle wannabes about arcs and resolutions. I asked you, novel or something vaguely biographical? You said: Write a memoir. Put your life in the first person. Make it up if you can't remember it make it shocking or pathetic but don't tell anyone and above all, make people laugh hard and weep easily. Look in the display windows at Barnes and Nobles. It's all about memoir, displays of courage amidst adversity. It's about people overcoming, surviving all sorts of shit. I know you can do it, you said, I know an agent. You were licking your lips when you said that. You and your 20 and 30 something MFA friends were drinking Michelob. You're still drinking. I see you in the audience, little bro. I should learn from you, selling your first novel to Random House.

She was pulling more than 50 years after her. Distillization, even on a modest scale, seemed daunting. Heaps of shit to recount and reinvent. Yes it's overwhelming, I said to you, but one must try, I understand, I am told. Your wan, bulimic girlfriend with the belly button ring was in the kitchen fixing something like Vegan tofutti with soy cheese; her skin was blinking like strobe lights. Must've been glitter. My skin is dry with furrows like clay from the Paleolithic Age. I was trying a new skin cream from Aveda at the time, I think. Now it's "facial sculpting" cream by some company owned by a dermatologist in New York. Your girlfriend Zappa drinks bottled water, 12 Evians per day. She'll never run dry until the mother of all tsunamis comes along to get all of us who are still alive. The Greenland icebergs are sagging, falling flat into the ocean up there, like dead breasts. Time to leave coastal areas.

         So as I was saying to all of you dear young things, she the older woman was somewhere I forget. Already I've misplaced her, losing my memory and hers in tandem. At least, I should give her a name. I was considerate enough to give you and your girlfriend names. How about Melanoma? Okay okay, I'm kidding, nothing to joke about, stop jumping up and down and screaming. You've been trying to make me see this or that ever since you could formulate sentences. You with the cherub cheeks, Kirk Douglas dent in your chin, from the maternal grandfather, always wearing your hair so short nobody like me would ever want to run her fingers through it. Good idea. Keep me at a distance.

         This is getting complicated psychologically and I only have so much time, she thought. I can't possibly go everywhere in one story. I'll look for somewhere to start. Which reminds me of a chicken.

         Why did the chicken refuse to cross the road? Take those i pods off, please please, birdbrains. Focus your eyes and take something to clear your sinuses. The traffic is belching like a behemoth with botulism, choking on fumes from a caravan of SUV's, slouching toward Orlando and Miami, palm trees and parking lots under a navel orange smiley face. Would you cross a road under these circumstances? Look at the drivers with their cellular pacifiers. They are everywhere but here, you know. The solipsists would run you down and scamper off with their lawyers. Mommy, mommy — — I want to see Poo-poo the Penguin! Didn't you cry when Mickey Mouse died? Oh, you didn't know?

         So Melanoma okay Melody sat on the curb of a road that winds like a tapeworm from west to east or east to west, depending on who's telling the story. So maybe she's in Missouri, where I've never been. I need to consult my friend Alla in St. Louis. Hang on. Okay, I can dance the Google too! Seems the road starts down there somewhere, but it's hard to follow and I can't get in touch with Alla who's in Orlando with the boys I just recalled.

         Melody was bereft, tuneless. Bereft of what? And what's her song? you ask. Too many facocta questions for nothing, no reason. Why questions? Knock it off, I say, I've always been bereft of my senses, according to many. Stop being hyperbolic, you said dramatically. I think it's a love song by that Hebrew hater Wagner . . . . Liebe stromunt drung something whatever. Au secours! Courage, mes enfants! Awe some! Wunderbar! Chocolat! She also likes that Nancy Sinatra song about walking boots.

         So where was I? On the curb, the stingy, gritty curb of existence, hard on the ass, as usual on therim of it all, the ledge of success, well to tell the truth far from the ledge but about to fall off, floating on the circumference of meaning, riding a cycle around my self, skirting it in my pink pantaloons with white satin ribbons. Huh? pantaloons? Where did you get them? You asked. You said: too many images confuse me and when you add abstractions, you totally lose it, you know you lose us. You're like a planet in another solar system called Chaos. You don't follow the rules and you're much too self-indulgent to get anywhere, you said. You were emulating the minimalists, as you'd been taught to do. You accused me of swimming unconsciously in streams of consciousness, told me I'm passe with an accent. May a tsunami weep over you, I didn't say, being somewhat mature. I realized you were upset with me. You usually never simile! But I digress of necessity, as necessity invents digression and digression is the mother of invention.
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