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Raves for the Work
of JOYCE CAROL OATES!


“Few writers better illuminate the mind’s most disturbing corners.”


—Seattle Times


“Oates is a mind-reader who writes psychological horror stories about seriously disturbed minds, and it’s hard to tear your eyes away.”


—New York Times Book Review


“I love her writing…Oates is simply the most consistently inventive, brilliant, curious, and creative writer going, as far as I’m concerned.”


—Gillian Flynn, author of GONE GIRL


“Wrenching…a grim examination of how humans cope with unspeakable physical and psychological pain. She illuminates the darkest corners and shows us the startled, troubled creatures hiding there, nursing their wounds, staring back at us, their kin.”


—Cleveland Plain Dealer


“Dread, in fiction, can be a magnificent thing…Oates isn’t writing horror fiction, but she might as well be. Her stories pack the same kind of visceral wallop.”


—Los Angeles Times


“Brilliant…A shattered spirit, furious, violent, confused, a creature of the gothic underbelly where Oates’s sympathies most often lie…breathtaking.”


—Washington Post


“Grimly compelling…terrifyingly hallucinatory.”


—Wall Street Journal


“Sinister, edgy, delectably creepy.”


—San Francisco Chronicle


“A graceful and excruciating story.”


—USA Today


“Powerful…feverish.”


—The New Yorker


“Immensely moving.”


—People


“Seethes with Oates’ trademark intellect and psychological insight…delivers nightmares that are…unforgettable.”


—Elle


“An urgently compelling and drastically revealing study of evil, habitual terror, and survival.”


—Booklist


“Rarely is [Oates] so intriguing as when she strays into a genre best described as ‘faction.’ It’s as unsettling as it is worthwhile to take a fresh look at a much-publicized event or personality through Oates’ eyes.”


—Times (London)


“Joyce Carol Oates explores in fiction what most of us only experienced through headlines some twenty-five years ago.”


—Henry Louis Gates, Jr.


“A raw and earnest mix of fiery drama and…bone-cold truths.”


—NPR, All Things Considered


“Haunting, terrifying, disturbing.”


—Atlantic Wire


“[Oates is] a superb storyteller…unsurpassed.”


—Atlanta Journal-Constitution


“One of America’s most accomplished writers.”


—St. Louis Post-Dispatch


“Joyce Carol Oates, author of dozens of grim novels, knows the dark side of life better than most and explores it here in a lean and disturbing tale that reverberates after its ending.”


—Columbus Dispatch


“Ambitious, complex, and powerful.”


—Greensboro News & Record


“A torrentially imaginative, compulsively readable tour de force.”


—Sunday Telegraph


“Overwhelmingly vivid and powerful.”


—New York Review of Books


“That rarity in American fiction, a writer who seems to grow with each new book…A brilliant writer.”


—Time




I didn’t have my guitar any longer. I did have the Machete with me, which I usually carried wound in many yards of coarse woven cloth some girl gave me, brought back from Taos, to go with my primitive good looks, but where was the Machete…?


The dressmaker’s dummy with all the blood was lying on it. The handle was showing. Weird-red, glowing-red, pink-scarlet-sinister radiance. It glowed in the dark. I crawled over to her and said, “Honey you didn’t tell me your name, even,” and it wasn’t until later that day when I had escaped and was having a tamale-burger at a Strip drive-in, standing near some teenage bastard and his bright yellow Ferrari with the radio blaring, that I heard the news bulletin, but by then…by then the memory of it had all evaporated and I felt only that fuzzy little interest, you know, that you feel when you hear about four or five stewardesses murdered in some bungalow they rented out in Pasadena that the neighbors swore had been raided three times in the last three months for drugs and wild parties and late-night noises so I had only a foggy good citizen’s interest in that, because my real self was with my music but my music was shut off and all those powers that went with it that I lost in the scramble-climb up Vanbrugh’s house while those bastards stood around clapping and cheering and snickering…
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—for those on the Outside




slowly we are overrunning the earth spidermonkeys twittering climbing leaping leering on broken banjos


the Jukebox of the 40’s could not cage us in stunned, the arm of the mechanism pauses paralyzed


when the Spider Monkeys inside open soul-doors to us spidermonkeys skinned alive the magic of My Passage on Earth will be just another headline




THE TRIUMPH OF THE SPIDER MONKEY
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Nativity


Noise, vibrations, murmuring nosey crowd of bastards with nothing else to do but gawk—grunting sweating bastard in a uniform reaching in and grabbing me out of the darkness and delivering me to light—


—to lights, that is—


Holding me up to those lights. A baby! A baby still alive!


Time: 6:05 PM. Date: February 14, 1944.


Delivered by the Master Key endowed by its creator to open all the lockers, foot-lockers renting for 25c for 24 hours—delivered by some amazed outraged bastard in a uniform to the surprise and anger and gradual disappointment of the crowd (It’s still alive…a baby, yeh, locked in there…but it’s still alive…Yeh. Let’s go.) Held up to the lights and declared Still alive in the Trailways Bus Terminal on Canal Street, New York City, New York, as good a place as any. The time had been 5:55 PM when the disturbance began. The Master Key was summoned, and delivered out of its duffel bag the screaming ungrateful little—


* * *


“Bobbie Gotteson” hears the name “Bobbie Gotteson” uttered and a long loud string of words he tries to interrupt, rising to his feet though his legs are weak, interrupting the words to cry “I Bobbie Gotteson being of sound mind and body do hereby request—insist—want—” while the Judge stares and the courtroom goes wild and the bailiffs and the police converge—and the Maniac falls back in his chair— Counsel is advised by someone very angry to instruct his client “Bobbie Gotteson” to refrain from such outbursts this is a Court of Law he is on trial for his life if that can’t make him into a sober mature responsible adult what will?*


* * *


—screaming ungrateful little red-faced monkeyish diaper-soaked Bobbie Gotteson, delivered to the gawkers out of footlocker 79-C, already in trouble with the Law. Mouthy little sonuvabitch. Mouth runs away with it though on trial for its life, just as mouth ran away with it at the age of 1 week. Mouth has a sense of humor. Jokes too much. Gets the rest of it into trouble, as the Prosecuting Attorney is going to show in all that detail, the bastard. Public records will show and are never wrong. Public records were following closely and were never wrong causing taxpayers to rebel…What, is it still alive?… Alive? Bobbie Gotteson is already there, existing in the typed-up words in the reports and can’t be erased or wished away by the friendliest Friends of the Court or the pickets (mainly kids, looking skinnier and uglier and crazier than I do) outside this Hall of Justice, picketing for the release of the Maniac. Mouth might as well confess. Mouth might as well inform on itself.


When the screaming stopped and the diapers were changed the joking started, but jokes only got it into trouble. You wouldn’t think so, but it was true. Into trouble and into it deeper and deeper, a total of seventeen years four months fourteen days spent Inside, but with a cheerful natural bright sense of humor and a basic optimism that ebbed or was kicked hard occasionally but always surfaced again. Sheer delight is the Maniac’s energy, always bubbling back, the best trick of all as was demonstrated on Variety Night or Talent Show nights, and afterward in the Outside World (which you inhabit not knowing it is Outside of other people’s Inside, but more of that later!—later!), but somehow sweetest of all when fellow inmates doubled over with laughter and sometimes had to beg it to stop, Jesus Bobbie, Jesus kid, cut it out you’re killing me—! What did they like best? Popular opinion divided equally between the spider-monkey-climbing-up-a-pole routine and the spastic-crossing-the-freeway pantomine. Inmates showed surprising enthusiasm and spontaneous interest in these amateur nights—even the most hardened criminals, even the crudest and hardest of heart could find a tear, or laugh till tears rolled down their coarse cheeks…which only goes to show you…doesn’t it?…But wouldn’t you know it, no surprise, that’s human nature, after the first flush of excitement and enthusiasm interest in Variety Night or Talent Show Night always faded away, and the hard work, the hard grinding work, had to be done by just a core of prisoners…you can’t beat human nature, Inside or Out. Hard work to organize rehearsals and paint scenery and fight people off and find a lonely corner somewhere to practice your songs and dance-routines and mimes, so by the time And now—little Bobbie Gotteson! summons you out of the wings and onstage you are haggard and weary and must pull yourself up by your own gray wool-and-cotton socks, so to speak, in an effort to appear happy. But I had a natural talent for show business, for pleasing the crowd, I was always singled out for applause and encouraged to express myself by people in uniforms, so as to induce paroxysms of laughter in other people, or maybe a stray tear.


* * *


If it please Your Honor and the Ladies and Gentlemen of the Jury my client is quieted down and people can stop snickering and gawking and prodding one another and giggling in the corners…and that motherfucker on the bench can stop smirking and trying to catch Bobbie’s moist brown eye with a wink…and the fact remains as a matter of Public Record that the Maniac was delivered to the world out of Locker 79-C in the main waiting room of the Trailways Bus Terminal on Canal Street New York City, as good a place as any and why are you snickering?—the dark, dark odorous Inside of the locker and the urine-soaked duffel bag were sweet to our Bobbie, as to anyone on the other side of sanity.


*One of Gotteson’s fixed ideas was that he faced death in the gas chamber, though he had been told repeatedly that capital punishment had been abolished in the State of California. All remarks in this strange document are the Maniac’s even those he attributes to the “court” and to other people.
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The Maniac Explains His Sanity


I can play sane, like you. Like everyone. Sometimes I played insane, but now I am very sane. My mind is a net, with holes in it that can be very tiny or quite large; to sift things through or to catch them.


Twice my life was saved by playing insane. The first time, in a jail in Reno on my way out here, I woke up and some old wire-bearded bastard was staring down into my face. His lips were moving. He seemed to see me inside, his eyes were really scooping into mine, and he started mumbling some words about his little girl. He grabbed hold of me and tried to embrace me. He said I had a little girl’s mouth, that it was his little girl, a terrible panic ran everywhere in me and I began to beat him around the face to make him let go of me, but he wouldn’t let go, he was shrieking now, and I butted at his face with the top of my head, in a rage, to make him let go of me. My little girl! My girl! Like hell I am your little girl, Gotteson raged, Gotteson with his muscles and his chest-hair and his deep bass voice, but when he fell down and grabbed my legs I saw he was hurt bad, there would be trouble, already the sheriff’s men were headed for us, so I proceeded to go crazy. It saved me from a beating. I was transferred to a psychiatric ward in a hospital that was very modern, and after a while charges were dropped against me, whatever they were, maybe loitering or vagrancy. I was always an expert actor. At another place where they give you tokens for behaving well, instead of beating you, I acted so well that I accumulated heavy sagging pockets filled with tokens.


Another time my life was saved by playing insane, out here. A contact came to pick me up, in a blue Ferrari, and he told me to leave behind my guitar because it wouldn’t be needed tonight. I asked him what was wrong. I asked if the client had changed his mind, if the party was called off, and he said well, no, the client has not changed his mind but the instructions were different from what I had been told. He said to put on a blindfold he had in the glove compartment. So I put it on. But I took the guitar with me because there wasn’t a safe place to leave it, and we drove out somewhere up into the Hills, that was pretty obvious, and I just relaxed and thought well hell, I would just relax and not even make nervous jokes to the man who was driving, but try to sit calmly, and relax. So we stopped somewhere out in the country. He said, O.K., take the blindfold off, it’s already past ten and we were due at ten, so we got out and he opened the trunk of the car and took out two leather thongs with fringes on them and a leather arm-band with something propped up on it. I asked him what the hell that was, but he said just to put it on, so I buckled it on my forearm and a car came around a curve just then, so in the headlights I saw that it was a bird pasted onto the arm-band, and it was so strange with its glass eyes and sharp curved beak that I stood staring at it while the car went by, and my friend shouted at me to wake up, or we’d both be in trouble. He had put on a helmet with a feathery fringe to it, going all around the helmet though longer at the sides and the back, and he told me to get going up through the brush and began to explain what the assignment was. We would be told to stop, he said, but we must not even pause—must shout No mercy! No mercy!— and keep on beating the client. I began to concentrate my powers inside my head. By the time we smashed our way through a terrace door and into the sunken living room where a man sat watching television I was all on fire and could not have been stopped except by bullets. The stuffed falcon shivered on my arm. The client, seeing my face, began to scream. But there was no stopping me and no mercy.


In a frenzy I slashed at the client’s bare exposed face and could not hear what people were shouting. A kind of blackness came over me. I seemed to fall through the floor, as if the thick white woolly carpeting of that expensive home vanished and there were coarse floorboards with cracks between them and boards missing in places, through which I fell in my excitement. On all sides I danced and lunged. I was wiry, wily. I was galvanized with energy as if energy shot through me in spasms.…And then I was being dragged somewhere, then someone was shouting at me that it was a mistake, we had broken into the wrong house, and I must stop what I was doing. Must stop! Gotteson need never stop, I told him. Why should Gotteson stop once he begins? It is all inertia, a vast mountain slow to begin its upheaval and then hungry to continue, in fact unstoppable. Gotteson showed no mercy.


And so I pretended madness, to save myself from disaster. Yet I was always sane. I am like you: a progression of states of mind, forms of sanity that keep moving and eluding definition. I was always sane and had practiced insanity so well that in falling through the floorboards I came upon an earlier wiser self, that seemed to know the way out of that house and had no need for the shouting of my friend. Outside, on the terrace, I was overcome by a flash of certainty, a forward-leaping vision of what I must do—what I had already done, in the future, and only needed to remember now in detail—and I wound the leather thong around my friend’s neck in order to strangle him into collapsing, not into absolute death, and so escape. All this was done with calculation, though it took place in two or three minutes—rushed and frenzied and noisy—and I ran back down the hill through the underbrush to safety.


A Maniac is immortal. He cannot be killed except by his own manipulations.


THE COURTSHIP OF THE SPIDER MONKEY


there she is awaiting him


alone in a hole


that is a room


in a house honeycombed


with holes


hand-over-hand he climbs


foot-over-foot up the side of the house


the master of gravity


concentrated as a bridegroom


the Moon and the Machete


communicate with winks


The courtroom is restless. The third juror from the left, in the back row, is staring at the Maniac with a look glistening as the Maniac’s. There is something about the Machete that excites us all.
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The Machete


It sliced up more people than they have records for, how’s that for a tease? You think that the State’s records show everything?—every slash? There were more brides than I remember. The Machete was, is, two and a half feet long, purchased at an Army-Navy Surplus Store in town here, a blade of steel, a sturdy man-sized handle, nothing like that thing the Prosecution has under its control. That blade is dull. If it is stained, the stains are rust and not blood. You can’t bring the Spider Monkey’s powers into the Hall of Justice; you can’t even see the Machete except by moonlight


Doreen B. waited like a tender space to be threaded, the way you thread a needle. I didn’t know her name until the next day, until the newspapers came out.
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Gotteson’s Juvenilia


Poems written at the age of 15, about which


his English teacher at the Vocational High School


in Newark, New Jersey, said “These are


the products of a sick mind, Bobbie.”


THE TRAIN


a toy train the size of a real train


was stalled in the dark in a field


the temperature on both sides of the glass was 0°


but the passengers were shouting anyway to get out


they were pounding on the windows


so I drove out with a fireman’s ax


to smash the windows and let them loose


but the ax got away from me and flew through the dark


and when it returned to me it was bloody


and there were hairs on it


this taught me to be patient


and wait in the dark


THE COCOON


I was sleeping in the cocoon


stretched out to the exact size of the cocoon


five foot seven and a half inches


I was sleeping there and very happy


then the alarm rang


my foster-brothers ran into the room


my foster-father grabbed me by the ankles


I screamed for him not to pull me down backwards


but he laughed and said “Time to get up!”


they all laughed and dragged me backwards


out of the cocoon


when you are yanked backwards like that


the insides of the cocoon turn to razors


even your eyes are pressed into your head


by the time your head is free


your brain is suffocated


but you get dressed anyway


and go to school anyway


hoping no one will notice


THE FOOD-CHAIN BLUES


when you are inside the package


you can’t read the insignia on front


or the magic Date of Expiration


past which you will turn


unhygienic
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Unrehearsed Interview


With a Child Therapist, Somewhere in Newark


THERAPIST


…your mother has issued a complaint, says she had to call the police on you, Bobbie. For shame! What’s your explanation this time? Why do you make life so hard for yourself and your family and this office?


BOBBIE


…not my family. They’re not my family.


THERAPIST


Your father isn’t well, it says here. Kidney ailment, eh? Your mother has issued a formal complaint saying that she’s at the end of her rope, her exact words; she can’t handle you and her own children—says all three of you are uncontrollable—


BOBBIE


They promised not to go after me. They said so. I told them I could protect myself.…said I’d take them both with me. I could do it.—It wasn’t my father; it was my foster-father. It wasn’t kidneys that killed him. Somebody backed over him in a—


THERAPIST


…Looking through your files is quite a revelation. Quite a revelation!…Did poorly on the Wenshler Verbal Skills when you were six…I.Q. somewhere between 48 and 78…Hardison-Radt Abstraction-Perception very, very poor…Faulty development of conceptualizing abilities… plus disjointed motor coordination and speech mannerisms.…What’s that sniffling? Are you sniffling?


BOBBIE


No. Not me.


THERAPIST


It’s obvious that you need love, obvious as the funny pug nose on your face, eh-heh, but who has got the stomach for it…the crucial question of our era. Eh? The last time I fell for that sniffling trick, my boy, and put my hand out to one of you—a cute little creature with cartoon freckles and big brown weepy eyes—the little bastard bit my finger down to the bone, bit right through the joint and swallowed the fingertip, nail and all. Here, look at this. How I screamed! What agony!—And for what? What was accomplished? They offered to stomach-pump my fingertip out of him and graft it back on me, but no thanks! I didn’t even want it back after that disgusting experience.…how to continue as a professional with integrity, a complex multi-dimensional young man with high ideals, confronted hourly by meager one-dimensional stereotypes like you.…I want subtlety, is it too much to ask?…Your father’s dead, you say? Did you say he’s dead?


BOBBIE


It wasn’t my father.


THERAPIST


That reminds me, Bobbie, the law requires that you be placed at all times in a home with both parents living— with both a mother and a father. So I’m afraid we’ll have to move you.


BOBBIE


I’m ready to go.


THERAPIST


It will only take a few weeks to get the papers cleared, and in the meanwhile I can have one of the secretaries type up these forms.…Why are you squirming like that? Don’t you feel well?


BOBBIE


I’m ready to go. Wherever you people send me. I can pick up and go anywhere. I’m ready. I’m ready all the time— night or day. I don’t sleep. I stay awake so I can be ready.


THERAPIST


That’s fascinating, Bobbie. And you’re only—how old?— this record says you’re fourteen, but you look older to me. You look a lot older to me. You’re about the hairiest monkey-ugly fourteen-year-old bastard I’ve seen in a long time, Bobbie. It’s pathetic, actually. I think what we’ll do is, to take a few short-cuts, just telephone juvenile court and set up a date, and that way your mother can dump you without a lot of red tape. Back you go into the bin! Back for the tax-payers to feed! Yes, it’s the same old story. Your original mother dumped you, and the State took you on. Fed you, changed your diapers, educated you, set you up in excellent foster homes, but you can’t appreciate it, can you?—with your monkey-ugly little face, that certainly looks as if it needs a shave. Is that the beginning of a beard…? It’s obscene, actually, to sit knee-to-knee with a creature like you. You’re not human. You don’t appreciate what people do for you. Huge taxes go into public education, yet kids like you roam the streets illiterate; you can barely read the street signs and can manage to tell one brand-name of automobile from another only by counting the number of letters.…


BOBBIE


I’m ready to go…I can go to the next place from here…I can walk to it.…I’ve defeated the force of gravity.…I can go anywhere.


THERAPIST


Uh, yes. It’s obvious to our office that you’re going to grow up as an institutionalized person, and from the looks of you you’ll be involved in a murder in a few years—from the looks of your shoulders and arm muscles you’ll probably do the strangling, though it could be the other way around if you cross up your sweetheart and he gets angry at you. But I could be mistaken: you could grow up on the Outside. In which case I’m sure you will do the murdering yourself. But you won’t make a penny out of it. The royalties will go to complete strangers. The starring role in the movie will go—of course—to someone handsomer than you, and of course much taller. You’re just too short to be taken seriously. No, you won’t make a penny out of it, you’ll be famous but back in the bin again, eating out of the tax-payers’ hand forever. That’s the way it is with little monkey-bastards like you, you just lose. Right? It’s a losing game. You can’t win.…But there’s no point in crying about it, or whatever you’re doing. That wheezing noise won’t change the constitution of the universe, Bobbie. Forget it. I’ll get you back in Boys’ Home right in the city here and you’ll be off the streets and safe for a while from your own evil nature. Will you please stop crying? Don’t you have a Kleenex? It’s disgusting, actually, to have to witness behavior like yours…a man like myself begins with high ideals, goes into graduate school prepared to devote himself to humanity, and what does he end up sitting knee-to-knee with?—little blue-chinned muscle-bound monkey-faced bastards like Bobbie Gadsen…or Gotsen…or Gotteson, whatever the hell this word is, the typist X’d half the word out. You’re a word that’s been half-X’d out, Bobbie! Poor little bastard!
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El Portal


The First Night


“I’ll just pretend you’re not here,” she said.


“What should I do?” I said.


She walked away. She turned her back to me. I could see the spine beneath the skin, rippling there, the vertebrae moving like tiny knuckles…and the front of her face was slit sideways with a grin, I knew it though I couldn’t see it.


“What should I do?” I shouted.


She laughed and walked away. She walked across the terrace. The wind got into her fluffy pale hair and she clutched at it with both hands, helplessly. She turned her body so that the wind moved with it, eased along it. She was laughing. I stared at her and knew what I was expected to do. They were expecting me to do it. She jumped up on the wall—it was a narrow wall made of rock—and walked along on top of it, her arms outstretched as if she were sleepwalking, balancing herself above that fifteen hundred foot drop. She glanced back at me, her eyes narrowed in excitement. The sun was behind a thin tissue of clouds. A rainbow formed and dissolved. She was laughing, her porcelain-white teeth were laughing at me, she cried over her shoulder, “You little monkey!—hairy little honey-monkey!” This made me laugh, against my will. They were watching. They were expecting me to do something. So I ran across the terrace and followed along beside her, while she pranced above me, darting these little mock-loving glances at me, drawing her lips together in a shocked pout, then smiling, then grinning, while behind her things were sailing in the air—circling—constantly circling and looking for food—“Watch out for the buzzards, they might get in your hair,” I said. She giggled. I didn’t touch her, just to tease her. “They might get in your hair like bats and snarl you all up, tear into you, they might poke out your eyes and that wouldn’t be so funny, would it?” I cried. From this angle I could see the thickening flesh around her jaw, she wasn’t as young as I had thought, and the flesh of her upper arms was loose, very pale, wobbly, strange.…“You should wear more clothes,” I said. “You should cover yourself up more. Except your legs, your legs are all right…your legs are very nice.” She couldn’t hear me because of the wind, she paused and cupped her hand to her ear. “Your legs are very nice!” I shouted.
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