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			GENESIS

		


		
			one

			I think I love her as I watch her shave my armpits. I’m not really in love with her, of course, but she really is shaving my armpits. I had lied about having lice, and with a scream she had descended upon me with a switchblade, but the blade was too dull for my thick hair, and so she screamed until Boris brought her a straight-edged razor, and then she went to work on my scalp and my neck and now my armpits.

			Lice are a constant worry here at the Inn, and so perhaps I should not have joked about having them. It is like making a joke about a bomb strapped to your inner thigh when airport security is patting you down—don’t do it, just don’t do it.

			Anyway, she is almost done with my armpits, and by now my head and neck and eyebrows are smooth (even though I did mention that lice do not live in eyebrows if there is other hair available), and I think it is time to stop her before she moves down to my chest and perhaps even below (I am a married man, you know).

			“Stop it, Elise,” I say with a giggle as the cold razor edge brushes my nipple. “I was joking, Elise. I don’t have lice. I am not lousy.”

			“Shut the fuck up, Jew,” she says to me through her teeth (not because she is angry or anything, but because she is holding a spare razor in her teeth since razors go blunt quickly and it is best to have a sharp razor when shaving somebody). “I smell the lice on your musk. So shut up and hold still, or I’ll cut you like you’ve never been cut before, Jew.”

			“I’m not Jewish,” I say for the third time this morning, although I do not mind being called a Jew.

			Elise, of course, is Jewish, and Boris—well, I don’t know what Boris is. He is Elise’s man, and as if to prove it, he starts to fuck her from behind even as she brings that razor ever-so-close to my nipple. Everyone else starts to either cheer (the men) or clap (the women) as Boris’s face lights up in a smile and Elise’s grip on the razor tightens and then loosens and then tightens again until finally she drops the razor, and I jump away from her clutches and cover my bare chest and join the rest of the spectators.

			It is a curious sight, Boris and Elise fucking in the dining room (which is also where the shaving and other de-lousing activities are carried out). I have seen it several hundred times by now, but it is still a curious sight because of how much the two of them seem to enjoy it. They have been married for twelve or fifteen years, the others say. Met in Germany in the old days and lived together for many years before getting married. How they ended up here at the Inn is anybody’s guess. Perhaps they even run the place. No one knows, because if you ask any of the others, even old man Tobin, they would say that they don’t remember the Inn without Boris and Elise.

			The Inn, of course, is just what it sounds like. (What does it sound like, I wonder.) It is a place where lousy people like us gather and live and do our art. So you might call it an artists’ inn, I suppose.

			There is no signage anywhere on the inside or outside to denote this place or distinguish it from any of the other large yellow houses in the neighborhood. Except that our house is not yellow, and so perhaps that distinguishes the Inn from the other yellow houses.

			We are in Columbus, the capital city of Ohio, and a very American city, they say, although it is not clear to me how one city in America can be any more or less American than another city in America. Perhaps they mean it is closer to the average American city in terms of size and topography and demographics and other such things, and so it somehow is more American than say New York or Des Moines or Santa Fe. Anyway, it is the most American city is what they say, and because of it (or perhaps to prove it) Columbus is a testing ground for new fast-food entrées and other such consumables directed at the average American.

			The Inn is located in a nice area of town close to the sprawling Ohio State University campus, but make no mistake, there are no college students here. We have a strict rule of no residents or visitors below the age of twenty-nine. Not even if the visitors are your children (especially not).

			So yes, we are a residency of artists. (Did I say that already? Not sure, because I cannot read.) A group of artists. Not really a family, but perhaps a family, because we delouse each other and watch Boris and Elise make grunty love on the same tables that we eat and sometimes sleep on.

			We have about an equal mix of men and women here. Most of us are married, and many of us have children. Our spouses and kids do not know exactly where we are, but they do know that we are gone (so that’s something, right?). But it’s not what you think. We are not run-aways. If anything, we are chase-aways.

			Take Marie, for example. I always like to use her as an example, because she is the most direct case of a chase-away, and so it is easy to demonstrate the concept. Marie comes from Northern California, which is a nice part of the country and very conducive to doing all kinds of art. She has a husband around her own age (late forties by now, I think), and three children (two girls and one boy, I believe). She was a model wife and mother from what I can tell, and she talks of her children sometimes and so I know they’ve been raised right. She also calls her husband on the phone once or twice a month, and she often calls from the dining room and so I have listened to her talk and I know she loves him. There was no matter of infidelity on either one’s part, and indeed, to a casual observer it would have seemed like Marie and her family were wonderfully perfect models of Ronald Reagan’s America.

			She had always dabbled in art (art spelled with a small, non-specific “a”), and at first this had meant she would paint a few pictures in watercolor with her children or perhaps knit a design onto a T-shirt for her husband. Eventually she began to do things like make strange-looking sculptures out of malleable foodstuffs like dough or spaghetti or ground turkey or peanut butter (chunky). Over the years the oddness of this faded away because she seemed normal enough in all other respects, and so when the children finally came of age and went off to college (Marie was a young mother), it was a surprise to all of them when she simply stopped talking (or speaking, but I think it means the same thing, yes?).

			This went on for about six years, and finally all the kids were out of college and they gathered around her one day in the kitchen, and the oldest kid told Marie about this place he had heard about but had been told never to speak of (not really), and within a week Marie had been chased out of the house and sent to the Inn.

			Now that I write this down, it seems that perhaps this is not so straightforward of an example after all, but when you say it aloud to someone it seems to get across just fine, so I’ll stick with it. Soon enough I will talk about the rest of us, and so perhaps someone else’s story will be the one that resonates.

			But anyway, back to Marie. So she had been chased out and sent to the Inn. There had been no psychiatrists involved (she had refused them over the years with a simple shake of the head), and all the attempts at intervention and lifestyle changes had made no difference. They had moved houses three times in those six years, after someone suggested that perhaps Marie was being affected by certain electromagnetic fields that line up funny in parts of Northern California. Although they were not religious people, the husband had succumbed to one of Marie’s friends’ suggestion to perform an exorcism, and he also followed it up with a spiritual healing of the kind created from a mishmash of Navajo, Kabbalist, and Buddhist rituals.

			She was functional enough in the sense that she cooked and cleaned and smiled once in a while at her husband and went to work four days a week at the bookstore. She was still quite good at her job, and although she did not use sign language, some pointing and a few smiles and wide-eyed expressions were sufficient to get her through the days. There was really not much wrong with her, it seemed, and soon enough (after about four years), everyone just got used to it and left her alone.

			And so it had been a bit of a surprise to everyone when she had agreed (with a nod of her head) to leave home and go to the Inn. The family had gone on many vacations during those years of silence, and the husband had even sent Marie off on her own to resorts and retreats in the hopes that perhaps she just needed the time to herself to do whatever she needed to do (and he was prepared to deal with anything, he told her). But she had always returned silent and subdued, if a little bit tanned.

			But the day after she arrived here at the Inn, she called her family and spoke to them loudly and passionately and through most of the day and almost all the night. I know this because I had only just arrived at the Inn myself, and this seemed like an undue invasion of privacy, I thought at the time, for one woman to stand in the hallway and speak so loudly about trivial things that happened with her children three and four years earlier. It was only after Marie told me some of her story and I pieced the rest of it together that I understood it was not so trivial from the point of view of Marie and her family. And her art (but we will get to that later).

			Of course, by then I had learned a few things about the Inn and privacy and all that, and I laugh out loud now as I watch Boris cry out and crumple into a heap on top of his Elise as she smiles and closes her eyes. Marie is laughing and clapping, and it is funny how far we have all come together here at this odd little place in Columbus, Ohio.

		


		
			It is dinnertime now. Actually, it was dinnertime earlier, but I made that stupid joke about having lice and then things proceeded to get a bit hairy and grunty, and so the stewards had waited in the kitchen for everyone to finish.

			Yes, we have stewards that cook for us and serve us food. Perhaps you will wonder what kind of artists live together in a house with hired help, but I said this was an inn and not a commune.

			So the stewards are bringing out the food now. It is some kind of pastry stuffed with green things and brown things and covered with a red sauce. I wonder if it is a new fast-food entrée that is being tested on us, but I don’t make the joke out loud because Elise is eyeing me from across the table. I know she still has one sharp razor left, and so I keep quiet and poke at my pastry. Lice can be a real problem in a place like the Inn, and I am sorry I made the joke.

			I look over at Marie again, and she catches me looking at her, and I wonder if she knows I am writing about her. I think she does, because she knows I like to use her as an example when newcomers or visitors ask about the Inn. She does not mind, I know that. We came to the Inn around the same time (did I say that already?), and so you can say we are from the same “class,” so to speak. But that is all we share as far as the word class is concerned. In all other matters she vastly outclasses me, as she does most of the others here. Perhaps it was those six years she spent without talking. Maybe she got a lot of thinking done in those years.

			I had asked her about it, but she had shrugged in her innocent way and laughed and clapped her hands and said she didn’t do much thinking at all during that time, and it was like she was not even there.

			“But how can you be alive and waking up every morning and taking a bath and dressing and going to work and eating and sleeping with your husband and do all of it for six years without thinking about it?” I had asked. “Perhaps I can understand that you did not speak for so long. Yes, I can understand that. But to not think about it is something else. Perhaps it was some sort of displacement of consciousness. I have read about such things.”

			Marie had shaken her head at this. “I do not mean that I don’t remember that time. I mean it did not affect me much. I don’t think it made much difference to me. I know it worried my family, but I did not know it then, and now that I know it, I have told them I’m sorry.”

			“So you’ll be returning to them soon?” I had asked, and this was still early on when I had not yet learned a few things about the Inn.

			But let me interject now and say that we are not prisoners here or anything like that. It is quite a free-flowing place, and a fairly lighthearted and wholesome place also. It was pure chance that I chose to start this report around the same time as I made my ill-advised joke about being lousy. I had just been re-reading Miller’s Tropic of Cancer, which starts off with the narrator shaving someone’s armpits for delousing purposes, and so perhaps I had lice on the brain.

			Speaking of lice, my spongy, fried red dinner is moving about before my eyes, and I stab at it with my fork to make sure it is dead enough to eat. I know that in some places they eat live things, but those things are usually seafood, and those places are usually New York or San Francisco or Beijing, and we are in Columbus and on my plate is something red and spongy and brown and green and it has certainly not come from the sea.

			“Steward,” I cry out, and a steward comes running out of the kitchen, red-faced and spongy-eyed.

			“Sir?” he says cordially as I eye the red streaks on his hospital gown.

			“Why are you wearing a hospital gown?” I say, and I raise my hand and stop him because I am trying to make an honest effort to write all of this down as it is happening, but it is hard, you see, and distracting, and it creates bumps and inconsistencies in the motion of space and time (which are both unmoving, objectively speaking) and my spongy food (which is most certainly moving). It also makes me less alert to the stimuli around me, just like when you stop to take a picture of something you often miss out on the experience itself. But still, no one said this was supposed to be easy, and so I will do my best to keep recording things in real time, even though there will no doubt be some moments which I capture and report in present tense when in truth I was not physically writing at the time. “And why is there fresh blood on your nurse’s uniform, young clerk?”

			The steward is young and new, but the others have warned him about me, and so he wipes the reddish sweat from his bloody forehead and smiles at me nervously. “It is red sauce, sir, and I am not a nurse, sir,” he says.

			“Then why is my food moving?” I demand, and I begin to giggle, not because I am crazy, but because I am not.

			“Leave him alone, Jew,” shouts Grover from two tables down. “He’s not ready for your bullshit yet. Wait until he’s been here a bit longer.”

			“Then it won’t be fun anymore,” I say. But I know Grover is correct, because Grover is a mathematical genius, and such people do not speak unless they are sure of the precision of what they are about to say.

			I, on the other hand, am happy to speak without thought of truth or consequence, and it has served me only moderately well. So I slap the young page on the back and send him off to the kitchen to fetch me a sharper knife, and although I do not think he will do it (would you?), it is sometimes just the perception of obedience that makes a man with terrible short-term memory happy.

			“Thank you, Grover. I forgot that we had a new crop of caterers this year.” I wave at him, but he has his glasses on now and is drawing some things on a napkin (cloth napkin) with permanent marker, and he gets very angry if any of those drawings go awry.

			I look at my food again, and it is still moving, but the movement is more like a shake, and it is a regular enough shake and so I suspect that either I have been served a still-beating heart or it is the table itself that is shaking. I look beneath the table and find my answer, and it is the large boot of Felicity James that is knocking against the sturdy table leg and sending the shiver through my spongy entrée.

			“Felicity,” I say with a smile.

			“Yes, Mr. Jew,” she says in her timid voice.

			She is a large woman, almost six feet tall, and perhaps almost as long if you measured around her wider areas, but no one would call her fat, and not because she could crush your head with her boot. No, she is well-proportioned and hard, and we all wondered if she had been in the army (British Army, of course, because she is English), but she always smiled and shook her head when we asked her that, and although some of the others press her with the question, I do not because I think perhaps she sometimes feels self-conscious enough about being taller and stronger than many of the men here, and badgering her about whether she had been in the army (after she has often said she hadn’t) seems like overkill.

			“I like your boots today,” I say to her. “Are they new?”

			She giggles like a girl (she is fifty-three) and sticks her tongue out at me but does not reply, and I know she is happy that I noticed she has on her new boots. I saw the package come in a few days ago and I took it up to her room, and although she does not say much to anyone, she thanked me and turned red when I handed her the box. She whispered, “New boots!” to me, and I thought it was a really nice moment right then, and so I am glad I was given an opportunity to look under the table and notice her new boots.

			Felicity’s art is glass. She is a glass blower, and a fine one at that. She has a studio a few steps outside the main house (in the backyard and linked by tunnel), and she does her magic there. (She is not the only glass blower at the Inn, but we will talk about Owen later.) Felicity’s new boots are knocking out a nice three-stroke beat on the solid old wood of this table, and I feel like I should say one or two or three more things about her as I tap my pen to her steady rhythm.

			But to be honest, I do not know if I know even three things about her aside from what I have told you. She is English (from England), and she had mentioned the name of her hometown once but I do not remember now (I will make a note to ask her again). She is one of the few unmarried people at the Inn, but I think she was married once and she has a child somewhere. Felicity arrived here almost a year ago now, and I think at first she was not so happy about it, and she said something about wanting to be somewhere else. But now she has a glass studio that she shares with just one other person, and it makes her happy.

			She is quiet and timid, but you can tell she is a confident and deeply satisfied person, and I think we would all know a lot more about her if she spent more time outside her studio (or we spent more time in it).

			But now I suddenly remember that I am sitting here with the woman, and if I cannot ask her to tell me one or two things about herself right here and now, then what use am I? See, this is what I mean when I say that writing these things down gets in the way, and I think soon I will spend the evening hours writing about the day (but I will write it as if it is happening as I write, and so in that sense I will be a little bit dishonest, but only in a trivial way).

			“Are you writing about me?” she asks before I can say anything.

			I am a bit startled, but not surprised. “Yes,” I say, “but I’m done, because I don’t know that much about you.”

			She laughs. “Well, let’s keep it that way, shall we?”

			“I’m offended, Felicity.”

			“Oh, shush. You are a silly man, Mr. Jew, and you know I mean no insult. I’m a private person.” She smiles again and I wonder why her teeth are so white and well-positioned. “And a boring person! Perhaps if I had been in the military I could have told you lads a few stories about how I killed Al-Qaeda militants. Although, given my age, it probably would have been Germans I’d have had to fight.”

			“What’s that about Germany?” It is Boris, and he is walking past our table to drop his plate off at the kitchen (even though the stewards clear the tables, and in fact the stewards prefer that we leave our dishes on the table). “You know, Germany is on the rise once again, so be careful with your chatter, yes? Especially you, Jew. And with your new haircut, you look like you’re ready for the camps.” He laughs, but he is a peaceful man, and it says something about the Inn if a German feels so free that he can say such a thing to a freshly shaved Jew (although I’m not Jewish; but my point stands nonetheless).

			I stare at Boris as he walks away from the kitchen, and I wonder what it would be like to be married to Elise for so many years, many of which I think were spent here at the Inn. He looks over at me for a second as if sensing what I am thinking, and I feel guilty now and I look away and across the table at Felicity again, and she is hurrying through dessert as if worried that if she does not eat up and get out of here quick I will ask her something that will embarrass or perhaps even enrage her. (I am joking about the latter; Felicity could not get enraged if I poked her with a stick.)

			“Don’t worry, Felicity,” I say as I push my plate away and stand up. “I’m done with asking questions for now. I might be done with all of it, in fact. This is not working out so well, I think.”

			“Stick with it, Mr. Jew,” she says under her breath as she pulls a hair out of the soufflé. “You never know what you’ll find.”

			I watch as she carefully places the hair on a napkin (paper) and folds the napkin three times and puts it into her pocket. I do not find this strange, partly because we are a strange group, but mostly because I know Felicity likes to put small things into her glass. For example, she once put a toenail of old man Tobin’s into a beautiful glass horn that she blew (no, not the kind of horn that can be blown). I mean she literally encased the toenail within the glass, and she showed it to him one evening. Old man Tobin laughed in wonder like a child and reached for the horn, and Felicity gave it to him, which is unusual, not just for Felicity, but for anyone here.

			See, we do not share our art here. We do our art alone. We share many other things, of course (not cooking and cleaning duties, thankfully), but the art must be kept away from one another. It is for the best, I have come to realize. We are not very good artists perhaps, but we know enough about our art to know that good and bad are words that are meaningless objectively, and while they are essential for conversation about art, they mean little in the absolute. But still, they are essential for conversation about art (did I say that already?), and so we have a strict rule of no conversation about art. We are to talk about other things, or nothing at all.

			We do talk quite a bit here. I am a talker, they say, although nowadays I speak (means the same as talk, yes?) not so much and try to write more, even though writing is not the art I am here for. My art is something else, but I will not bore you with the details of my work, because I am not so good at my art, I fear, and if I start to talk about it I may use words that could have a negative effect on my mood and spiral me downward into that place where the red spongy entrée most certainly moves on its own and with no help from the careful boot of Felicity.

			Felicity is finished with her dessert, and she politely excuses herself from the dinner table even though no one is sitting at her table. (I am standing now and watching.) She smiles at me and canters out of the room, and I wonder how a person with just two legs can generate such a nice four-stroke beat as she walks.

			“Bye, Felicity,” I call after her.

			She waves frantically without turning, and then she is gone around the corner, and I imagine her going into the tunnel that leads to her studio and putting on her goggles and perhaps unwrapping that hair she picked from her soufflé (whose hair was it, I wonder). And now maybe she is firing up that blowtorch or blowing into the glass bulb (I really have no idea how glass is blown) and preparing to do that which she was born to do.

			Now Boris is back, and he is standing next to me and making a show of trying to follow my gaze. It is quite amusing to me, and I think some of the others are noticing it now and beginning to chuckle like a group of well-fed pigs.

			“Yes, Jew?” says Boris. “You are looking at my wife? You want to fuck her?”

			“Always,” I say without hesitation. “But you are a hard act to follow, and I fear I will only humiliate myself. Besides, I know Elise still has one sharp razor blade hidden somewhere in her folds.”

			Boris laughs and thumps me on the back. “You are a funny man, Jew. Yes, I too worry about those razors.”

			“Maybe that’s why you’re always in such a rush to get in and get out,” Elise cries out from nearby. She is at a table close to where we are standing, and she has very good hearing and an excellent sense of humor (although it can sometimes be dark and disturbing). “Would it kill you to take a little longer next time?”

			This sets the room off, and some claps come from the women still in the room, and Boris pulls down his pants and does a quick round of the room as some of the men (but not all) cover their eyes and the women clap some more and Elise makes a disinterested face and waves him away when he comes close to her.

			Finally he zips up and walks back to talk to me. “So, Jew,” he says, “you’re going to write about that?”

			I shake my head. “No, if I wrote about every time you did that, I would have a thousand pages of it.”

			“Good reading, if you ask me,” he says. But now Elise has gotten up and she is leaving the room, and so Boris runs after her and they disappear upstairs.

			I am standing alone again on one side of the dining room, and there are only a few of us remaining here now. Marie is still talking about something or the other to Nathan and Mukba, and old man Tobin is in the corner with his book (it is Moby Dick, I think). Owen is looking at Grover’s napkin, and Grover is sitting back and sipping a cup of coffee, and I think he is pleased about something. Perhaps he has proved something, or maybe even disproved something (which is much harder, I am led to believe).

			Now, Grover is a mathematical genius (I know I said this before), but that is not his art (even though it is an art). No, his art is with cloth. He does things with cloth that are quite amazing, bordering on the unbelievable. Again, I have only seen a little of it, and that was a few years ago and from before the time when we had been served the rule of not mixing our private art with life at the Inn.

			But yes, since Grover’s mathematical genius is only incidental to his art, I know some more about it (the former). He was a mathematics professor at the University of Chicago. In fact, if I remember right, he still is a mathematics professor because he had been granted tenure the year before he got here. But I might be wrong about this, because he has been here for several years now and I cannot imagine one would get to keep the job that long. Or perhaps it means he can simply go back to the University of Chicago when his time comes (or is up), and they will give him his old office back and tell him to go forth and teach. I will make a note to ask him about that, but now does not seem like a good time because he is only just filling up his pipe and I hate the smell of his pipe and so I cannot be near him. Although that is not so true; I can in fact be near him, because the truth is I love the smell of his pipe, but it drives me into a mood that sends me spiraling off into those regions of fancy that are fun for me but dangerous for others, because as I twirl myself around and around I have been known to knock about things and people with great disregard, and although that is not my art, it is a peculiarity of mine that is not tolerated here in the dining room, and is only barely tolerated as it runs its course in the summer months when we sometimes eat dinner outside in the large enclosed backyard.

			Now the smell of that pipe smoke is wafting over to me, and I can see that Marie has stopped her talking and she is looking at me with concern, and her head is turning to Grover’s pipe and now to me and again toward Grover, and the motion is making me dizzy and so I back away and lean against the wall and hold on to one of the ugly pipes that is sticking out of it (the wall). I hold on tight, because the spirals are coming on strong, but I know them well and I know myself well and I will be fine in a minute or two.

			The minute or two has passed, and Marie has chased Grover out of the room. Grover is angry and shouting at Marie, but Marie shouts back, and I smile when I remember that she spent six years in silence and so she has the right to shout and I do not think Grover will be able to out-shout her. Finally he slips out of her grasp and runs back to the table, and I fear he is reaching for the knife, and I prepare myself to fight, but no, Grover just wants his napkin, but Owen is not done inspecting it, and I can see the tension and panic build up in the room, but now I realize that all of it is within me, and Owen has handed over the napkin, and Grover is leaving the room unescorted, and Marie winks at me and takes her place at the head of the table where Nathan and Mukba and that new woman are watching all of it with some amusement (except for the new woman, who is looking at me with an expression I am familiar with but cannot name at this very moment).

			But the crisis has passed for now, and there has been very little violence today at dinner (the dead red entrée notwithstanding), and so I try to wink back at Marie, and I cannot because of my eye condition, but she is a sweet and loving woman so she winks again as if winking for me.

			I thank her and start to walk over to their table, but although Nathan and Mukba are happy to see me on my way over to join them, that new woman seems a bit worried, and so I quickly make a face (so that she thinks I am crazy and will perhaps overlook my odd behavior) and dart out of the room and toward the stairs.
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