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  SO, YOU ALWAYS WANTED TO BE A WRITER. YOU MIGHT WANT TO RECONSIDER.




   




  Robert Markland always wanted to be a writer, but he’d only published two short stories over the years. When he learns about a writers’ commune in Southern Indiana informally known as the “monastery of writers” he believes it will provide his best, last chance at literary success.




  Markland, in his 40s, leaves his wife and two children in Omaha, Neb., and moves to the commune where he discovers a disparate group of writers — some talented, some vain and pretentious — but he tries his best to improve his craft.




   




  “...a story of dreamers, doers and an America content to settle for commercialization....”—Ted Evanoff, Business editor, Memphis Commercial Appeal.




  “... brings us deep into the world of literary effort ... a look behind the curtain.”—Michael J. Brien, MFA, Southern New Hampshire University, College of Online and Continuing Education; Former Editor, Amoskeag: The Journal of Southern New Hampshire University.




  “A self-absorbed amateur writer embarks on a quest to find out if he has genuine talent or not ... a story that is about writers and for writers ... insights about the art as well as tributes to successful writers.” —Ruth Holladay, former Features Editor, The Indianapolis Star. 
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  MONASTERY OF WRITERS




  



  Chapter 1




  As I stood in our bedroom stuffing the last of my shirts and socks into a duffel bag I took a moment to gaze at the family photos on the walls, one that showed the kids mugging for the camera while eating peanuts in the shell at a Minor League baseball game in July, another of the entire family on a Mississippi riverboat as it passed Hannibal, Missouri, at dusk. A Japanese tourist had volunteered to shoot that one for us.




  And then there was the picture I’d taken of Maggie standing on the Brooklyn Bridge, the sunlight falling intensely on her face as she peered into the camera lens, the people passing by on her left and right as anonymous as leaves in the wind. We had traveled to New York for my interview with Random House, just Maggie and I went then, and I wanted to arrive a day early so I’d be more relaxed. We walked across the bridge just so we could say we’d done it, then we hopped into a cab in time to catch The Late Show with David Letterman taping later that afternoon.




  “They’ll be lucky to have you,” Maggie said ahead of the trip. It was just a proofreading job, “No say over content,” I was advised in the letter confirming the date and time of my interview, but it was a real toehold in the publishing industry, what I’d always wanted. I’d published two short stories in small literary journals already but was afraid to tell any of my friends — would they think I was boasting, or laugh at me behind my back?




  The job fell through and Maggie tried so hard to console me. “You can still write,” she said. “We can go to conferences on your vacations. The kids and I will stay in a beach house while professionals critique your work.”




  Where had we met, Maggie and I? It was at a Riverdance performance at the Orpheum Theater on 16th Street. “Do you mind if I sit here?” I’d asked. It was a stupid question; we both had single tickets and that was my seat to the right of her. She asked me at intermission what I thought of the show and I asked her if she’d like to join me in the lobby for a Coca-Cola. She later said she knew right away that I was the one. The one!




  Sweet Maggie, crinkly hair like confetti, skin buffed like native woods, she was more than I deserved, a Heartland girl who dragged me to church (“Do it for the children,” she’d say) and hoped there was a better place out there where we’d all meet up one day, that is, after we died. I looked skeptically at her when she’d say things like that.




  “After we die, after the sun dies, too, after the world ends, we’ll meet again?” I said to her once, one of the few times in my life when I let myself be cruel to her, to belie her innocence. “Then we’ll find a better place?”




  “Well, it would be nice, wouldn’t it?” She snuggled close to me, sighed wistfully, and we made love. It was early June and we left the windows open wide.




  The problem was I wanted Paradise now. That’s why I was willing to leave Maggie and the children. I told myself it wasn’t cruel but brave. I’d read about a place — the Monastery of Writers, some called it — located in an old, abandoned resort in a small southern Indiana town. A group of writers had moved in, fixed up the place with their hands, and now I was on my way to join them.




  I’d told Maggie about the Monastery of Writers, even showed her a couple of blog posts, more rumor than description, but enough to entice me. She tried to dissuade me, to reason with me, urged me to stop dreaming as if dreaming weren’t breathing itself. “No one does that anymore,” she said. “You don’t run away to sea like that. You’re not 16.”




  I last spoke with Maggie about leaving two days prior, the kids, now both in their teens asleep in their own bedrooms, the fixed rate mortgage at 3 and 1/8 percent because we’d refinanced at the right time, and Maggie just untied her robe and let it slip from her shoulders. She smiled and stood before me in a submissive and beguiling repose. I looked at her comely breasts and womanly hips, at the rippling stretch marks on her little pooch belly, and I knew this time it would not work. I told her I had thought about it for a long time — “A very long time, Maggie,” I told her — and I said I had no intention of wavering or backing down.




  “What would Sherwood Anderson do?” I asked myself. “Fuck, what did Sherwood Anderson do?”




  Now, in the stillness of my life’s long afternoon I finally was doing it. I did have the feeling of a man going to sea — Ishmael aboard the Pequod, maybe an immigrant on a tramper headed to Ellis Island, something is waiting for him and he’s getting closer — this was the great adventure, my time now. I continued packing, stuffing my sneakers into the duffel bag, my toiletries, too (I excluded the shampoo; bar soap would be enough for where I was going, for the life I would adopt) and, lastly, John Gardner’s guidebook, On Becoming a Novelist.




   




  “Why do we write?” That was the topic of the little seminar being promoted by the English Department at Creighton University. I saw the poster for the event in an independent bookstore near the school; a lean woman in a floppy felt hat stood in front of the announcement as I looked over her shoulder to read it myself and I thought to strike up a conversation.




  “Do you know Winston?” I asked. Frank Winston was the featured speaker at the event.




  The woman in the felt hat — I only then noticed her stringy blond hair like seaweed, her skin pink like the inside of fruit — didn’t turn to look at me at first when she spoke. “He’s critiqued my work,” she said. “I saw him at Antioch, Sanibel, too, I think. I might go.” She moved on before I could engage her further.




  At least 100 people attended the Creighton seminar, which was offered in a lecture hall on campus with stadium seating, hardly a seminar, but they had set up microphones down both aisles so guests could come forward and ask questions. The great man stood in front of a projection screen on stage and he carried a wireless microphone in one hand, a remote control for the projector in the other. “Why do we write?” The title bugged me the first time I saw it, yet here I was, an attendee. Cost was $45.




  I scanned the lecture hall for the woman in the felt hat. She had stayed with me, she was my mystery lady, maybe she was a Vassar grad, somebody out of a Mary McCarthy novel, she’s had some poems published in the feminist press, “Hello, I’m Penelope. I write poems.” I saw several men and women wearing Fidel-style military caps and others sporting a crown of dreadlocks and braids, older gentlemen in Harris Tweeds and neatly parted gray hair, too, but I didn’t see her.




  “Why do we write?” Frank Winston began. “Is it because we’re artists and can’t help it? We were born that way? Or is it because we want to be famous? ‘Say, isn’t that Stephen King in the booth over there? Do you think he’ll give us his autograph?’ Be honest now. Is that it? Lots of people think we don’t care about the art of writing, but only want to be known as writers. Are they right?”




  Winston locked eyes with an anonymous invisible someone in the crowd as if to say “That’s it, isn’t it? Come on, you know it’s true.” Then he grew stern-faced, stood proud and erect.




  “No, none of that is why we write,” he said. “We do it because we’re the real truthers. There are the doctors and lawyers and engineers and physicists, and then there are the truthers, poets and writers such as ourselves who seek the meaning and purpose of life and all the wisdom and beauty that is in it, but also the monumental folly of so much that we do and own and aspire to be.”




  I looked around at the others in the audience. I saw some consulting their smart phones or whispering to a companion while smiling, but for many of the others, they continued sitting anxiously, almost impatiently, waiting for Frank Winston to get to the only talking point they cared about, “When will I be published?” That’s what they all wanted to know. There was to be a reception for Winston after the lecture. That’s when they might slip him a manuscript or just a key to a hotel room, but only if they’d paid $75 extra to attend the reception. No one would dare stand up during the Q and A after the talk and ask that critical question, though. “When will I be published?” It would be too humiliating.




  I’d begun writing in high school, for the school’s annual literary magazine, and my first published story was called “Walgreens for Christmas.” I’d noticed an old-style Walgreens drug store that still had a lunch counter, along with women in pink and brown costumes with small, frilly aprons stitched to the front of their skirts who still served up hamburgers and fried onions and grits to order, and I’d noticed that they were promoting a Turkey Dinner for Christmas, “with all the trimmings.” It was mid-December and I was shopping for an Old Spice gift set for my dad.




  I thought how pathetic it was that all the old bachelors and widowers would come here — Walgreens — for their Christmas Dinner. I wrote my story and the people in it were pathetic, the injured and the insulted, as Dostoevsky might have tagged them, victims of an indifferent, even oppressive America. I thought I was making a statement and it was the era of brave writers and I wanted to be a brave writer. I thought brave writers put down all the bullshit that everyone else tried to pass off as good and true and wholesome. Nothing is good. It’s all bullshit because good people suffer and there is no reward for virtue. That’s what brave writers always were saying. But I hadn’t read John Gardner yet.




  The story was too one-dimensional and heavy-handed, as if written on cardboard with marker pen. Nonetheless, it had a beginning, middle and end and I spelled all the words correctly so the faculty advisor agreed to publish it; our high school literary magazine was printed on an old mimeograph machine in the administration office, then stapled together.




  “Why do we write?” My mind is back in the Creighton auditorium and Frank Winston is boring me and I look more closely at the others in attendance around me. I recognize a few of the usual suspects — the hippie Bohemian alternative press writer, also a woman from the local library board I’d seen on TV, and I conclude that this event wasn’t ever meant to be a serious conclave but only a disguised promotion for Creighton’s MFA program. I sit glumly pouting, my arms folded across my chest as I slouch in my seat, and then, suddenly, in a flash as they always say, I achieve a deeper understanding of what is really happening. I sit up sharply, startling the person next to me, she smiles nervously when I look with insanely wide eyes into hers, but I realize that Winston is like a Catholic priest at confession, there to absolve all for the sin of bad writing and relieve them from the resultant consequence, which is eternal failure. This he does by saying it’s all right, children, just write, you have to, you’re all writers and you can’t do anything else and it doesn’t matter if you’re never going to be published, you don’t even care about success, not really. That’s it! These other people needed to be told it’s okay to fail more than they needed to be told when they’ll be published.




  But I knew it was not okay.




  “Whenever it is a damp, drizzly November in my soul, whenever I find myself involuntarily pausing before coffin warehouses … then, I account it high time to get to sea as soon as I can.” That was a line I wish I’d written, not because it’s true of me (though it is true of me), but the line captured emotion organically, drawing its strength exclusively from the observable and experienced world. I wanted to write like Melville. I thought I could.




  The gentleman seated next to me on my left rousts me from my reflections — he has to go to the toilet, perhaps — and I turn my knees to the side, giving him passage, the smell of old wool and an extensive collection of books swelling in the air in front of me, and Frank Winston drones on. “One more question,” he says near the end of the Q and A, “then I really must leave.” I raise my hand as if I have a question but I don’t have a question in mind at all. I’m surprised when Winston calls on me. “Yes, the gentleman in the blue windbreaker,” he says, and all eyes turn toward me. All eyes!




  I have to think fast. I squeeze past several people still seated in my row (as the man in the seat next to me must have done) and I inexplicably begin to jog to the microphone down the aisle. I have no question in mind to ask. Will I ask about the protagonist in his last novel? But I haven’t read Winston’s last novel and I have no idea if there is a protagonist, maybe the book is just ramblings of a disembodied spirit, how clever, a real commentary on the death of the novel itself.




  I decide to ask if he gets laid when he’s on a speaking tour like this. A famous writer came to speak to my undergraduate creative writing class years earlier and the student newspaper guy was there for a story. The famous writer boasted that women would just throw themselves at him as if he were a famous rock star, Jimmy Page or Robert Plant, and the student newspaper guy told me later that the famous writer came to him and asked him not to print anything about sleeping with fans. “I don’t mind for myself, but it would kill my wife to read that,” he said. The student journalist said he removed the reference from his draft story. Yes, it would have created more buzz to leave it in, but he might need the famous writer as a reference one day, he said.




  I’m not really going to ask Frank Winston about all the women he’s had when on tour, of course, but when I reach the microphone all eyes are on me and I don’t know at all what to say. “Why do I want to be a writer?” I mumble. No one understands what I’ve said, including Frank Winston.




  “I’m sorry,” he says. “I didn’t quite hear you. Can you repeat the question?” I look up at him on the stage and I see that he is looking out at the rest of the audience for support. “Did you understand what he said?” Winston seems to be asking. He’s not making fun of me, but I sense an air of caution. I clear my throat, I smile, and I look down before looking up again, as if I’m going to speak.




  No words come out. I have nothing to say. I feel as if I’m in a glass booth, locked inside, it’s soundproof, and the whole world is looking at me. “Did you see that man come all the way down to the microphone and he doesn’t know what to say? How strange! He’s a strange man. Don’t you think he’s strange, Doris? “




  I chuckle stupidly and I turn to look at several of the people seated nearby. They’re looking at me expectantly, lips partly open. I hold out my hand, palm up, to whom I don’t know, fingers spread, and then I pull my hand back and clench my fist. Winston looks to the audience in a further appeal. Then I cover the microphone with my hand, almost push it over before I check myself like a batter at the plate, and I turn and leave.




   




  The Monastery of Writers occupied parts of the old West Haven Springs Hotel and Resort, which was built in 1912 deep in the shade of southern Indiana. One of many structures over the years to be called “the eighth wonder of the world,” it really was worthy of such an accolade, or so I’d read. A spur rail line to the front door, 27-hole golf course, healing mineral baths and swimming pool, as well as riding stables, bicycle velodrome and even a dedicated bank — it was a self-contained Carlsbad in the Hoosier Hills. But the resort’s outstanding feature was the glass and iron dome over the cylindrical main building that spanned 200 feet; hotel rooms and suites faced both a circular hall and concourse below and the thickly forested, rolling hills outside.




  The well-heeled people (a cliché, certainly, but far more organic and descriptive than “rich” or “bourgeois”) stopped coming after World War II and the property was too expensive to attract the rising middle class in America, who stayed in motels and ate at fast food restaurants anyway, so eventually it fell into ruin. The iron rusted, the paint peeled, the mice bored into the plastered walls and debris collected on the tiled floor like the growth of the soil. The owners, perhaps to avoid paying property taxes on the place, donated it to some fading vagrant Christian sect in 1966. The West Haven Springs Hotel and Resort became a real monastery. Then, after a generation of trials, the Christians abandoned the property themselves — just walked away and disappeared like some ancient lost civilization — and after a new dark age of further disuse the writers came, a mix of disgruntled academics, retro-style hippies and Mother Jones organic green people, people who had just one maddening, deeply abiding passion in common, not daily prayers and vows of silence, not making bread or wine, but writing. Quietly they came, like people emerging from their bunkers after a war, or those actors flocking to Devil’s Tower in Close Encounters of the Third Kind.




  Well, the real story would prove to be more complex and gothic than that, but I would not learn any of those details until later.




   




  The drive from Omaha to my destination took just under ten hours, stopping once for gas and another time to pee. I parked my car, an older Miata with the 5-speed manual, in the circle at the bottom of a gently sloping hill that led to the brass and oak revolving front doors, a holdover from the old hotel days. The path, a bit terraced as if there once had been concrete steps here but now covered in wood chips, felt both soft and crunchy underfoot as I strode forward. The late afternoon air in August was a bit hazy, temperature in the mid-80s, humidity high in the Ohio River Valley, and I had to shield my eyes from the lingering sun above the nearby tree tops as I walked. I liked that I was walking up. You walk up to meet great things. To my left, under tall, swaying cottonwoods, I spied a small graveyard which I assumed was where the Christians had buried their dead during their tenure here. Some markers were simple rounded tablets, others venerable crosses carved from marble, and a woman in a summery cotton print dress bent low before one larger marker as she pulled weeds. On my right I saw several figures collecting vegetables in a small garden ringed by thin rope tied to short metal stakes. Small woven baskets dangled from their arms; big sombreros and French Legionnaire-type caps obscured their faces.




  And behind a steel shed on a slope of the hill falling away from me I heard the sound of men chopping wood. I liked the sound of their grunts with each swing of the axe and I liked the sound of the splits being tossed onto a pile. I lengthened my stride and sped up the path to the main building and concourse. I already felt I had come to the right place.




  Once inside I stood and marveled at the openness of the building, at the luminous glass panels in the domed roof, and I turned my head at the sound of footsteps coming across the tiled floor toward me. A young woman approached; she was dressed in shorts and a tank top and sandals with leather webbing around her ankles and I waited for her to speak first as she neared me.




  “I see you have all your gear,” she said, gesturing toward the duffle bag I’d just set down. She didn’t introduce herself or address me by name, yet she spoke with familiarity. “Take any room you want that’s not already occupied,” she said. She looked up and pointed at the circular rows of rooms that ringed the concourse. “They’re all unlocked. You’re not allowed to lock up anything here, not even your thoughts.”




  Other inhabitants went to and fro, their garbled voices in the large, empty space echoing off the hard walls, and I hurried up a narrow stairway in the outer rim of the concourse in search of a room. When I opened a door to one on the second floor I found a man lying on his bed, knees up, with a cheap clipboard resting against his lap. I was momentarily startled to find someone in the room but I quickly recovered. Though on his bed, which was little more than a narrow cot, something you’d find in prison or an Army barracks, he appeared to me to be tall, definitely older than me but very fit, even sinewy in his arms and legs. Before I could apologize for intruding he raised a finger and pointed past the door. He did not speak. He was writing. I moved on.




  I knocked on the door of the next room and was greeted by a pleasant voice this time. “Yes?” said a woman.




  “Sorry,” I replied while still in the hall. “I’m new here. I’m looking for a room.”




  “Why don’t you come in,” the woman suggested. I shrugged — for whom, I don’t know — and I opened the door.




  A woman in her 50s, very thin and dressed in a simple cotton shift with faint floral prints, stood by a window at the other end of the room. “Was that you I saw park out in front?” she asked. Only then did I notice her accent. It was strictly Mid-South, possibly Louisville, maybe Memphis, more lilt than drawl, no problems with enunciation but syntax a bit different. “Have a seat,” she continued. Her hair was steel grey but dense and healthy, cut short like Mia Farrow used to wear it. She stood well, too. She had breeding, or once had been an ingénue.




  I looked about the room, inventorying the simple metal bed, which was more like an old hospital bed than a cot this time, plus a fan back wicker chair against the opposite wall, and a small steel desk, the cheap kind they sell in a box at Target or Walmart for students.




  “Yes, take the wicker chair,” my host said. “I brought that with me.”




  I put down my duffle bag and sat. “Thank you,” I said.




  “Would you like a drink of water?” she asked. I noticed the mini-fridge behind the bed’s headboard. I nodded in the affirmative and the woman drew out a stainless steel pitcher, one shaped like a vase with a broad lip, and she poured water into a small glass. I thought she was being too gracious, making a tea ceremony out of nothing, but the water, so cool and refreshing, was appreciated. I drank it up lustily. I held out the glass for more and my host, who’d stood watching over me, the pitcher still in her hand, replenished me.




  “Well, I’m off to swim now,” she said. The woman pulled her shift over her head and tossed it on to her bed — she was naked underneath — and she drew a towel from a shelf and wrapped it around her body like someone headed to a massage. “You can join us if you wish,” she said. “The pool is always open. We use a lot of salt to help save on other chemicals.”




  I continued my search for digs. I knocked on several other doors and if there was no answer I peeked in and I could see which were occupied. I found several that were empty, but either I didn’t like the stale odor, or they didn’t have a bed, or I didn’t like the view. I didn’t feel I was being picky, but I was allowed to choose and I didn’t know how long I’d be here. Sometimes people were home and they invited me in and, asked where I was from, did I just arrive, things like that, though one person asked imperiously if I had ever published anything because he’d never heard of me and I was proud of myself for spontaneously telling him to “Fuck off” because I know that type of writer, arrogant without cause and not really committed to literature per se.




  “Try the fifth floor,” one young woman said. “They just opened that up to writers.”




  “What kind of people slept there before?” I asked. The woman looked at me as if I had just confused her.




  “Oh, I get it,” she then said. “No. I mean they’ve just been opening up additional rooms as they’re rehabilitated. Some people have already switched, which is why we have some openings on the lower floors.” Then she paused and giggled. “You’re funny, you know.”




  I smiled and thanked her, and I settled into digs on the fourth floor — window facing south, so it might get hot during the summer unless I was willing to sleep with my front door open to catch a breeze, no air conditioning available here — and there was a hospital bed and several orange crates stacked high against one wall where I might stow my gear. A folding chair lay flat on the floor near a closet. There was not much else and the walls were barren, too, but the hotel was on the edge of West Haven itself and I’d be able to do some shopping there, perhaps buy a towel, which I’d completely forgotten, maybe a cloth to throw over one of the orange crates to shape a table, even some cheap poster art for decoration. I looked out my window and I could see cars moving up and down streets in the town, as well as storefronts and other disparate buildings, what looked to be an old sawmill, a salvage yard, too. I continued unpacking, resting my computer on the floor and plugging it in to a wall outlet — yep, we had electricity, I noted to myself, feeling somewhat relieved. I placed my underwear and sox inside one of the orange crates and I hung my spare trousers and shirts on hangers inside a small closet behind bifold doors.




  I’d left home very shortly after the kids went off to school — Matt, now in the 11th grade in the honors program at a magnet public school, already drove and I was glad that he and Emma, who was in 10th grade there, got along fine — and Maggie had gone in early to the Hallmark Gold Crown store that she managed. We’d all had a normal breakfast together — French toast, coffee from freshly ground beans — and I didn’t tip anyone to the fact that today was the day. They’d be presented with a fair accompli when they returned home, which I thought would save a lot of bother. Besides, the kids were all about making their own way in the world now, looking at college applications, clearly eager to get as far away from Omaha as possible. Maggie? She knew I’d been unhappy for so long; now she’d know just how unhappy. Maybe it was cruel. But no one would be left wanting. I didn’t take much from the bank accounts, only enough for the initiation fee and monthly dues for a while, and Maggie had her signature on everything we owned, which always was in the name of “Robert or Margaret Markland.” Anyway, I didn’t want money or property. I just wanted to write.




   




  After I settled into my room I heard more activity under the dome and I went out onto the mezzanine. Volunteers pulled out folding banquet tables, the large round kind that could easily seat eight, and they covered them with fresh linen tablecloths, which I later learned were washed daily. Stacking chairs stored on carts were moved into place — it was like they were setting up for banquet. About 10 people were engaged in activity and I hurried down to join them.




  “Hi, I’m new here,” I told one man. I don’t know why I went up to him to speak, I didn’t think there would be any leaders as such here, but he had a certain presence, standing tall at 6-foot-2 or 6-foot-3, short pony tail, and he was dressed in a Hawaiian print shirt and washed canvas pants over open-toe sandals, he looked like a lean and fit version of Jimmy Buffett. He seemed to be leading the way rather than just pitching in.




  “You’re Markland, right?” he said. He set a chair in place at one table and he extended his hand to me. I grasped it enthusiastically. “I’m Hayden. I’ve been around here since the beginning so new people usually come to me with their questions. I keep up on who’s expected, though not everyone who says they’re coming actually shows up. Your bio seemed earnest.”




  I nodded and thanked the man for his kind words but didn’t add anything more just then.




  “We don’t have many rules here, but we do have some and usually people know them before they arrive. We’re like a co-op, not a commune, and we have a board of directors. That’s number one. I’m on the board. I should tell you that. We use your monthly dues for food that we can’t grow ourselves and for some cleaning supplies and repairs, taxes and insurance, of course, stuff like that. Everyone cleans and sets-up and builds and so on, and it’s all done by sign-up sheets. And you know about ‘Joe Versus the Volcano,’ right? It is real and it is enforced. Oh, yes, it really is.”




  I had read about Joe Versus the Volcano on one blog post, the name drawn from the old Tom Hanks film. The Monastery of Writers didn’t ask anyone to throw themselves into a volcano just because they were about to die anyway, however. But if your career was at a dead end you might be asked to leave, real publish or perish stuff. I thought the volcano was a pretty good metaphor, actually, given that living with failure was worse than death for any artist anyway. A West Haven writer quoted in the blog post was a little more hardboiled about the policy, though. “We have a reputation to protect,” she’d said. “Yes, it’s an incubator for emerging writers, but we can’t just dilute the pool.” And when the blogger asked the source how they did that, she answered, “They look at your track record, of course, but they also vote on your current stuff. A committee comes up with names of people who are on the bubble, then everybody has to read some of the work from the writer in question. Not just the people in the writer’s group or groups, but everybody. Then they vote, you know, thumbs up or thumbs down.”




  I rationalized that it was fair. How many times do you come up to bat in a ball game? How many chances does a salesman get to close a deal? Anyway, I knew I could use the extra pressure.




  About 70 people dined that evening and all the food was rolled out on carts by volunteers; we ate mashed squash and beets and string beans. People seemed to sit with friends, not unlike in a middle school cafeteria, which made me uncomfortable at first, but when I saw the lady from the second floor who had offered me cool, refreshing water earlier in the day I walked quickly toward her table. She welcomed me with a warm smile and signaled for me to sit next to her.




  “How was your swim?” I said. Her hair was still wet, and two other people sat at the table, a man about my age, which is to say 40, and a younger woman.




  “I’m a fraud,” the swimmer said with a sly smile, speaking while sampling with her eyes the dishes in the middle of the table. “I didn’t come here to write. I came here to swim, for the healing mineral baths and the woodsy, outdoorsy smell, too. Maybe someday I’ll publish a book about Zen and the Art of Swimming. It’s been done before, I suppose, I mean similar books.”




  “I’ll do the illustrations,” chimed in the younger woman.




  “What illustrations,” my swimmer friend asked. “I want arty black and white photos shot on grainy high contrast film stock. Camera shake, too. Make the reader look twice.”




  We set about briefly introducing ourselves. The other man at the table said he could do the photos using an old Polaroid camera he’d saved for years. “That’ll be arty enough, but I don’t know if the film is still good.”




  The man, George Mills, later recounted how he had left his job as a trucking company dispatcher in Little Rock, Arkansas, to come to West Haven. Some of the truckers he knew had told him about the ruins of a giant dome they’d seen, the “hippies” who inhabited it and had wild drug and sex orgies, even the gunners who manned the turrets on top to keep the po-lice at bay! He knew they were wildly exaggerating, but he liked to read gritty crime novels and political thrillers, anything from Mickey Spillane to James Patterson to Don DeLillo, he said, and his friends’ stories about this writing center at West Haven piqued his interest.




  “What are you working on?” I eagerly asked him. I wanted to be part of a community of writers and it didn’t matter to me what anyone was writing as long as it was authentic.




  “I’m doing international intrigue, a spy novel set in Germany during the height of the Cold War. Maybe the time for that is past, I know. On the other hand, Putin has given me new hope.”




  “Great!” I said. I hoped I wasn’t being gratuitous.




  “And you, young lady?” I said to the younger woman. Her name was Cinderella. That’s all she revealed; she said she liked to be called Cinderella. She had golden hair and light freckles. She said that she’d recently dropped out of an MFA program.




  “Which one?” I asked.




  “Does it matter?”




  “Is that what you thought when you first applied to an MFA program?” It was an aggressive response on my part, but valid.




  She said she was working on short stories, “mostly Lez stuff,“ is how she put it, including one about two women who lived together for 30 years, but only examined their relationship in depth after one was diagnosed with cancer.




  “And a flat-out rip-off of ’50 Shades of Gray,’ real fan fiction stuff,” she added, now sounding more ginger. “That’s for the masses. I could teach you some moves.”




  I had to smile at that last comment; I assumed she was showing off her knowledge base, but not making a solicitation as such.




  “And you?” the swimmer asked me. “I know you’ve just arrived, but you didn’t come with empty files on your computer. What are you working on?”




  Actually, I’d come with nothing I liked, nothing I had to work on, to get done, so I felt I was starting with a clean slate. I just had this naïve belief that it was here I’d finally be able to flower. What could I say about my earlier work, though? That it was all crap? I didn’t know what to say. All eyes were on me. “Yes?” they seemed to be wondering. I felt like I was in a glass booth again, soundproof as usual, and everyone was looking at me. Yes, I’d been in this place before.




  “Oh, nothing,” I told her and the others. “But ask me again in a month.”




   




  The calls started coming around 9:00 p.m. Eastern Time my first night in West Haven, which was 8 p.m. in Omaha. The wife knew I sometimes stayed for happy hour at the end of a tiring day at work so the alarm bells would not have gone off until about then. I’d called my employer from the road earlier in the day and said I needed to take a few days off, maybe longer. There was a brief silence at his end when I made my announcement, then quiet acquiescence plus a modest request to give him a heads up when I had a return date in mind. In the meantime I’d set my phone to go directly to voice mail.




  “Hey, what’s up?” That was the first message. Ten minutes later — “Hey, where are you?” No alarm in her voice yet, and I could tell she was trying to be upbeat. By 8:30 p.m. her time, the time it already was dark in Nebraska in August, I noticed a sharpness in her tone, a real impatience. “Robert Markland, call home!” I would have to return the call, or at least pick up the next time she called.




  “Hi, Maggie, it’s me,” I said in a droll, even bored voice when I phoned her a few minutes later.




  “Where are you, Robert? We’ve been worried. You didn’t think we’d worry?”




  I knew the answer to that question, though I didn’t want to admit it. I hadn’t left a note on purpose — it would have been too much like a suicide note, I thought — and besides, I’d told her I was going to come here. I had told her. I’d shared my belief in this place with her. Did she not understand? Yet I had to chide myself now. Disappear without a trace? As if she could tell the children, “Oh, your father used to live here, but he doesn’t anymore. What would you like for dessert?”




  I looked out my window and at the little blinking lights across the way in the town of West Haven; I heard the sound of people chatting on the lawn, someone gently playing a guitar, too. “You know where I am,” I said. “I told you, Maggie. I’m at the Monastery of Writers.”




  “What? You went off and joined that commune?” Her voice sounded incredulous, strained.




  “It’s not a commune.”




  “Is it for the women?” I heard her deeply sigh. “And how long will this infatuation last? A week? A month? Do you have enough clothing? It’ll start getting cold soon.”




  I looked out the open window again. The air was warm and sweet, yet earthy like tilled soil after a soaking rain. “Do you have enough clothing? It’ll get cold soon!” Good old Maggie, scorned but still faithful, knocked to the mat and she just gets up like a good prize fighter. I knew she was better than any woman Pearl Buck wrote about, better than Ma Ingalls in Little House on the Prairie. But I told her I would not come back, I could not, not until I’d proven myself here. It was settled, I told her. I was being heartless but there was no longer any nice way to describe how I felt or what I wanted to accomplish here. I’d made a decision not to deal with family or career any longer. I had made the decision. I told Maggie that I was all right.




  “I’ll call again, soon,” I told her.




  And as I spoke I heard the kids bickering in the background about some nonsense, “Who erased all the contacts from my phone? Where did you put my tennis racket?” just stupid things like that.




  Neither of the kids asked to speak with me, though.




  Chapter 2




  It was the summer between my junior and senior years in high school that I lay under a sprawling shade tree in Elmwood Park in Omaha. I had just gone for a long run; behind me in the late afternoon sun picnickers grilled hamburger patties and corn on the cob, and on a broad field before me children threw Frisbees and played tag. In the distance I heard squeals from the outdoor swimming pool. I was here because, even though I wanted to know what I would be doing the rest of my life, I had decided to put off the inquiry for a day. Dad operated one of the last independent shoe stores in Omaha (it’s gone; he closed it when he retired; I didn’t want it; only the inventory had some value, but not the name or the good will or even the mailing list) and Mom was the stay-at-home kind all my time growing up even though I was an only child.
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