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PREFACE

In the fall of 1993, Alice Winkler of National Public Radio’s “Morning Edition” asked me to write a short story for broadcast the coming Christmas morning. I don’t recall that she gave me a word limit, but she did suggest that the reading time should not be longer than five minutes. Writing a cogent story that traces a narrative arc in so little time proved a hard assignment. Outside the Bible there are few such published stories, though the oral tale-tellers of a given tribe or family specialize in such miniatures.

I began by thinking of a quickly rounded story from my first Christmas away from home, I wrote it down as simply as I thought I could manage, I read it aloud with a stopwatch—way too long. I read it faster, to a tape machine, and heard myself gobbling inaudibly. I returned to work and sweated every conceivable atom of fat out of my prose—still too long. In some frustration, I phoned Alice Winkler and read her the story. She agreed to use it, as was. So I taped the thirteen hundred words at the local NPR station and went to New Mexico for the holiday with friends.

While they were still sleeping on Christmas morning, I listened to my story on a palm-sized FM Walkman and thought how many more people were hearing this lean narrative than had ever experienced any other prose of mine. Maybe the thin high desert air had me hyper-elated, but why not phone Alice and propose a spot once a week from now on? In no more than twenty years, say, I could read through my accumulated life’s work—once anyhow.

Such prospects could tempt a man down badly wrong roads. But for better or worse, I well knew that American radio—even Public Radio—has a very small appetite for any prose that cannot be labeled, in some sense, news. It’s only Britons and Canadians who’re believed capable of sitting still for serial read-throughs of novels, whole books of stories, or essays (despite the fact that a great many taped novels are sold each day for bedtime or travel-time listening).

So when, out of the blue, Margaret Low Smith of NPR’s “All Things Considered” contacted me in the spring of 1995 and asked me to write and record sporadic commentaries for that inventive show, I was surprised and found myself accepting before I knew the details of the job. The details proved simple. I’d be joining a team of commentators that included such proven masters of the brief essay as Bailey White, with her perfectly tooled parables from life in south Georgia, and Garrison Keillor, that virtuoso of post-Lutheran prose. Like them, I’d be free—theoretically—to write about anything I chose, so long as I didn’t violate federal or state statutes or the laws of common decency. The tenor of any given piece could be narrative, critical, nostalgic, comical—whatever, so long as it was clearly concise and at least temporarily interesting.

For, again, concision was the prime virtue. Any taped piece more than four minutes long might wait a good while before finding a sufficient hole in the day’s rushing news. For each piece aired, I’d receive a sum of money that would buy dinner for two at a modest good restaurant. I braced myself with the thought that I’d grown up in a storytelling culture which dreaded boredom—the American South—and then I plunged into the likable procedure.

In brief, whenever I thought of a commentary, I’d write a draft and e-mail it to Margaret Low Smith in Washington. She’d phone me back, I’d read it aloud to her, we’d edit for clarity and speed. Then Tom Wilson, an affably excellent soundman from Duke University, would come out and tape the piece—often more than one at a time (they tend to come in batches). We’d ship them north to Margaret, she’d write one-sentence introductions and closings; and they’d wait on her shelf for some evening when the news yawned sufficiently to permit my thoughts.

Thoughts are what they’ve generally turned out to be, as opposed to narrative scenes or ringing demands; and I built my own set of thinking rules in the first few months. Be sufficiently serious, unless you intend an occasional comic fantasy like “The Mad Inventor”; don’t be a common scold or yet another long-wattled media curmudgeon; but do permit yourself chances to grow even more serious when the subject requires, as in “My Tolerance Problem.” Employ whatever in the internal or external world offers itself as likely, suppressing only the identities of shy friends or of enemies whom I feel no need to excoriate by name. Finally, be vigilant of the fact that even the briefest stretch of verbal communication—a phrase, a sentence—can be wearisome; and boredom is again the state I’ve hoped to avoid more strictly than any other except deceit.

The commentaries began to be aired on the late afternoon of July 28th 1995, and they continue into the new century. Gathered here are the first fifty-two—counting the Roman Christmas story, which is a narrative essay. The two pieces indicated by asterisks in the Table of Contents and in the text have not been broadcast; but I include them by way of owning up to the kinds of subjects on which Margaret, an editor of superb eye and instinct, felt I ran below par or beyond the interests of our audience.

With a single exception—the last—the pieces appear in the order in which they were aired; and that’s very nearly the order of composition. The unused pieces are likewise set in the order of their arrival. In general, with all the others, the text is the broadcast text. Occasionally I’ve restored passages trimmed in the interest of pace, and a few times I’ve added a sentence of clarification or an illustrative image. I’ve even retained a few repetitions of thought and language. Some of them were necessitated by their contexts, though some are frankly the results of a failure to recall what I’d said before.

Commentaries is NPR’s word for my pieces and for all the others in their long series. I might argue that commentary is a more ponderous word than my own efforts require—think of all the massive theological and political commentaries of the past. My pieces are at least as much essays. Our English word essay derives from the Old French word for trial or attempt. Accordingly, these fifty-two pieces are swift attempts at doing what fiction or poetry or philosophical comment can almost never do—reach a listener, a reader, instantly.

What he or she cannot retain and parse as your talking voice flees past him is finally useless—an unnerving equivalent of the tree that falls, mute, when the forest is empty. So five years of intermittent work at these attempts has been good exercise in utter concision and simultaneous clarity, qualities that have not always come naturally for me, even in the early days of schooling.

In fact, I’ve often felt (while trimming the excess syllables from a phrase or dispelling an obscurity) that I’d sent myself back to school—the old school of elementary composition where, facing the dorm clock at four in the morning, you confront the inevitability of a nine A.M. class assignment: Monday morning’s five-hundred-word theme. What do I know that’s interesting enough but not too interesting, and how can I say it between now and daybreak in a clean two pages? Where to start, how to stroll along for a paragraph or two, how to end? I was a boy who relished school—it seemed to be all I was good at—but I’d lost the scholastic sensation years ago.

And that’s despite the fact that life turns out to be school every inch of the way, even in those long autumnal stretches when we convince ourselves that we’ve graduated and will never again be tested. One unforeseen reward of the five years’ work has been a sense of almost literal sinew growing in my hands—I find myself trying to trim all prose, however compact, to the barest bone: my own, the Gettysburg Address, the Preamble to the Constitution, even the Lord’s Prayer. I’ve yet to tell my friends, but the fascination with sinew often has me silently editing their talk as it emerges; and when I see occasional transcriptions of my own talk, I cringe at the verbiage. One of President Eisenhower’s famed syntactically surreal press-conference replies seems laconic by contrast.

Another welcome result of these particular attempts has been the rapid e-mail response they evoke, the mostly sane letters and the voices of strangers in public places, saying they’ve heard one and when’s the next due? I almost never know their air dates, which is why I relish all the more the story of a certain woman of extraordinary skills who—once she’s heard, from her local announcer, that one’s on the way—steps out to her car where the radio’s better and listens from there. Thanks then to her. A deep bow to Margaret Low Smith, to Alice Winkler; to Ellen Weiss and Darcy Bacon, my new producers; to Tom Wilson, to Susan Moldow, and a few million ears.






A CHRISTMAS IN ROME

I was twenty-two years old and still hadn’t spent a Christmas away from home and family. That day though I was half laid back in unmarred sun on a bench in the one true Colosseum—Italy, Rome, December 25th 1955. Europe had only begun to believe that the devastation of Hitler’s war might be survived, and even in Rome the sight of a winter tourist was rare as a failure of courtesy.

I’d left my room and made my way down through the city past ruins posing in vain for their picture—today they were empty of all but cats and ghosts of assorted psychotic Caesars, woolly Vandals and Visigoths. I’d even walked the length of the Forum and on across to the Colosseum with no sure glimpse of anybody as lost and foreign to the place as I and not a sign of holly and gifts.

I’d passed a few couples, sporting that brand of Italian child who easily seems the world’s most loved; and some of the parents had bowed at my greeting. But the Colosseum was likewise empty of all but me and one of the bent old ladies who then sold tickets to everything Roman, toilets included.

So there, lone as Robinson Crusoe, I had one question—was I lonely in this grand place on such a high love-feast? It seemed the right question for a journey-man writer. I shut my eyes to the broad arena that drank the blood of so many thousands and let the Mediterranean sun burn its health deep into my bones.

The answer was No. I was happy. I’d got the gene from both my parents; and despite a normally bleak adolescence, had been sheepishly happy most of my days—sheepish because I wondered still if smiles were the kit for an artist’s life. Even if I was here today on one of the world’s great magnets alone, I knew I was backed with a travel grant; my first short stories were down on paper; more ideas were ticking in me; and—best—in only three more weeks I’d join my first requited love who was skiing in Austria.

What but love had I ever wanted more than the freedom I tasted now? So I sat for the better part of an hour in those two lights—the sun and the fierce shine that leaked from my triumph. I was already well down the road to my work and my free choice of love. If another human being entered the Colosseum with me, I failed to see. So the place itself, for all its gore, conspired to keep my joy pure as radium, fueling my life with dangerous rays.

High as I was, I managed to nod awhile; and when I woke a half hour later, I knew the sound of a distant bell had brought me back; its toll had triggered the chill I felt. The light in the midst of the arena was dimming; and my mind spoke out, strong as the bell—What are you up to this far from home on this day, of all days, and lonesome as any hawk on a thermal? What can you learn here that you don’t already know in your bones? Get the hell on home.

If I’d seen or heard in the next two minutes the least reminder of the day at home—an indoor tree, some merciful laughter—I might have hailed the nearest cab and tried to board a westbound plane. But the guts of the Colosseum dimmed further till all I saw was purple murk—the locker rooms of gladiators, holding pens for the beasts and martyrs. And I knew I needed this strange lone time in whole new worlds; so when I stood to enter the day, I turned—not due north back to my room but south toward the Circus Maximus, flat on a plain below the devastated mansions of the Palatine Hill.

The film Ben-Hur with its chariot race was still four years ahead in time; but my high-school Latin book had showed the racecourse at its clamorous pitch—the oval track, the island round which the horses had turned, the ranks of the seats. I stepped across one strand of wire and walked to where the island had stood—no visible remnant of marble or horseflesh, brawn or fury. The ground was littered with modern paper, though there were signs of recent digging—the earth was freshly turned and spongy.

Again no other human in sight. By now I was well into midafternoon. Surely Christmas mass was over; shouldn’t some of the family meals be ending? What was the local Christmas schedule? Dinner at my pensione was not till eight and would feature salt fish. Even the beggars who walked the streets as late as midnight were under cover, real shepherds from the country who’d brought real lambs and homemade bagpipes with weird music more Arab than Western—a firm recall of the shepherds’ role in the birth at the heart of this darkest month.

It wasn’t all self-pity then when I thought I’m the one lone man in Rome for the birth that turns the wheel of the year. I’d better aim back toward my room. I would write this day down anyhow and save some piece of an hour that suddenly threatened to down me. At the third step, my foot stubbed hard.

I leaned and dug up a piece of marble the size of my palm with a perfect vine leaf carved on its edge, plainly ancient. I looked around me—still nobody, a few fast cars half a block beyond. I hid the marble deep in my pocket and walked ahead, my first real robbery. Before I’d gone another ten steps, I drowned the guilt by thinking It’s all you’ll get today, ace.

That was only the truth; and I’d got near the rim of the Circus before I saw two people blocking my path. Before I halfway understood, my first thought was Well, Christmas in jail; and I froze in place. But then I took the presence in.

A young woman maybe my age in a tan dress, a coarse brown shawl on her hair and shoulders, one hand on the child beside her—a boy with filthy knees and a coat so tattered it hung in comical strips. Was he five years old or older and stunted? They were beggars surely but—no—their hands didn’t reach out toward me, though their black eyes never flinched from my face.

I knew I had a handful of change, the feather-weight coins worth almost nothing; and I dug in another pocket to find them.

Before I’d brought them to daylight though, the woman shook her head once—No. She gave the boy a gentle push forward.

He came to me, solemn but sure; and when he stopped two yards away, he held his hand out clenched as if he offered a game.

I asked what he had.

He thought a moment, opened his fist and brought it toward me—a dark disk, half-dollar size, that was meant to look old.

They were selling souvenirs, likely fakes. I smiled a “No, grazie,” holding both my hands out empty.

But the boy reached up and laid the coin in my right palm.

I’d spent hours with a boyhood coin box; and when I turned the bronze coin over, I knew it was real with the profile of one of the saner Caesars, Hadrian—worth maybe fifteen dollars. I still didn’t need it and offered it back.

But the child wasn’t selling. He returned and trotted to join his mother, never facing me and not returning to take the marble vine leaf I offered.

His mother’s voice though gave me the first real news of the day. She stooped to the ground and scratched in the dirt to show where they’d just found the coin; then she launched a smile of amazing light and said what amounted to “You, for you.”

I have it still, a useful gift.


1993






BOOK TOUR

I’ve been on the road with other books of mine in the past, so I might have anticipated the kind of response I’d get this spring as I followed the customary tour rounds of readings and signings. The whole way, though, I’ve been quietly struck, time and again, by brief close meetings with men and women who’ve borne the full blast of AIDS in their lives and who come or call in to radio talk shows to tell their own stories to me and whomever.

In more than six weeks, I’ve yet to give a reading at which at least one stranger hasn’t come up with a copy of my book The Promise of Rest, asked me to sign it for some young man; then said “He’d wanted to be here tonight, but he’s just too ill.” I’ve likewise watched a man brought in by two friends who literally supported him on each side. He looked sixty years old but may have been forty, weighing under a hundred pounds with enormous blue eyes burning in a skull that was barely covered by transparent skin. At the end of my reading, he slowly rose in the back row of seats, nodded his head in my direction with a smile that must have exhausted his strength; then he turned and let his friends lift him out—no other word of message or question.

I’ve talked with a wife who nursed her husband through a slow AIDS death; with a sister who finally overcame her fear that, if she visited her dying brother, she might bring AIDS back home to her infant. I’ve recalled more than once an elderly woman, strong as an iron bar, who said that she’d told her dying son about a radiant near-death encounter she’d experienced in her own past. After that, he’d ask her often for the story, taking some comfort in her glimpse of light and rest; she told him about it right on to his end.

A few of these self-effacing heroes have read my novel; most have not; yet they all say somehow “Tell everybody you know ‘This must stop.’ This is no kind of shame, but it can’t go on; this is too hard to take.” Their eyes confirm an ancient refrain, renewed among us for the first time since the last of the great youth-killing plagues subsided forty years ago—The saddest sight is your own child’s death. They were meant to nurse you; not this wrong way round.

And as I push on, airport to airport—Washington, New York, Atlanta, San Francisco, Denver, Minneapolis, Iowa City, Chicago, and home to Raleigh-Durham–Chapel Hill, the faces still come, each burned by a sadness almost past words, each saying to me (as though I would prove a mouthpiece to the world) that what they and their lost kinsman have suffered is no shame at all. When they ask me to write a few words in a book, what I most want to tell them is that, far from a shame, their kinsman’s patience and their own selfless ongoing devotion are the only glimpses of light in the depth of this unrelieved dark.
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