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ART OF STORY

TWO YOUNG PEOPLE, DIFFERENT COLORS, my color, pass me. Dark fist of her topknot, edges of his fro outlined by a soft glow above their heads when I first glance down the street and notice the couple busy with each other, strides synced, no hurry, not strolling either, about a block away coming towards me on Grand, a glow hovering, visible against early morning light of a clear spring day that frames the figures as they approach, pavement shadowy under their feet, the sky behind and above them stretching up and up into pale, cloudless, bluish distance, a sky finally no color, all colors, same and different, fading until my eyes drop, and when I look again to find gleam of halos, the couple is behind me.

Stories graves. Empty graves. Nothing there. All living and dying in them fake. Pretend. Even when someone reading or listening or telling a story, it’s empty. Empty. No time in it. A person requires time to live and die in. Stories not time. Graves. No entering them or leaving them without time. Nothing to breathe inside a story. Nothing lost nor found there. No time. Only a story. Only words.

You pretend. As if pretending permits you to enter a story, to leave one place and begin in another. You let yourself believe you create time. Your time. As if your time not a story you make up. As if time not a word like others you make up to tell a story… Once upon a time… as if time ends or begins there, with words. As if time waits in stories or is something like them. As if a story contains the breath of life. As if words share time or time listens and reads. As if stories are not graves. Where we play with the dead. Play dead.

As if a something words make of nothing is more time. Time saved and not a story. A moment on Grand Street. Not fiction. Not a grave. Not a make-believe time, but time saved. More than time. Not nothing. Not merely words. Not mere story.

Maybe, I tell myself, this is one I can tell. And someone perhaps will listen. Will read. But a story does not become something until it ends, until I pretend it’s over and that I am no longer experiencing a walk in New York City on Grand Street early in the morning. Me pretending these words I write, one after the other, are something like steps. Mine, yours, anybody’s steps. Anyone who listens or reads and for some reason perhaps they may remember other steps, streets, and revisit how a morning materializes from nothing but steps. Step after step taken while darkness, brightness unfold or enfold.

You are nowhere, nothing until you are feeling, speaking, thinking one instant then another, one word after another, the next seeming to follow from the one before, no beginning or end, more steps, more street seeming maybe never to stop unraveling. A moment, a morning that materializes as fast and solid as certain crucial missing things suddenly recalled, things striking you as happy once or painful, familiar, odd, urgent once, though soon enough you also recall that nothing’s there, that you are alone as always with your thoughts, always alone even with a busy headful of them, including anybody else’s thoughts, aches, words, telling stories, pretending time at their fingertips, your fingertips, time ahead, time behind as you take step after step along Grand, and where oh where else could you be, where are you headed this morning if not to a physical therapy appointment at 450 Grand Street and two young people appear, the two of them together, content, focused enough upon each other to match strides, colored teenagers or very young adults coming towards you, intent on each other, soft crowns of hair that shimmer over each skull, visible against morning’s brightness, floating light that is perhaps source or end or both of vast sky above them, surrounding them, but when I glance ahead and notice them coming towards me that morning, mourning also comes to mind. Mourning’s sadness, and that mourning word mine, not theirs. The morning not mine, not yours, not ours. Not their morning either. Only a morning, one that only happens once, anyway, and belongs to no one, belongs, fits nowhere, is nothing except words, story, nothing, nowhere, only a story beginning that I might find myself in the midst of unexpectedly, but of course an empty story, over and dead, a true story since they all are true and are not, whether or not we tell them or listen or read.

Let me pretend, let me believe the glow, the auras seeping from or hovering above heads of two young people on a Lower East Side street, April 29, in the year 2018, New York, USA, signify hope eternal, and that light above them very same light I saw framing rows of heads, row after row in a crowd of people not stretching to the horizon, but backed up as far as where towers, stores, windows, and walls of a city abruptly resume, the public square ends, and Cape Town spreads gray across the horizon, pile of it rising until overtopped by light that reaches even the very last shimmering row of heads. Many, many heads maybe about to explode and demolish monumental stone buildings of the square enclosing them, many, many rows of heads aglow, perhaps ready to ignite the million or so fuzzy bodies indistinguishable one from another that have gathered to greet Nelson Mandela coming home after twenty-seven years of imprisonment, bodies igniting and incinerating old bodies that will be born again. A crowd whose size, whose yearning ungraspable by me, despite the very present, very hungry witness of my foreign eyes peering from Cape Castle’s balcony down into the packed square on February 11, 1990, Republic of South Africa. Inextinguishable hope one story I can imagine, try to tell, though a different story narrated by helicopter gunships stitching a dark net in air above the square, and barricades fortified by tanks and steel rhinos packed with shock troops in camouflage securing all streets, sealing every entrance and exit from the space of welcome.

Time unruffled by anyone’s stops and starts. Returns. Entrances, exits. Stories. Two young people striding towards me. Grand Street unruffled as time. Going nowhere. My steps one after another vanish as I pass two young colored strangers, remember a square in Cape Town, the teeming, excited crowd in which perhaps I last saw the couple.






COLORED ANGEL LEVINE

For Bernard Malamud

A COLORED ANGEL NAMED LEVINE said to him, I have come to help you. But he had only half-listened to Levine. The name, the color wrong. Don’t match. Unnatural. Beyond belief. He lost the angel until he desperately needed him and searched desperately for him and searched and searched and at last finds him and pleads for help that the colored angel had once long ago offered. A happy ending to my story, please, Levine.

When he steps on the water of the colored angel’s voice, it does not give way. Feels solid as sidewalk, firm enough under him to place his other foot on the water, which could not be water, he was thinking even as he mounted it and stepped again, as if he could walk on water as easily as he crosses the kitchen floor. Accepts the ease of walking on water, accepts the oddness of pushing back in his chair from the table and standing up and no longer being a grown-up, old Jewish man. A boy again, surely, as he hears the boy’s mother say his name or rather say her name for him he hadn’t recalled for years, more years than she’s been dead.

But walking on water impossible because water doesn’t work that way, does it. You can’t just walk on it, there is nothing to it, your feet get soaked, you splash, sink, you drown if water’s deep enough and you are not careful and believe you are that boy again, there again in the morning with your mother in the kitchen, you pushing back from the table and rising up and turning to go to get more milk from the icebox to fill you up, fill your cereal bowl that sits behind you now on the table, sitting there still plain as day again after all these years of never thinking of it once, bowl there, you see it with eyes in back of your head, a gleaming white bowl circled by three deep blue bands, your favorite bowl even though a tiny, spidery crack looked to you sometimes like somebody had nibbled the blue rim and you wondered who, how, why when you had nothing better to think about those mornings before school, only a cereal box to read, a box read so often that nothing happens, words go nowhere, so you sit hunched at the table munching or crunching or just letting milk sog the flakes or sweet crumbles or pops or nuggets in the bowl until you can just about drink them down, going down easy, swallowing them easy as walking on water would be if a person could do it, he thinks, walking on water as solid as the kitchen’s shiny linoleum floor that holds him up this solid moment he walks across it as if his life is not sinking, drowning. He hears his mother’s long-lost voice, and he’s sure she will be waiting, busy moving about the kitchen till he gets back and sits himself down again, finished doing whatever a boy thinks he needs to get up and do.

Simple as that, a colored angel promises.






LAST DAY

SOMETIMES GOING TO SEE MY brother in prison felt like when you hear a person call you nigger, a somebody you may not even know addressing you, a stranger who suddenly becomes intimately close by establishing a boundary, drawing a line and crossing it simultaneously with the n-word as if the two of you, separated by that line, have known each other a lifetime, and nigger declaimed by him or her restores with absolute authority a prolonged, familiar, shared history whether or not you have ever laid eyes on one another before, that person with nigger in their mouth announcing the presence of a line that divides, that claims a compelling relationship of intense distance, intense complicity, and neither you nor she nor he has any means, any right or reason to deny it, once that word nigger is up in your faces, both you and the other person are powerless to erase the line, erase the nigger word, powerless as colored boys or girls in Cleveland or Detroit or Los Angeles or Seattle who cannot erase or nullify the bullets police officers shoot into their bodies, guns fired for many of the same reasons in every case, though the news media say, and we the people say, too, don’t we, each case is also, yes, yes, a separate case with differing, yes, extenuating circumstances, differences sometimes as obvious as difference between night and day, black and white, or different like different sounds of nigger depending on whose lips speak the word, different each time it’s spoken, differences private, public, acceptable or not in terms of law or public opinion, differing acts, but all validated by the same rule, rule old at least as this country, a rule continuing to persist, and though we may disagree about its appropriateness or application in each circumstance, it persists predictably, along with its often unarguably fatal, direct consequences, that rule which originated when some of us in a position of power abused that advantage and enslaved people, used power’s brute force to seize and imprison the bodies of others and treat them as inferiors, as if those enslaved others born members of a different group, a kind or variety or race not exactly deserving to be considered human beings, and once designated as such, treated as such, remain different forever, a rule that still rules today, dividing us into separate races, declaring that each person’s designated race stays the same always, stays in force today, and though the rule may operate covertly or blatantly, it remains present every time in every case to reinforce and justify whatever other motives a person might conjure up for calling a person nigger or imprisoning niggers or segregating niggers or shooting many many bullets into a young nigger body, then it’s too late, always too late, too long, bang, bang, victim dead, don’t fuss, don’t protest, the rule’s the rule, a prerogative in place too long, suspects presumed guilty, no defense against being called nigger, nor do unarmed colored boys girls women men possess any magic to stop bullets that armed citizens of various colors designated as officers, deputies, cops, agents fire into them, no power except perhaps to remember always the time-honored, hoary prerogative, remember the rule of a line dividing separate races and embrace it, seize it, and turn it around as self-defense, as battle cry, use the rule to stigmatize and abuse others before they use it to hurt and destroy you, before they call you out your name.

It’s never absent, and though I seldom hear anyone say nigger out loud in the prison visiting room, the word rings in my ears each time I visit. Need the word maybe, I admit, so say it to myself in order to deal with an otherwise intolerable situation. Need it to answer the question tearing me up inside when I look around and see a busy, crowded visiting room filled mainly with people my color, the many colors of my family. Why such an overload of us in this terrible place? Why us, a question with an answer I have been taught already, learned in childhood, in school, an ancient answer known before my very first visit to a prison and known for all the visits, all the years and years since. The answer is: This is the way things are, have always been, and shall be forever.



But that answer instilled when I was a boy beginning to ask questions about a world perplexing him, that answer too ordinary, not stunning enough, not satisfying enough in the prison visiting room and gives me no peace when I try to make sense, try to account for faces surrounding me, far, far too many faces colored like mine, and no answer truly explains our disproportionate presence, nor my outrage and sense of defeat, no answer sufficient to compel me to accept the evidence my eyes confront, no answer, only confirmation of a line drawn long, long ago, before I was born, a rule that divides faces I see into two groups, unalterably divides them into two separate groups, and then I am able to remind myself, say to myself, nigger, niggers of course, that’s why, and no other explanation required. What else would I, should I, would anybody expect. Nigger the word we need to shout out loud or whisper inside ourselves and that word reveals why.



The line, the word always there. Hard, rigid, premeditated as the prison visiting room’s bolted-to-the-floor, plastic seats arranged side by side, in aisles and sections, all seats in each section facing in the same direction so eye contact impossible with a person beside you unless you twist in your seat, lean over a metal rail that divides one seat from the next. You talk sideways, as close as you can get to a visitor’s ear. Awkward conversations, minimal privacy in an overcrowded space that also isolates.

None of the humming discontent, the simmering helplessness and frustration a person experiences upon entering the prison visiting room is accidental. Room’s layout conceived, like the rule to divide races conceived, in order to execute a plan. And plan works. The architecture’s visible scheme—expressed by unmovable steel, by concrete of floor and ceiling, by locked doors, windowless walls—boxes you in. Visible lines repeat the ancient, invisible injunction to consider yourself either one kind of human or another kind. Choice drastically limited. No choice except to go along with a program long in place. Once entered, no exit. No way out except to scream loud enough to bring walls tumbling down. And who’s prepared to spoil a visit. Prepared to risk imprisonment. To resist guards, sirens, clubs, guns. No. When you visit you follow house rules, rules posted on the walls, rules that define and reduce your choices, eliminate all other options. Nigger rules that humble and humiliate and impound.

At one end of the visiting area, far end from where my brother and I occupy adjacent seats, a play corner reserved for small children, an area supervised by an inmate and furnished with bright plastic toys. Good job, my brother says, nodding at the corner. Only trusties get it. Playing with kids. Out the goddamn cell four, five hours at a time. Wouldn’t mind doing it myself, cept everybody knows the guys you see over there too tight with the guards. Only way you get the best jobs in here. Wouldn’t let none my kids go to those guys. Don’t mind me, man. Some them guys just guys like everybody else. But ain’t nothing free in here.

Hungry.

Always. You know they starve us. Always hungry. Worse since they brung in that private company and started counting calories. As if grown men supposed to exist on what those company charts say enough. Everybody walk round here all day hungry. Hungry wake you up in the middle of the damn night. Shame how they do us, bro. Getting so bad some these guys kill another guy for a bag of chips.

Remembered to bring quarters this time. What’s the rule now. You allowed to push buttons or not.

No, no. They see me much as touch a vending machine, visit’s over. Ass outa here.

What you want, then. Knock yourself out. Plenty quarters today.

You know I like them wings. Package of chicken wings. A cheesesteak. If they outa cheesesteaks, a double burger. Bag of popcorn if any left. And some grape juice or some kinda juice, or pop if that’s all they got. Don’t matter really. Junk all they put in them machines, but you know something, it tastes kinda good, brother dear, after slop they be feeding us every day in here. And nice to feel kinda halfway filled up half a minute. Thank you.

I wait in line behind a short, very young, very pregnant woman who punches in choices like she’s been here before, inserting quarters one by one from the see-through bagful she holds in her off-hand. Then wait my turn at a microwave oven on a table beside vending machines. Don’t turn around to look at my brother, but I listen, and our conversation starts up in my head while I wait, while he waits, and I wonder how we always find so much to say, more to say, never finish saying it.

The tape runs in my mind… I hear it word by word. Visit again, smell the warmed-up bag of popcorn from the machine, taste apple juice, hear my brother beside me, here, there, wherever we are.



I wonder if he ever daydreams a last day, day a guard delivers clothes for outside, a paper shopping bag for transporting the property my brother accumulated inside, receipts he must sign for the bag and his possessions, wonder if my brother daydreams about that day and I want to ask him what he might feel if and when, ask him what he thinks he might be thinking when the steel door of his cell slides open, Spivak or Crawford or Jones or Valdez standing there in the passageway waiting, looking at him, less curious than I am about what’s on his mind, looking through him, past him, past this task to the next, one task closer to the end of same ole same ole slog of guard duties imprisoning them with him night and day until punch-out time, one guard or two, three, maybe the whole dreary crew of them, living and dead, every single officer hired and fired by the state department of corrections since day one, every single sorry one of them in uniform again to escort him down long rows of cells, through more gates, then across the yard, vacant, quiet this early, to the final gate, rank after rank of silent guards crowded into the narrow corridor just beyond his cell’s open door, guards stern-faced, grinning, scornful, accusing, no, no, no, just standing, just impatient, just wanting it over with, whatever, peering through him as if he’s already gone, simply not there, or there like a shit smear in a toilet bowl their duty to maintain spotless, this day of leaving no different for them than any day they are paid to watch him, their eyes, the expressionless expressions soldered on their faces giving up nothing, as his eyes, his expression give nothing back, keeping each other at a distance way too vast to cross, distance any sane person has no reason to cross and decent folk know better than even to imagine crossing because everybody understands, don’t they, what’s over there across the line, nothing’s there, an abyss, a bottomless pit over there in which people burn up, become nothing, vanishing fast as prisoners sentenced to life supposed to vanish from life, like him, like me, though I want to believe I might escape my cell by asking him how he thinks he would feel the last day, except idea of a last day nothing but twist, glimmer, less than nothing as it passes too quickly to follow and disappears into the abyss, the cauldron, and to protect himself from plunging even deeper into nothingness, would he allow himself even that idle thought of freedom, freedom an excruciating stab of pain until it’s nothing again after a thought of free flies, slinks past, nothing again, he remains behind bars, in a cell, so why bother to think different, as if inside and outside not absolutely separated, as if there’s a chance of release, of being elsewhere other than where he is, nowhere, nothing, consumed, disciplined by the business of survival while he perishes here, in this nowhere place where he is, there where it’s impossible for him to take me or anyone else, except maybe in daydreams he dreams in his cell, so I teach myself to resist the temptation to ask certain kinds of questions, and instead of asking I pretend that we are both inside when I visit the prison, or pretend both of us are outside, pretend that words we speak, words I write bring us closer together, and for his sake and mine (my response a bit like the guards, I’m ashamed to admit) I try not to wonder too much about his daydreams, do not ask to hear them, nor ask if he ever thinks about what he might feel or do last day.






SEPARATION

I WAS A CHILD AND believed that if I stood alone, quiet enough, long enough beside my grandfather’s coffin, he would speak to me. Tell me a story. But I lacked the courage to enter alone the room where they put the box into which they had put him. I was ten and literally frightened speechless for weeks by his death. Already half-orphaned by the loss of a father who had deserted us and now my grandfather, a second father gone, too. Afraid to enter alone a room’s stink and dark and silence. Scared my grandfather would speak. Or not speak.

I grew up in rooms full of stories. Mostly women talking. Men seldom around during daytime when I was a boy with nothing better to do than listen to my grandmother, aunts, neighbor ladies, my mother. Listening though I never wanted to be caught listening. Best stories shushed if Mister Rabbit Ears around, stories I wasn’t supposed to hear, not supposed to understand whether I heard or not. Stories as much about absent men as about women present in the rooms telling them. Stories that could embarrass or shame me because I was too little to possess any of my own I could tell myself or tell back at others when their stories made me feel in danger—naked, alone, angry, afraid. How could the women know so much about me I didn’t know, couldn’t speak. My story absent like the men, and is that one reason why I needed to listen so hard. Why women’s stories that made me laugh could also make me want to cry. Or run me away, far, far away where the only voice I would hear my own. It’s silence. Silence where men might be hiding. Talking. Laughing. Talking back.



Separated now by years, by death from all the people who once filled my life, people who filled my head with their stories and silences when I was a boy, I still miss them. Still stumble around today, looking back, needing them, needing words they said and didn’t say. Looking for help to make sense of this accidental place in which, mostly by accident, it seems, I find myself.



Sarah, a woman interviewed in a magazine article about people who hear voices, names one of her voices Tom, and tells the author of the article that she and Tom have known each other a long time. Writer asks when did she meet Tom, and Sarah pauses, gives the writer a little smile before she replies, “He’s saying, in the Sumerian period.”



When all was darkness, the oldest story in Sumer recalls, there existed no thought of time. Each animal lived alone, and beyond alone nothing. No thought of other animals. No light. No sound. Total darkness and silence. No fear of death. No loneliness. All animals one. All free as a god. Until animals imagined time. Time an explosion of light that revealed sights and sounds of other animals inhabiting darkness, each animal separate, each a blur of clamor, motion, confusion, each stunned, overwhelmed by possibilities of seeing or being seen, by the shock of time’s abrupt, mysterious presence that seems to open space where there is none and takes what seems to be space away, each animal needing words and time alone to think them, to separate themselves from time, each animal dissolving as fast as time dissolves, time sudden, implacable, invisible, time boundless yet caged in old, old darkness that promises nothing. Holds nothing.



Like Sarah’s Tom story, mine could begin in Sumer. First problem, I do not speak nor write the Sumerian language. But language, it turns out, a convenience, not a necessity. Often more useless than useful, the second man I encountered in the city of R in Sumer assured me as his gaze swept over me, past me. Much more than language separates us, his eyes told me. Galaxies swirl in the space between your world and mine, he said, without uttering a single syllable. The man’s silence louder than babble of buying, selling, braying, hallooing, bells, screams of a busy marketplace in the bright, hot middle of a day in which I am a stranger, so much a stranger I know better than to ask others in this crowd of strangers any questions about particulars of place or time or why they are here, why I am here, my eyes, ears, the entire piecemeal body that I am inside or it’s inside me or floating just above me or me floating just above it, two more strangers milling, swelling the crowd and whatever question I ask, no one could answer because the language here is Sumerian and I don’t speak a word and who does.



Sumer an empire I once read about, ancient as counting, ancient as words and writing, Sumer, and I find myself there, and Sumer holds my grandparents’ row house, not really their house, they didn’t own one, they rented, never owned more than a couple sticks, though my grandfather worked hard and drank hard enough year after year from the very first day he arrived in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, emigrant fresh from Culpeper, Virginia, to earn, to own the entire city where he grew old and died, still poor after decades of work and drinking gallons, tons of dago red, too poor to pay an undertaker to display his body in a funeral parlor after the undertaker did whatever undertakers do to preserve lifeless flesh as a kind of person-size doll, only enough in my grandfather’s insurance policy to pay for the doll and have it delivered to my grandparents’ row house, insurance paid in weekly installments to one of those usually bespectacled, usually Jewish men whose specialty insuring row-house dwellers like my grandparents, collecting nickel by nickel from them weekly for decades if the family could afford to keep up premiums, or if not keep up exactly, beg as my grandmother told me she did Mr. Cohen, a nice, really a nice, nice man, she whispered to me, begged him many a week, then sometimes the next two or three empty-handed weeks, to grant more time or more like take pity on her while profusely, sometimes not dry-eyed, she literally begged to the point of almost dropping down to her knees but he was nice and could see the abjection coming and a family man himself so desired no part of it and let her off with a weary nod as she stood there wavering in her housecoat, him always in my grandfather’s easy chair just inside the front door where he’d settled and crossed one leg over the other and opened his coupon book first time she let him in the house, Mr. Cohen nice enough to shut sometimes the book propped on his knee, saying her name sometimes while he slowly wagged his head, a halfway frown, halfway smile, Freeda, oh Freeda, letting her off this once or twice or more until she saved the nickel or majority of a series of delinquent nickels, and seated now on a wooden kitchen chair, bare knees under her housecoat pressed together, on the piece of furniture furthest from the man, but too close anyway, she counted out coins, rose and delivered them to his palm from a kerchief in her lap she had opened as if opening Fort Knox, the way she might open her lips or legs to a stranger to feed her starving family then kill herself immediately afterwards or maybe not.

Not the way she opens that flowered kerchief with its twisted corners and withdraws blood money, a few crumpled bills smelling like talcum powder, and hands them to me first year I went away to college, but yes, open it she did to pay the insurance man so family and friends could come to pay their respects in a respectable way, in a respectable place, a living place scrubbed spotless clean so nobody tempted to say or think these trifling niggers never owned two sticks to rub together, that old man laid out in one of the tiny rooms of a dark, tiny row house, no windows for sun to peek through, dark, stuffy, and cramped as the box the old man winds up in after working hard, drinking hard every day of his life, and to show for it what—him and Freeda in this narrow-ass box of row house barely large enough to hold two old people and here come one his daughters and her three babies cramped up in there boarding with them, upset, crying daily, messes all the time everywhere and suddenly it’s busy, noisy as a Sumer marketplace in the yellowish, shit-brown sand of a desert’s vastness because the daughter and kids got no place else to go, my father deserted my mother and nowhere for us in this great big sprawled-out city my grandfather could have bought and sold a couple times over with the fruit of his labor if there had been fruit instead of just more labor till the day he died on the toilet in a bathroom too small for him to stretch out his long-shanked legs, they, his long legs I inherited, wind up laid out in a wooden box with a hinged lid so the lid’s top third could stay open for viewing till they shut it down at night, peace at night from December’s last fly in his face in that room I was scared to enter alone in that row house my grandparents didn’t own but renting a lifetime, working a lifetime and after all that, still not a penny of insurance money for the undertaker’s services except the job of draining fluids and pumping in embalming oil or whatever was in the body after the undertaker fetched it then brought it back home to lie in state in a dark, stuffy little room because all the rooms tiny and dark, except maybe the kitchen a little less so, one small window back there at the row house’s rear end, sunlight back there in my grandmother Freeda’s long, straight, gray hair, hair passed from her father, a German man I never met, an immigrant whose family perhaps neighbors of Mr. Cohen’s family back in the old country, light frizzed up in strands loose from the bun my grandmother kept it tied in while busy cooking or cleaning, light floating atop her head if I looked up at her from the Bible days coloring book and crayons on the kitchen table one of my aunts had given me on my birthday or Easter I think I remember, but respectable people wouldn’t lay out a body in the kitchen would they, even if kitchen the brightest room, even if no money to rent a room for three, four hours of one day and other services like programs with photos or sad music piped into a funeral parlor, but a certain old-fashioned dignity maybe after all about the old-time way some people down home and emigrants in the North, too, used to bury people, laying them out in the house they lived in until church, cemetery, a certain familiarity and roundness and appropriateness to being at home even if the dead person didn’t own, just rented, just lived there, just occupied the cabin or row house, slept in it as I sleep in my body without owning it but get habituated to think of the flesh as belonging to me, as Sumer could belong to me and me to it while I’m remembering a day in Sumer, beginning to teach myself Sumerian as if it were a language a person in a story might learn to speak to write in another place and time.



Strangers pass by me on Homewood streets, Sumer streets, and I think each of them a carrier, each carried by time, each one as close to another time and place as I will ever get. Not very close I’m pretty sure. No matter how close, how like mine another’s time seems. Or seemed in other places at different times. Cities, people’s faces and lives impenetrable. Don’t know their names, but pretty sure strangers in the streets have names, pretty sure they have breath, hearts, had a mother, a father, histories more or less like mine, begotten, born, mortal like me, passing by like me, evidence for each other of time’s presence, time’s everlastingness, but also each hidden by time’s invisibility. Invisible as primal black darkness in the oldest Sumer story. Pretty sure I could be any one of these strangers passing by, or not be, and not know the difference if I was, if I was seeing me or not seeing me with eyes not mine, who would I be, where would my time be. Who could tell me the name of a city where I belong. Where we are. Who could show me time inside of them, time inside or outside of me.



To write my story I must teach myself the language of Sumer, the history of Sumer it inscribes when written. Learn new words for things I recognize with other words from another language, a process like forgetting and remembering my color, gender, age, or features of my own face, more or less, to recognize faces of strangers on the street. As Sumer forms, it shapes me. We grow thick as thieves. Lovers who need to be constantly reminding each other we are inseparable. As if the first word is also not the first step away and how we begin to disappear.



Many languages in Sumer. Many Sumers begging to be heard if you learn to listen. Listen to a scared ten-year-old, to a slave or a poet begging words to free them.



Though not exactly one of them, I served in a regiment of colored men born enslaved, then precariously free to fight in Sumer’s Great Civil War, a prolonged conflict following many, many decades of vicious, bloody strife, ethnic cleansings, declarations of independence, tribal feuds, alliances, religious inquisitions, and massacres, the parsings into power blocs and political units and ideologies that precede a stable empire. Desert harshness characterized much of the land—few stones, few trees—yet reliable cycles of rainfall and drought deposited abundantly fertile alluvial soil along banks of broad, navigable rivers, and meant that Sumer had always supported and encouraged agriculture, commerce, a steadily growing population, rise of many towns and cities. The Great Civil War that did not end slavery as promised, but established Empire’s unchallengeable military supremacy, transformed a patchwork quilt of quarrelsome, antagonistic neighbors into a vast tapestry spreading to the very edges of the known world. A colorful, ornate tapestry whose intricate design of gods, heroes, myths, its luxurious fabric, smothering weight narrated tales of Empire’s fabulous wealth and power.



Orphaned at ten in this Empire, I had been apprenticed to an old couple. The man instructed me in skills of masonry. His specialty, until crippled by a fall, working on walls after they had reached a height too uncomfortable, too dangerous for ordinary masons. The old woman’s contribution to the project of transforming an orphan boy into a useful citizen, aside from the usual dawn to dusk and then some more duties all women in families required to perform for husbands and offspring, duties I recalled my mother and grandmother performing daily, was to teach me not to expect reward or appreciation as I accomplished endless, exhausting tasks assigned to me, but on the contrary, to anticipate being treated as worthless, or worse burdensome, by those who assigned and benefited from my exertions.

If the old woman had once known a word meaning “tenderness”—and such a word must exist in the language of Sumerians—I would say she tried on rare occasions to express tenderness to me. Stuttering, frustrated attempts as when a person wants very much to express a feeling, and knows a word for it exists, and is sure she knows it, but the word stubbornly, teasingly eludes her, and she shakes her head, her eyes blink, wheel vacantly, then close, pondering a void until she remembers who she is and gives up trying to remember the word, angry that it has deserted her and will not serve her, does not fill an emptiness she, for a moment or so, almost desperately needs to fill, angry at herself then, her long lifetime of failing, again and again, she believes, to please anyone, to measure up to other people’s expectations, and finally her anger directed at the one, at me, the person for whom, in whom, with whom the lost word could have initiated an exchange, a softer, clearer exchange, allowing her to be the sort of person she could be if ever given half a chance, but the stubborn, willful word floats a hairbreadth away, resisting her effort to recall it, the missing word that might express what is missing, if only she could force it to obey, as Empire teaches her to obey—word down on its knees, crawling through her lips.



Like most young males I was conscripted into Sumer’s army when the Great Civil War began. Our heads were shaved. We were issued weapons and instructed in their use. I was eager to leave the old couple, happy to be relieved from drudgeries of a vocation, the threat of “tenderness.” Quickly, I distinguished myself as fearless, intelligent, willing follower or leader, first to volunteer for difficult or dangerous missions, deferential to superiors, unsqueamish, aggressive, no mercy or tears wasted on the foe. Rose through the ranks and was sent to officer school. Led a regiment of South Carolina freedmen by the Great Civil War’s conclusion.



Sumer’s endless wars in my blood, I guess you could say. Or say in the blood of all of us. My uncle, my mother’s gentle brother, Otis, fought in America’s Pacific War. “Pacific” an ironic name for any war, but especially for no-holds-barred, take-no-prisoners, victory-or-death struggles waged on hilly, jungled islands. Primitive combat, up close and personal warfare whose intimacies would be familiar to Sumerian warriors—mano a mano duels, horns blaring, drums thumping, screaming, charging with bayonets deployed like spears, kicking, punching, knives, slaughter in which Sumerians would have excelled and probably prevailed—yet war also waged with machines—kamikaze planes, aircraft carriers, flame-throwing tanks, artillery barrages, bombs raining from the sky—firepower that would have annihilated all of Sumer’s proud, savage legions in five minutes. Thus a “Pacific” war not to suggest calm, but to distinguish one zone or theater of war from another, one featuring Americans killing japs, whose island empire lay in the Pacific Ocean, the other theater starring Americans killing krauts, whose empire, a large portion of it anyway, bounded by the Atlantic Ocean, a body of water much smaller than the Pacific, named for a lost continent, a lost empire, lost civilization that had disappeared into the sea.

I have fond memories of Uncle Otis. Uncle O T, we kids called him, my mother’s younger brother. My earliest memory of him, his big hand wrapping mine, pale skin like my mother’s, his voice soft, kind as some of the women’s. Recall him reading to me, how he’d become someone not him while answering my questions. My curiosity turning on a light in him, a shine almost, making him, his words very distant but absolutely convincing. An uncle seldom spoken about in family gatherings once he started coming around less after he dropped out of art school and began tending bar, after prison time, after time in a federal facility in Lexington, Kentucky, to cure heroin addiction, then wound up for many years a short-order cook in a diner on Braddock Avenue so to say hi when I was in town I had to go round to the diner’s back door. Reminiscing with my cousin about our quiet, favorite uncle O T, dead for years, younger brother of both our moms, and both moms gone too, and my cousin says he doesn’t recall anybody in the family ever saying our uncle gay. Gay not even a word back then, my cousin says. Huh-uh. No. Like you when we were little, you know, we never thought of O T that way. Course once we got grown, we knew. But no reason then to talk about it.

My soldier uncle too gentle for his father, my wine-drinking, gambling, street-brawler, lady-killing grandfather, and part of my grandfather’s love for me began there maybe—as rebuke to a son, O T, who displeased him. The grandfather I adored, who adored me, ignoring his shy, quiet, thus disappointing son, and skipping ahead a generation, father again for the next. My grandfather’s love for me thus also remorse for failure of love. Him perhaps seeking a chance to redeem himself, his progeny, hoping to instill in me, a new boy child, all the manly qualities men like him worshipped in themselves, qualities stunted or absent altogether because of lack of opportunity to express them in lives men like my grandfather could not control, lives in which their talk and dreams treated by others as cheap, so never exactly worthy, never manly enough in their own eyes and certainly not in the eyes of those who controlled empire, those who had money to spend, who hired and fired, owned, bought and sold land, who despised, disrespected the sorts of lives they allowed or allotted to people like my grandfather who was quite aware and very punished by that awareness of being a lesser man in those others’ eyes. Less worthy except a smart, tough man like my grandfather dreams an alternative version of himself and fabricates a separate story of who he is, and what he might become if things were different, sharing this Sumer story with others like him caught in a similar dilemma, sharing ideas, myths about who they are, sharing bullshit, approving in each other various shaky, shady ways of behaving to conceal and disguise the heartbreak of being perceived as not quite men.

They, we, improvise makeshift ways of escaping an inescapable trap, invent styles of hanging out, of lording over women, talking deep, deep, impenetrable shit, or silence or loudness or flight, commit acts of stunning selfishness, love, or pure violence or grace or courage. We hide or strut the streets like peacocks, lie, brawl, are renegades, invincible athletes, invisible men, whatever—men in spite of or because of perfecting such stunted expressions which are good for nothing much, finally, except perhaps to delay inevitable reckoning. Abruptly, in a single instant is how the reckoning frequently happens. A moment coming, sooner or later, that feels like truth because afterwards, a man never able to forget missing his chances not to be what he appears to be in the scornful eyes of others. Including the eyes of his own womenfolk and kids. That moment when he must ask himself, well, well, well… if I’m not the sorry-assed, colored creature other people scorn, then who am I—evil gangster on a throne that some boys, boys hell-bent on becoming just like him, believe he. Or perhaps the reckoning even worse for my grandfather when he realizes one day his boy, his male child, his son turns away because he wants to be nothing like him, that the boy owns a life at least as real as his, a life plain as day for everybody living in the row houses to see—a different life displayed in details of how the child cries, crawls, stands, walks, talks—a life that denies not only the Sumer my grandfather dreams for a son, but dreams of for himself.

Perhaps the story above true or partly true, but either way, anyway, I see my uncle as victim of it, see myself as a beneficiary, an accomplice perched on my grandfather’s shoulders—his consolation, redemption, resurrection—as we tour Homewood, one name for our neighborhood of raggedy row houses. Me listening to my grandfather’s stories, rhymes and songs, basking in the peace of his voice, singing “You Are My Sunshine,” My only sunshine—while my gentle uncle O T fought on Okinawa.



Fought an inaccurate word for services my uncle O T, my grandfather’s only son, rendered to empire. A ferocious, deadly, months-long battle raged around him on Okinawa, but since my uncle colored, he—like almost all colored troops on the island or in the larger war—was assigned to auxiliary, support duties, not combat. His job to bury japs not kill them, though it’s not unlikely that as he guided his bulldozer’s sharp blade through fields of corpses, he may have delivered a coup de grace, beheading or gouging open or crushing an occasional live jap playing possum until he could rise up and fight again or a jap who had not yet quite succumbed to the horrific wounding that had earned him a place among piles of maggoty, decomposing, fly-infested bodies harvested and stacked, bodies scooped up from where they had fallen in desperate, futile, sayonara last stands and trucked to where my uncle does his job, bodies whose stink clings to his khakis, cap, bandanna he ties over his nose and mouth, bodies of civilians as well as soldiers, most of the dead casualties of relentless allied assaults from air, land, sea though some executed as spies, some victims of self-inflicted mayhem once the general, reciprocal killing on Okinawa abates, violence wanes, and peace approaches for victors, the unthinkable approaches for the vanquished.

Many enemy soldiers, rather than face the shame and ignominy of defeat, threw themselves into the sea, into fifty-foot breakers like those that batter black rocks far below the cliff where my uncle O T pilots a steel-treaded machine. He’s grateful for yielding soil that halfway inters or forms a breading of blood, gore, rags, dirt to coat flopping corpses, obliterated faces and severed limbs he shoves, careful, careful not to get too close to the runway’s end and tumble over into the Pacific behind a blade-load of dead japs.

O T smoked Camels, he tells me. Endless Camels. Sumer camel depicted on each pack. Many smokes in succession. Rapidly. Like bingeing on greasy potato chips, one after another fast, grabbing a handful from a bowl, hoping no one notices him alone in a dark corner stuffing his mouth, chip after chip, munching, swallowing salty wads in somebody’s basement party, music slow dragging, shadowy couples grinding, two hunched-over people, one lumpy shape, two wrapped so tightly together they must be pretending to be one, four feet stuck to the tarry floor, but their feet not stuck and sinking like his, their synced bodies sway, jiggle, glide in place to a thump thumping bump-and-grind tune spinning on a record player, rhythms intoxicating them, but for him inscrutable, intimate, hurtful as bumps, prods, piercing lacerations his blind machine delivers to dead flesh on Okinawa, an island in the Pacific where overhead a tropical sun blazes fiercely as Sumer’s at noon, unremitting heat and sweat and white desert brilliance till suddenly sky morphs, cracks, torrential banzai sheets of gray downpour, everybody, everything drowning, swept away.

My uncle remembers munching chips like I remember munching potato chips in the dark of teenage parties, condemned to conquer girls or be conquered by them and both choices defeats, wars no one wins. My uncle O T hears potato chips crunch inside his sore-gummed jaw, smiling though he hopes to god no one watches him eat. He keeps his lips pressed together just in case, ashamed of his mouth, mouth clamped shut even when he smiles or chews, so the gap, bottom right from a tooth knocked out, doesn’t show, no dentist till he’s nineteen years old, drafted into the army, quick, mandatory training camp inspection—keep the good ones, bad ones yanked—why you hollering like a big baby, trooper, don’t you know this is war, what the fuck you expect boy your momma coo-cooing, holding your soft little hand, sissy boy, don’t you speak the language, don’t you hear me talking to you, trooper, next, next, why you pussyfooting, you in everybody’s way, splib, over and out nigger get the fuck out the way bulldozers backed up to San Francisco and here you sit taking your own good time, blocking the runway sweaty niggers plowed up and pounded to get this war over quick and here you are sitting there like you got all the goddamn time in the world, like those fine bitches supposed to wait forever while you sneak around hiding in a dark corner chewing potato chips as if one them hos supposed to beg you to do the nasty. What’s wrong wit you, sonnyboy.



Maybe Homewood public library where my uncle used to take me by the hand is where I first encountered Sumer. The word maybe means “maybe not” in this language I write now. No guarantee that in Sumerian it means the same. Or means anything. Maybe there’s no maybe in Sumer. Maybe everything always there and not there inside every person. Black/white. Female/male. Right/wrong. Or not. Maybe nothing. There or not there. Nothing matters in a game or puzzle unless you invent rules. But invented rules don’t have power, any more than language has power, to make something of nothing. Rules, like the rules for counting and thinking and writing, fall off the edge, tumble into an unfathomable sea of darkness that does not start or finish, that does not churn or spit skyscraper waves, that is nothing, and swallows you and your bulldozer machine.



Nights too hot to sleep on Okinawa, my uncle tells me, so he smoked instead. We called cigarettes fags, he says. Says fags a kind of sleep. Flimsy-ass sleep, really, but better than nothing when all you have is hours and hours of no sleep until morning and morning not another day just the same goddamned day again. Stink and heat and sweat and buzzing flies, invisible insects that bite like cobras you got welts all over your body you scratch bloody and draw more bloodsucking, mothersucking flies mosquitoes same ones feasting on the dead they can’t get enough of, but smoke might help you try to tell yourself as you light up a night’s first Camel, then another, then another, telling yourself la-di-da maybe it will help, knowing while you thinking that lie it ain’t so. No way man, you ain’t hardly gon smoke yourself to sleep you know better you know smoke drifts away, gone, gone, drifts apart, flimsy as a cobweb your hand brushes away, as darkness that you cannot see through but see everything in it, see the dead, see yourself burying them or not burying them, and know crystal clear you are one of them, the dead, the enemy you are shoving, scraping up, you see them, see yourself ride over them ride em cowboy ride your shiny little pony, patty-cake / patty-cake / baker man / put ’em in the oven / fast as you can. Drive these piles of stinking japs and krauts and niggers and fags into the sea today tomorrow same same.

You smoke more smokes, more fags as if they could light up the island, burn down the house, as if this Okinawa gone in the morning as if black sky not a lid on a skillet to keep grease popping, people frying. It was not easy is all I’m trying to say, after all, nephew, but no harder for your uncle than the rest of those poor boys hurting and killing each other over there.



Smoke floats, drifts, scene changes and doesn’t. Grandfather gone. I grow older, larger, stronger, but no less afraid. Darkness abides. Like my uncle I pretend to build a wall, a thick solid wall of smoke. Old Sumer man, master mason, taught me how to build walls, didn’t he, with clay bricks mortar cement row after row, story atop story it rises, and unafraid, you caper up there, teasing the edge, working, willing the wall higher, a man with nerves of steel who rides high above row after row of dead.



I am beside an ocean again, not the Pacific, but here beside the Atlantic with my memories of uncle, grandfather, father, old Sumerian mason. In France now where I spend summers and falls with the woman I love. A warning received—Medusa coming. Do not swim along Brittany’s coasts. Poisonous jellyfish driven by currents, currents driven by powerful, unseasonable storms in the south. Hordes of a small, round, blue-black-purplish variety of medusa never seen before in these waters will soon infest them. Jellyfish that possess lethal bites. Nature upset by global warming and pollution just as nature goes haywire in the Last Days my mother used to say in the last years before she died, quoting the Bible’s dire prophesies of Apocalyptic breakdown each time she’d see in the newspaper or hear on TV topsy-turvy evidence of things falling apart, of human beings and nature profoundly, wickedly, unforgivingly gone awry—three-headed turtles, a baby cooked in a microwave oven, floods and earthquakes, plagues, genocide, poisoned Halloween candy passed out to Homewood kids trick-or-treating in rich white people’s neighborhoods, a man whose head grows beneath his shoulders.

As luminously calm, clairvoyant, compassionate as my mom could be in the last years before she passed, still I wondered sometimes if maybe she was seeking confirmation of a secret wish, a dark Sumerian wish which she believed should remain unspoken by her forever, her hope that since god obviously had chosen to end her life soon, perhaps he also intended to take us—the ones she loved and who loved her—along with her, take us and all the rest of the world and leave nothing behind when her turn to go, an unthinkably selfish wish, a hidden desire she was harboring in the back of her mind when she pursed her lips, shook her head, and cited with absolute, worried conviction some uncanny, freakish happening that proved the Last Days surely upon us, days warning us to get right, get ready not only to save our souls, not only because judgment day nigh, but because for her the thought of separation, of being alone—no family, no church—too awful, too unbearable and in her dark secret prayer she was beseeching her Heavenly Father, Yes, please, Lord, go ahead and do the deed all these terrible signs and wonders portend, and since you got to do it soon anyway, do it when you take this old woman, her weary body, famished soul, Lord—when you take me home to your bosom, sweep this wicked old world away, too. Take me, Lord, and everybody I love and loves me, please, in the cleansing whirlwind you promised would clean up all this mess.



She’s gone. Darkness claimed my mother, disappointed her, betrayed or ignored her, paid no mind to her prayers, nor her guesses, nor her wishful thinking. Her pleas gone, her gone, forsaken by her god, but no better for me, for us left behind, than for her, though unlike her, I harbor no wish, expect no favor, believe in none, ask for none, I’m just here, missing her terribly, the world I inhabit chugging along hopelessly, cruelly broken, unfixable as she understood in her last days. The darkness, emptiness unfathomable now for me, mysterious as those Last Days her god prophesied. Darkness, emptiness swallowing us so maybe shared by us, though they separate us, too, render us further apart than millennia, those years counted in chunks of thousands to measure vast distance from this moment here, now, to Sumer. Coming and going from here to there and back and there again, the years, the moments I would if I could, use to build a city and a wall securing that city which holds us, my family, people loved and loving each other, safe, prospering within walls I construct to protect us, gird us, except the materials I have on hand, in my hands to build a wall are nothing, or less, just thoughts, words, just stories, just smoke, just counting, longing secretly for an end to toil and trouble like my mother saying her name, saying mine in the dark, saying the lost, forgotten name of a father who left one morning, never returned.



I check my watch. Tick. Tock. Tick. Tock. Are you checking yours. Wondering how long this story might be. Wondering if it ever ends. How separate parts connect. Does it resemble yours less or more. One story or many. Whose. Are stories truly there, or just noisy thrashing of another creature in darkness surrounding you.



I bought my watch several years ago, tick-tock, in Chinatown on Canal Street in New York City. Same merchandise displayed outdoors on Canal Street in one shop after another, endlessly it seems, stores not quite identical but selling the same if not quite identical stuff. How do they compete I often wonder, passing by, looking at more or less the same selection in each sidewalk bin, in each shop window, each shop’s narrow, steel-ribbed glass door beckoning like the last and next, and how does anybody earn a living all selling the same goddamn shit only inches away from each other I wonder, but they must, is the obvious answer, or they try anyway and manage, it seems. Chinatown been here forever, right, I think when I purchase a watch, luxury brand name, less than seventy-five bucks and the door tingles shut behind me, a little almost musical treat for those who purchase an item or those who just enter or just leave a shop empty-handed, its jingling breath an announcement that the shop lives and stuff stocked, displayed here gets bought and the peal of tiny bells or gongs also warns the clerk or proprietor, one and the same often for economy’s sake, that a customer or thief has arrived or departed.

The tinkle-tinkle cheery mystery of Chinatown, of watches seductively cheaper than anywhere else in the city, but beware, you may not be getting what you think you’re buying so better keep your receipt, if you receive one and it’s not bogus or counterfeit as the item you believe you are buying, but you won’t be able to find the shop or be sure you have the right one even if you bother to return to demand money back or at least exchange another watch for the watch that ceased telling time three days after you fastened it on your wrist and maybe you should consider yourself lucky, after all, because that false silver band or false shiny shiny gold band worn for very long would have turned your skin an unhealthy color, and maybe that solves the allure of Chinatown. Explains perhaps the Russian roulette attraction of Chinatown. Of Sumer’s noisy marketplaces. Mystery of Chinatown watches. Mystery of what people bet on betting on love.



Here at an edge of the Atlantic, on a beach in Brittany we drive to almost every morning between 10:00 and 12:00, depending on the tide, I note our arrival time, tick-tock, on my Chinatown watch. My lover’s time since she’s the swimmer not me and she decides the hour we arrive. Ideal time from her point of view, time which seamlessly becomes ideal for me, too. Time usually when nobody or only a few people around, no victims nor sightings yet of medusa, a time before the tide at its lowest ebb would impel her to tiptoe gingerly across a hundred or more yards of slippery, treacherous rocks and stones to reach water.

Best like now when just the two of us and tides up and quiet enough from where I stand at the sea’s edge to hear her stroke back and forth between two more or less parallel strings of yellow buoys, long, waveringly straight lines separated by about two hundred yards, each line stretching from shore towards the horizon, strings of buoys bobbing far out into the sea until they meet another string of yellow buoys barely visible from here, paralleling the shore and connecting the other two lines to enclose a zone for swimmers that boats are supposed to honor and mostly do.

She’s a good ways out there in the sea, close, but not too close to the outer perimeter of yellow buoys floating there if she needs them, and though she’s a very strong swimmer and does not depend upon them, both of us grateful for the buoys anyway. It’s the sea, isn’t it, and anything can happen. Beach deserted at this hour, no boats, no other swimmers, and me no help. If I dived into the water to try to rescue her, I’d only drown, too. Water where she is way over my head, me useless, drowning surely, even if by luck I managed to get out that deep. An imaginary lifeguard at best, we both understand and share the joke, the silly story of me on duty, keeping watch, pretending she’s safer because I track her, walking back and forth, sneaker soles printing in wet sand while she swims laps I time with my lucky watch, lucky because here on my wrist still ticking seven, ten years after I bought it in Chinatown.

Us lucky, too, it seems in this story—a sunny day, time and tide right, lucky to have discovered this beach, to return here year after year. Water bright, clear, her arms splashing, lifted, dropping, cleaving a white path back and forth through the sea, lucky, but we try hard not to anticipate luck, not to presume, not to expect it, luck of her skill and luck of my wishful thinking that as long as I am a sentinel here on the shore nothing unlucky can befall her—after all, wouldn’t I—of course I would—leap in without a moment’s hesitation and swim to her rescue, wouldn’t I—yes, yes indeed—and couldn’t good luck triumph over the bad luck I can’t really swim, just love the sea, enjoy paddling around, brisk shock of Brittany’s always chill water first plunge in, floating on my back, syncing my arms and legs like a frog the way she taught me to stay on top the water—both of us lucky enough, pampered enough by luck to make us as superstitious, awed, as afraid to jinx luck as my dear, lost mom who feared every scrap or streak of decent luck attaching itself to her—and like my mom we know better, don’t we, and never speak aloud to each other nor even think aloud inside ourselves about luck that doesn’t belong to us, luck that might just as easily bring sudden heartbreak, so we just hold on, do not name it, do not separate luck from Brittany, from roar of surf, good night’s sleep, crisp air, her cutting through the water practicing, perfecting this stroke or that one while I keep time casually, for my own benefit, to entertain and distract myself strolling back and forth at the ocean’s edge, counting until the moment she’s coming up out of the water and then I holler, Twenty, thirty minutes, whatever, as if she didn’t already know the number of laps and how much time each lap exhausts, time in the water a count she precisely, silently maintains as she glides back and forth, surrounded, immersed, vulnerable beyond knowing—her heartbeat, breath, strong arms, kicking legs futile as mine if luck we dare not celebrate, changes.



After the Great Sumerian Civil War (civil an adjective as inappropriate for war as pacific), that war which, instead of ending slavery, created an empire, I was decommissioned, rewarded, as a few lucky veterans were, with an opportunity to better myself by attending at empire’s expense an institution of higher learning. By then I understood that I had been a fearful, powerless child before the War, and that knowledge, combined with a young man’s surge of exuberance and optimism surviving war had released, combined with an old man’s sense of fatality instilled prematurely by years of combat in which anybody’s life or death, survival or extinction simply a matter of chance—a buddy shaking out a fag for me then blown to smithereens after he walked a few dozen yards away—that mix of fright, expectation, insight, and ignorance freed me, encouraged me not to go to school to learn a trade or pursue a profession, but to study Sumer’s language and history.

In that story study means rules invented as I proceeded. No program of formal training, no apprenticeship, no residence in a community of masters and aspirants. Instead I granted myself license to wander Sumer’s vastness. To listen, read, write, wait and see. Eventually, to support myself I needed to find work, and since in an empire, one cannot work and not work for empire, I began to serve empire as a messenger, a scribe of sorts. Employing the still clumsy tools for recording numbers and words extant during those ancient times, I crisscrossed empire’s vast expanses, roamed deserts and hills, rode barges, ferries, rafts, boats with bladelike sails up and down the two great rivers, Tigris, Euphrates, trekked endless leagues on foot laden with clay tablets, my head full of weightless, invisible words, gathering and recording information in a language whose odd sounds and peculiar wedge-shaped script had been absolutely unfamiliar, literally foreign to me when I’d arrived in Sumer.



Back and brain overloaded, overtaxed, burdened down like any poor mule or camel, collecting and delivering facts and figures empire required to control its subjects (enthrall and control, synonyms in Sumerian), I became something like a soldier again, except the mayhem and violence of war’s swords, guns, bombs—not usually visible in front of my eyes. No nauseating stench, no flames or smoking ruins, no groans, screams of dying humans and animals assailed my senses. But in the course of performing my duties as messenger, I encountered appalling results of a different sort of conflict. Empire ceaselessly imposing and enforcing brutal choices—win or lose, feast or starve, black or white, good or evil, female or male, rise or fall—upon its inhabitants, choices separating people from others and from themselves.



Atop one of those huge, black stones encrusted with razor-sharp, broken oyster shells, stones common along this coast of Brittany, stones bedded immemorially in sand, a menace when the tide rises and their dangerous surfaces are hidden underwater, elevated on such a stone so I’m a few feet taller than usual, I stare out to sea, towards scattered islands whose dim silhouettes form a kind of intermittent, shrouded horizon line beyond which the ocean stretches that feeds this gulf of Morbihan, and I can almost hear night descending upon sea and beach, night quieting wind and water. Feel myself drifting inside the darkness of Sumer’s oldest story.

Just beyond the rock, beach full of unburied soldiers. Too simple and unexpected a sight, too present to pretend the dead soldiers might not be there. There, no matter how improbable and bizarre. No confusion. No frightened, dissenting voice inside me—please, please, this can’t be happening, I must be dreaming, please—instead I see what I see—rows of shadowed corpses, unburied bodies night drapes, corpses left behind as the tide, the marée, as it’s called here, runs out. Countless dead bodies here on a beach in Brittany, where just yesterday she was swimming while I kept a loving eye on her, my footprints in the sand tracing her path back and forth through the water, but I’m alone now, a pit stop to piss, then mounting a rock to stare at the sea, take a deep breath before hiking seven kilometers back to our cottage, and suddenly, below me on the sand, many rows and scattered piles of dead soldiers.

Maybe Japanese Imperial Marines, I think at first, thinking of my uncle O T, but no, no specific identities cling to the bodies, just anonymous debris of war, a mass of uniformed corpses no one’s gotten around yet to clearing away. Perhaps no need to hurry a cleanup. Some of these victims of war probably very young and have lots of time, lots of patience. They could be alive in some other place, quiet, serene, content as they wait for whatever comes next, each of them in one piece, not stinking, not rotting, inhabiting an empire elsewhere, and whether young or old, why would they want to rush back here, here where I find myself gazing over rubble of them, where they have landed and litter the beach, layers of dead transforming a flat stretch of sand to dark, rippling, lumpy terrain beyond a black rock I had an urge to stand on to look out at the water. Less steady now, me not the rock, as I stare at a carpet of dead that spreads to the sea’s edge, and more dead in the water, invisible beneath gently lapping waves of an ocean full of dead bodies and live bodies that consume them, uncountable bodies unseen, waiting.

Some of these uniformed dead could be U.S. Marines. Marines whose anthem I memorized when I was a kid. We fight our country’s battles on land and air and sea. After my cousin and I watched Marines featured as young glory guys in some movie or another at the Belmar show in Homewood, we always pretended we were Marines when we played war. Our uncle Otis never told us his war stories back then, and we didn’t quite believe our gentle uncle a real soldier, anyway, and we sure weren’t practicing to be quiet Uncle O T in our endless, shoot-em-up war games, squabbling always about who should carry the biggest gun, who would die first, gloriously, and be the hero. My cousin almost getting his wish, enlisting in the Marines fresh out of high school, grievously wounded in an ambush that nearly annihilated his entire squad in Vietnam.

Marines from one country or another sprawled, heaped among these ambiguous, anonymous corpses here on the beach after their war ended, after it rages on to other places, but war still here, too, nibble, nibbling away at them while memories of them far away as Japan, Sumer, Homewood fade and become stories, separate stories, warring stories empire stitches together to make one story true. Row after row of butchered, maybe sleeping bodies, maybe hallucinations I think I see because my thoughts sneak up, whispering before I see them coming—“Look, look,” beach littered by the dead who are not there. No. Bodies there. I study them and they do not disappear. I look and look, can’t look away. Casualties not of one war, many wars, many murdered in Empire’s Great War that never ceases. More substantial, more doomed to die again and again the longer I look and begin to notice details of age, torn uniforms, nakedness, a boot, limbs stiff in postures of agony or peace, an open mouth, open eyes, a gentle hand I could touch if I had the courage, or no eyes, no mouth, only black holes to count.



Sumer desert terrain. No ocean. No Marines. Except I recall an elite cohort standing tall, golden tips of spears gleaming a foot above plumed golden helmets, gold gauntlets above fists that grip spears, gold shields planted on the deck of the Emperor’s cobra-headed launch, warriors at attention behind a red railing, unmoving as statues, warriors I never saw blink, though as a boy I couldn’t quite believe they were live men and kept my eyes riveted upon them to see one blink when twice yearly on pilgrimages back and forth to the City of Temples, the Emperor’s hundred-oared craft led a numberless procession of boats past our village, first going south on the Tigris, Emperor and court descending the waters to establish themselves in the Lower Kingdom at the commencement of planting season, bearing prayers, caged slaves and animals to sacrifice, tithes of gold and silver, then another imperial fleet returning north in the season of harvest to the capital city, Urez, back and forth as they have been going and returning since time began, and must always descend and ascend the living waters back and forth as the Law Songs command, back to Urez, after reaping what had been sown, boats laden with grain, spices, dyes, precious metals, new slaves, war stories, love stories, chants of gratitude and praise to Sumer’s deities for granting prosperity and power.



I happened upon this final story—or better to say this last Sumer story this story will tell—like I happened upon Sarah’s story, only this one not in a magazine. I pieced together this final story over the years, and it begins around the time of America’s Civil War, or just yesterday, so to speak, a love story I learned from voices present like voices Sarah claims she hears, voices bringing her gifts and loneliness in conversations with people no one else sees or hears.



In this story I meet a poet. We are both survivors. She had survived slavery, and I had survived bloody combat in a civil war fought to end slavery. One morning I received a letter from a faraway town, from a woman unknown to me, born in Africa. The letter’s words all I have to confirm her existence, but immediately I feel her undeniably alive inside me, alive as my swimmer, my beautiful lady whose strokes daily carry her far away, too far until she turns, swims closer again, love of my life, but she’s a different story, separate from this other story of love manqué, a ghostly bride-of-wishful-thinking, regret, a lost mother, stranger, poet, daughter, soul mate…

Stop, please stop, she says, says the woman I first meet in a poem in a letter she sends to introduce herself. But since she doesn’t sign the letter with her name nor include a return address, I guess it’s truer to say her letter introduces me, not to her, but to her poem.

A poem framed by a formal salutation, Dear Sir, above it, and below it, instead of her name, she writes, from a free woman of color born in Africa. Poem of few lines, simple words, many dashes, lots of vacant space, its sparseness seeming almost to enact an apology for the presumption of its existence. Then following her “signature,” comes a sprawl of sentences. Lots of words helter-skelter, continuing until they nearly fill the sheet’s reverse side. Words barely legible, obviously rushed, contrasting with the poem’s stoic reserve:


I entreat you to forgive—if by chance my words reach you—this unwarranted intrusion upon your precious time—I am very aware that my entreating you is itself another unforgivable intrusion—but please believe me, kind sir, I am not a bold person and understand the trespass of sending—unsolicited—my poor verses to you—a selfish, rash act not mitigated—perhaps made worse—given the extreme admiration and respect your writing has always aroused in me—I feel myself blessed—as grateful multitudes of readers and citizens have been—by your distinguished achievements—stop, stop, stop—I shall, must stop here—I lose courage here—no special pleading—your large accomplishments and stature do not offer the tiniest license to impose upon your time—I will stop here—I’m getting lost here—words piling up—smothering my innermost feelings—I have no proper excuse and can torture out no arguments for attempting to bring to your attention a fragmentary—quite flawed, my heart assures me—expression of gratitude for the gifts you have so generously bestowed upon me and so many others—your service in the unfortunate Great War—your writing that condemns war’s hollow, evil victories—the heartening memoir of how you recruited, armed, and officered the enslaved, living among them, as one of them in the struggle to overthrow their oppressors—please, sir—please do not be offended if I designate you a treasure, a monument upon which I cannot resist laying a bouquet, small and insignificant though it be—
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