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  TOM




  “Tom.”




  No answer.




  “Tom.”




  Still no answer.




  “Oh, shit,” said Aunt Polly. “Where in the world can that boy be this time, I wonder?”




  That boy, Tom Sawyer, was lounging in an armchair up front in the parlor in his new Armani cashmere sport jacket, complacently calculating the overnight appreciation of his stock and bond

  holdings as he waited for four of his friends to come by in the leased stretch limousine with insolent smoked windows to take them all to the luxury box in the stadium for the big

  game—football or basketball, he had forgotten which, perhaps a prizefight. It did not matter to him. What mattered was that he be there. He had bedecked himself in a Turnbull & Asser

  shirt of aubergine vertical stripes with a gleaming white collar, unbuttoned at the neck. His suspenders were wide and of a red-and-black polka dot. Proudly and deceptively, he had already devised

  a tricky new riddle to entrap his gullible pals once more into bets of $300 each they were sure they’d win and were certain to lose. He would entice them at the start with an idle

  observation, as though thinking out loud, the vague surmise “You know, it really is hard for me to accept the fact that—”




  Oh, shit, sighed the elderly author with great regret, and decided to give up on this book too.




  Listlessly, he rolled the ballpoint pen away. The last thing he wanted to do now, he told himself, was tax his brain to devise a convincing crafty riddle for the expectations raised in the text

  in order to move it along; the one he’d had in mind for a start he’d already used before as a bit in an earlier novel, that Reno, Nevada, and Spokane, Washington, were both farther west

  than Los Angeles. No one might catch the repetition. But he would know, and that single cheat could be enough to engender self-contempt, and then induce him to loaf along in other areas too.

  It was not worth the effort, he sensed already. This book-length parody of the quintessential American pop novel Tom Sawyer, with a contemporary Tom Sawyer and a law degree from Yale or a

  master’s degree in business administration from Harvard, was definitely not going to forge in the smithy of his soul the uncreated conscience of the world, or his race, whichever. Not now, he

  reflected with a rueful smile, certainly not this one in what he had already begun thinking of privately, with dismaying irony, as this last portrait in literary form by the artist as an old man.

  Although that, as always, was never for a minute what he seriously had in mind. And not even James Joyce had succeeded in making that long stretch to metaphysical perfection in his Portrait of

  the Artist as a Young Man. But this latest gambit, he now judged, was simple, hackneyed satire, affording no space for expanded aesthetic experimentation or for ambivalent domestic conflicts or

  wrenching tragedies, and of a kind that swarms of gifted newspaper and magazine writers could do in half a day with eight hundred words, while he would need three or four years for his novel and

  fill four hundred pages.




  A lifetime of experience had trained him never to toss away a page he had written, no matter how clumsy, until he had gone over it again for improvement, or had at least stored it in a folder

  for safekeeping or recorded the words on his computer.




  About this one he had no second thoughts. Oh, shit, he softly repeated, murmuring out loud this time, and gently removed the top sheets from his lined yellow pad and crumpled them into his

  wicker wastebasket. He overcame the urge to lie down for a second morning nap. Sighing again, he reached for a cardigan sweater and scarf and stepped outside his study for a walk to the beach that

  he hoped might clear his head and leave him wider awake with more mental celerity than he presently commanded. As he shuffled down his driveway in an overtired walk, he spied his wife across the

  lawn, regarding him from a corner of the house beside a large garden bucket, clutching a watering can with both her hands. He did not need to peer closely to know that her expression would be that

  familiar one of sympathy and disappointment at this evidence of failure of his newest daily attempt, and perhaps with the momentary disdain that he was experiencing for himself. Her name was

  Polly—Polly too; the recurrence in feminine name of the one he had just played with on paper dawned on him for the first time, and then only as a light coincidence. He waved limply, with no

  emotion, as he passed, forcing something of a smile, and quickened his step until he was at the bottom of the driveway and had turned out of sight on the road. Then he lapsed back into his torpid

  stroll, almost with a shimmer of relief to consider himself unobserved.




  Thirty-five minutes went by before he reached the beach. He was not in a hurry. He heard himself breathing heavily when he arrived, but not excessively so, he hoped, for a man of his years. The

  wooden bench on which he seated himself to rest was empty. He gazed with intentionally cleared mind at the peaceful scene of sand and water and vacant horizon, waiting for something marvelous to

  occur to him. He examined with blank eyes the several distant people sauntering along the shore, some with unleashed dogs. Most were women—he was conscious these days that his attention fixed

  on the appearance of women more and more often, more than ever before since they started wearing tight-fitting trousers of one sort or another with the outline of their underpants explicitly

  traced, and miniskirts too—and these women seemed perceptibly shorter and more heavyset than normal as they trudged along flat-footed through the sand. He seldom noted what men looked like,

  or cared.




  Where, he wondered, had ingenuity gone? He could guess some answers, for himself and for so many of his contemporaries, and for renowned others of similar occupation who now were long gone. In

  earlier days of youthful mental vigor and stronger drive the dependable literary thoughts and inspirations that vaulted out of nowhere into mind whenever he beckoned for them had seemed

  inexhaustible. Now he had to ponder and wait. Pondering and waiting, he stared dully at the unfettered flocks of birds in view, the gulls and terns gliding overhead, the sandpipers scurrying along

  the shore for their meal of worms as the last splashes of surf were sucked back into the sea. He craved almost desperately for the flicker of a vibrant and usable idea to come gliding into his

  attention from somewhere in an illuminating flash of revelation, from anywhere, like a bird, a beautiful, glittering bird spontaneously on its own, as never had failed to grace him in his more

  prolific past, an idea fertile with throbbing possibilities that would revitalize the imagination and invigorate his spirit. His mind wandered. His eyes glazed. His head felt heavy and started to

  droop. He let his lids slither closed. He might even have dozed. He came awake slowly, thinking, his lips moving in a dialogue, and straightened alertly with the feeling his prayers mystically had

  been answered. He stood up with a start.




  His walk back was close to ten minutes quicker. He made directly toward the low wooden building that served as his studio and as sleeping quarters for overnight guests on the rare occasions they

  invited any. He was breathing more heavily than earlier but paid no attention. Polly, working now with rose clippers and studying him intently, took notice of his brisker walk and purposeful

  attitude. She smiled appreciatively and responded to his jaunty wave with a beaming reciprocity of delight and optimism. He was perspiring a bit. Inside, he speedily rinsed the body moisture from

  his neck and face with splashes of cold water from the sink in the bathroom and then hurried to his swivel chair at the desk. Switching his radio on, he took hold of his yellow pad and ballpoint

  pen. He was aware only dimly that he had been humming the melody to the Caribbean song called “Yellow Bird” until the music welled through on the classical station to which the radio

  was always tuned. It was by pure good luck the exuberant last movement of the popular Haydn cello concerto. An omen. He was elated.




  







  YELLOW BIRD




  “It won’t sing.”




  “It’s dead.”




  The young boy, Irv, had figured that much out for himself but did not want the saleswoman in the pet shop of the department store to suspect he knew. And Irv certainly did not want anyone in his

  family to guess he had allowed the new canary out of the cage, to see, in suspense, what it would do. He had lowered the windows and shut the door. What the canary did when released, after peeking

  peckishly right and left, was fly headfirst into the mirror over the dresser, drop, and lie still, discharging a slight shudder of feathers as it drew its last breath.




  “My mother wants her money back,” Irv lied, looking guileless and ignorant. “She has a charge account here.”




  Years later, he remembered the yellow bird and labeled the experience his first brush with death. Also his first advantageous negotiation. His first constructive deception. It was all so easily

  fruitful he resolved to try dishonesty again whenever a situation counseled chicanery. Like Tom Sawyer, he was fond of mischievous deceit, and his antics had never, until the present, tumbled him

  into trouble. Foppishly, he’d felt himself invulnerable. Absurdly, when elected to the presidency of the country, he’d chosen for himself the code name Yellowbird.




  “What happened to the canary?” his mother had asked at home that evening. “Where’s the cage?”




  Irv saw no recourse but to make a clean breast of it. “It wouldn’t sing,” he answered. “I brought them back to the store. I got you a credit.”




  “It sang yesterday,” said his brother, who was older.




  “It wouldn’t sing today.”




  “Why wouldn’t they give you one that does sing?”




  “They didn’t have any left.”




  “Why didn’t you give it another day?”




  “It was dead,” said Irv.




  “Dead?”




  “That’s what they said.”




  “Like the dog in the car,” snickered his brother. “When you locked him in and forgot you put him there.”




  “The dog didn’t die,” objected his sister, who enjoyed contradicting her brother.




  “No, because I was the only one in the family who noticed he wasn’t around and asked.”




  Forty-five years later, when holed up quaking in the White House as though in an imperiled stronghold, and confronted by the impending ignominious dishonor of impeachment, he recalled this

  childhood exploit with the canary, and in his next lamebrained and squirming, sorrowful, insincere, apologetic speech he impetuously injected a line of poetry he’d come upon far back in a

  place he no longer remembered by a poet no longer of importance to him, interpolating, “I would rather learn from one bird how to sing than teach ten thousand stars how not to shine . . . or

  dance.” That sounded great, he thought, and infused with an ardent surge of confidence, he hastened to venture further into the domain of arts and letters and raced on extemporaneously with a

  line he associated with Eleanor Roosevelt, that, to wit, it was better to light a candle than curse the darkness. He was pleased with himself after that one too and was basking in his own scholarly

  sense of himself even before he finished.




  His speechwriters and closest advisers, on the other hand, were aghast. In shocked states of agonized helplessness, they glared at each other with outrage. “That putz!”

  grumbled the one from New York City. “That very dumb putz!” Another, with a polite growl of apology, stepped outside to vomit.




  “For someone who is thought of as a smart politician,” muttered Irv’s wife, who was watching him on television in another room, “your father is often pretty stupid,

  isn’t he?”




  “I think I’ve already noticed that,” agreed his teenage daughter.




  Airily, Irv later waved aside their frowns and other agitated disclosures of disapproval. He knew he could count on all in his family to stand by him through the harrowing times ahead.

  Fortunately, he had no family fortune. For the time being, they had no better place to go, no better place to live than in the White House. But unfortunately also, he had no family fortune, and he

  too had no better place than the White House in which to live for the next couple of years, albeit on a salary absurdly small for the amount of work expected of him and the intense pressure of

  demands and public reassessment focused always upon all of them. If he could manage to hang on for just another two years, though, he’d be retired with something of a pension and something of

  an aura of respectability. Actually, he had half a mind to let go now and resign in leisurely disgrace, once assured the disgrace to him would be no more damaging or lasting than it had been to

  predecessors among other political reprobates in Washington, and once assured of a decent place to live and a lifetime income enabling him to take things easy and once in a while chew the fat at

  state funerals with the clutch of other living ex-presidents who regularly turned up, dull though they might be, as dull and hollow, certainly, as he himself. He was between a rock and a hard

  place—he might use that one too the next time he had to face the public—but Irv had no doubt that, as he was fond of repeating, when the going got tough, the tough got going, and that

  in the end, when between a rock and a hard place, he and truth, noble truth would—




  Oh, shit, for heavens sake! And the hell with that one too, he decided.




  Who cared? What could it lead to that was worthwhile? Another political farce, another dysfunctional family yarn? Any serious literary work treating those contaminated buffoons in Washington as

  a herd of contaminated buffoons could no longer be serious or even fresh or striking. It would have to be ludicrous and thin, anything but serious, and there had already been too many of

  those. No one of conscience who knew anything looked up to those dolts in office anymore or expected much. Moreover, he had the feeling—he knew—that he had already done that

  subject to smaller or larger extent in one earlier work of his or another. Profoundly discouraging to him in his present state was the woebegone feeling that everything he thought of writing about

  he had already written about before at least once in exactly that same vein. And reluctant to repeat himself, he did not know who else to strive to imitate.




  Again he pushed his pad and pen away from him in a lazy motion that had become all but automatic, rose, and with a soughing noise he didn’t hear, grimly stretched himself out atop the bed

  in his studio and closed his eyes. It used to be, when younger, he remembered, and in finer fettle, he would get some of his best ideas and nouns and adjectives while lying down that way—and,

  he snorted inwardly, some of his worst, like the one just now, and the one just before.




  







  What next, then?




  The artificer who lives long enough, particularly the writer of fictions for page and stage, may come to a time in his life when he feels he has nothing new to write about but wishes to continue

  anyway. Musicians joke in belittlement about the last compositions of Mozart, who died young, that he did not die soon enough. Shakespeare did know when to quit: “Our revels now are

  ended,” he wrote in The Tempest, and departed with his winnings for the role of a country squire in Stratford in preference to the bacchanalian romps of theater life in London, for

  which, it can be safely inferred, he likely found he had grown too old. The man who could shrewdly observe when young that “liquor increases desire but weakens performance” would

  certainly recognize from personal debacles that the passage of years, with liquor or without, could weaken desire too, and, as well, reduce the compelling force of a lifelong theatrical ambition

  that had been largely and long fulfilled. Verdi was great with Otello even into his seventies, but Verdi was indeed a great one, and a great exception. Most of us flag with age, and with

  experience too. The work gets no easier with practice, and when we stop, there is that sudden, disheartening weight of all that spare time we find on our hands that we have not trained ourselves to

  know how to deal with.




  This one was not great, and he was not an exception, and he was among the many that did wish to carry on anyway. He had nothing better to do with his leisure than to try writing another novel,

  and another one, and then another. That was the reason he habitually supplied with sardonic levity now to people who inquired if he was working on anything new: Of course, was his reply—he

  had nothing better to do. They thought his answer a characteristic joke. He knew it was true. He really had no choice. Like others with the same high calling, there was not much else he

  could fancy in the matter of preoccupying physical hobbies or diversions. Hunting seemed bestial, fishing was foolish—you could buy fish. Tennis, golf, skiing, sailing, though reliably time

  consuming, did not, like dancing, strike him as a recreation sufficiently dignified for thoughtful people. Hiking maybe, but he disliked walking and was in fear of physical discomfort. He would

  guess that even Ernest Hemingway, notwithstanding all his fishing and hunting, must have found the barren hours burdensome when he was not fishing and hunting and no longer writing with robust

  assurance, and that his decline of reputation into critical and popular disfavor was terrifying and unbearable. The singular fact about the creation of fiction is that it does turn more, not less,

  difficult with seasoning and accomplishment—for proof, study the concluding chapters of the biographies of famous authors—and then there is still all that cumbersome amount of spare

  time to spend one way or another if you do dare to stop. Minutes take hours. Hours last months. Even infidelities absorb fewer afternoons and early evenings as lust wanes away to desire, and desire

  to nostalgic lamentation. Especially after that inevitable move into the country, where logistical difficulties are large, and circumspect opportunities fewer. And so many of even our highest and

  most dedicated literary achievers come upon a leaden sadness in late life while they dwindle into inactivity and settle into the forlorn despair that proves the endgame too often.




  How many naps can a reasonable person take a day—in the late morning, the early afternoon and late afternoon, before dinner, then after dinner on a couch in the living room preceding

  bedtime—before he fairly judges himself stagnant, moribund?




  For a speech he had committed himself to give at a university in South Carolina toward the end of the current academic year, he had already started studying the biographies of well-known

  authors, and he was toying already with the surprising idea of titling his lecture “The Literature of Despair.”




  This author was determined to go on, to keep striving to go on. He often appropriated as his own personal infirmity the concluding words of the unnameable voice in Samuel Beckett’s The

  Unnameable, “I must go on. I can t go on. I’ll go on,” although the afflicting woes were not even remotely the same. He rounded them out with a remembrance from Tennysons

  “Ulysses”: “To strive, to seek, to find, and not to yield.”




  He would go on.




  

    But with what next, then?


  




  A novel about a novelist was ineluctably not a consideration, already passé in a category already made too full by a swelling number of published American authors. Definitely out of the

  question. As were any about a disgruntled academic or younger secondary school teacher with literary aspirations who, if female, flounders into disappointing love affairs with disappointing males

  she soon can no longer even look up to, or if male, stumbles ridiculously into exasperating extramarital ones.




  Definitely not, not by him—no, definitely not again.




  Unhappy marriages, maladjusted families—what families were not? Very bad parent-child relationships seen close-up with a dissecting eye required an intensity of absorption in such subject

  matter he knew he could no longer muster and sustain. And anyway, women seemed much better at those now—women, in fact, seemed so much better at all sorts of things these days, including, he

  quipped to himself, without specifying, behaving like men. Historical figures were the terrain of his betters, who appeared to find them less and less inspiring as those efforts accrued. Mysteries,

  murders, melodramatic adventures were not in his range: he knew they were not his métier and not his forte. Spy stories, suspense stories too. Gangland? An action story of suspense, raw sex,

  and criminal violence? Mafia stuff? Maybe, maybe. Along the way in his research for a somber tome about something else he had picked up peripheral bits of information about gangsterism and killings

  in the early days of Coney Island, and the thought of a Coney Island mafia novel flickered in his mind, however fleetingly, each time he thought of doing a novel the motion picture industry might

  want—but what would it be about? That too would necessitate an elongated, convoluted amount of flashy plotting that he did not feel he had the time left to evolve and that he did not wish to

  think himself capable of executing with dexterity. That was one of the things he appreciated most about Borges, who detested plots, as well as such other staples of storytelling as characterization

  and motivation. Even the longest fictions by Borges were mercifully short. By now this one too had come to detest plots and to deplore the requirement of coping with their contrived complications.

  But Borges had not sold any of his works to the movies or American television, that peculiar measure of success that would have gone far to confirm him to a national audience as a writer of some

  stature and validate his works as sound literature. War seemed finished as a subject, at least until a new big and better one came along. Furthermore, he had already drawn one good novel from his

  service in World War II that had established something of a reputation for him, and he did not know what he could add to anything but his income with another. Economic injustice was common

  knowledge, no surprise. No outrage anymore either. Racial cruelty too. Social realism was not realistic, psychological realism was old hat. On the back burner, the back burner of his imagination,

  simmered the possibility of a canny sex novel. Perhaps it had been simmering too long. Innumerable others had been there sooner, sometimes more than once. And sex was old stuff too now, as

  commonplace in literature as in real life, even in those brassy women’s service magazines. But he had secreted away in a nook of his memory and on a card in his file box an approach to a sex

  novel that fairly tingled with originality and impudence, a sex novel, raunchy and frank, perhaps even pornographic, but from the point of view of a woman, perhaps a housewife, but as told by, or

  written by, a man. On one of the index cards he usually employed for notes, he had months before lettered as a reminder, all in uppercase characters to simulate to him the title of a book itself,

  the words
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    The eyes of people he knew, men and women, sparkled open with pleased expectation whenever he mentioned that intention in answer to the question of what he intended to work on next. That was

    the trick up his sleeve, his ace in the hole so to speak, he jested to himself in a punning, infirm double entendre so bad he would never offer it to anyone aloud, even when drunk. He also knew

    he would never write that book. A sex novel, even from the point of view of a woman, would no longer, he felt, be seemly for a man his age rejoicing in the austere ambiance surrounding his

    upright reputation. And even more forbidding was the sense of irremovable uncertainty about a subject with which he no longer felt himself adequately in touch. In a cultural environment in which

    bunches of cheerleading teenage girls entering college boasted they were no longer virgins, had been in therapy, and were already on Prozac, he felt his civilization had bounded ahead too

    speedily for him to remain acquainted with all the specifics and that he had been left faltering impotently behind. No, the idea of a sex novel about a woman written by a man, though provocative

    and juicily promising, did not feel comfortably feasible. But what, then, could his next novel be about?


  




  How about a novel, he joked to himself as a caprice, about a novel, with the novel itself as the narrator?




  Why not?




  There was spontaneous titillation in the mere idea, which was of course an impossible one. The beginning would be easy—that came straightaway to mind: “I was conceived in the brain

  of Dostoyevsky or Kafka or Melville. My first words were, ‘I am a mean man. I am a spiteful man. I have trouble with my liver.’ or, ‘One morning Gregor Samsa woke up and found

  that overnight he had been turned into a bug,’ or, ‘Call me Ishmael.’”




  What reader would not want to know more about what it was like to be a famous work of fiction, with the book itself as the protagonist fighting for dear life to survive?




  Here was a very good and electrifying idea—but good only for a page or two, for a very short innovative piece on the humor page of some bookish magazine, with readers who would recognize

  the one or the other. Then what else? Where on earth could he find something different and new that neither he nor scores of others had not already written about or were not in the process of

  completing even while he dawdled? If not on earth, then perhaps he could find something in the heavens. Why not? There were constellations named after humans and animals with some kind of

  ornamented narrative history. Ursa Major, Ursa Minor, Cassiopeia, Orion the Hunter. But then he would have to get busy doing research in astronomy and, worse, much worse, astrology. The people

  he’d have to find to talk to about astrology, he guessed with incipient and immediate misgivings, would likely be women, adamant beyond reason in astrological faith; it was likely

  they’d be vegetarians, and very generous sexually. He’d met them before and had, he recalled still one more time, been in love with two, very far back. He easily and tenderly envisioned

  the two young women with whom he’d had these passionate friendships long, long in the past. One, he’d been told, had since married and borne children; the other was in the newspapers

  occasionally as a successful figure in entertainment publicity. Both had dealt tarot cards too. He smiled when he remembered much more. With one, he had for almost a year ingested for a complete

  daytime meal a giant tumbler of brewer’s yeast, lecithin, choline, and banana mixed in a blender with yogurt, skim milk, and honey, the whole in a concoction as vile as anything he could

  recollect or imagine. For almost a year. Such was the dulcet folly of unselfish love. By one of these sweethearts he’d been taught to recognize the bustle of agitation writhing beneath the

  sweet melodies and harmonies in the divine chamber music of Schubert. By the other, he had been introduced to the lovely formality of Tantric erotic art. For both he had gladly lost weight to

  appear more supple and athletic, to the world and to himself. Thinking of both, he often had the whimsical daydream of meeting with each of them at least one more time in a wistful mixing of mutual

  fondness and wondering what would occur. He was certain he knew what would occur: he knew, despite the disfigurements of time, he would find himself in love with both again, for a day or two or

  longer, for each was intelligent, humorous, and perceptive, and each would find herself again in love with him—at least for a day or two, for he was intelligent, humorous, and perceptive

  also. In one of his invented scripts he even envisioned a husband telephoning unexpectedly to arrange the tryst because the woman was not entirely well and had expressed the wish to see him at

  least once more. He had no doubt the meetings would unfold wonderfully. He was, after all, an optimist. He was, after all, a novelist.




  But the stars as characters were out of the question also—today we knew too much about them for personification. They were on fire and billions of years afar. But the planets? He

  remembered there were seven or nine of them endlessly circling the earth, each with a name. Each name with a mythological history. And such histories. Wars, sex, violence. In the beginning was an

  awesome family drama of unthinkable ferocity covering three generations, from Uranus, who swallowed his children at birth lest a son displace him, until he was overthrown by one of them, Cronus,

  who did the job by cutting off his penis—and who then in turn buried all his children with the same trepidation, until he was overthrown by Zeus, who then in his turn started out by

  swallowing his first wife and first offspring. Such people, such gods. Desire too. Venus and Mars separated by Earth in their eternal orbits as they lusted to get back into the adulterous bed with

  each other. Even Earth—Ge or Gea, he would look it up—had an abundant sexual history as the first mother, mating with the heavens. And far out somewhere was Pluto, that king of the

  underworld, with his kidnapped bride, Persephone, who had to be allowed back on earth every six months if vegetation was to vegetate and crops were to sprout again and flourish. An obvious

  wisecrack would be to guess that the god Pluto, Hades to the Greeks, looked forward with impatient relief to that annual six-month vacation from his wife. Pluto—Hades—was a problem: the

  planets bore Roman names, but the adventures were those of the Greek gods and mortals. He could glide by that one easily in an explanatory sentence or two, exactly as we’re doing right now.

  Then there obtruded another badgering technicality: the planets were not circling the earth, endlessly or otherwise; they were circling the sun, and Earth was but another one of them, which

  was something the makers of these first myths did not know. But that was okay, too, because Ge or Geia or Rhea, Mother Earth, the mother of them all, figured in the early stories too, coaching

  Cronus to sever the genitalia of his father, and later sheltering Zeus until he was ready to overthrow his father. Seven or nine planets, Mercury-Hermes was also among them, all related,

  circling endlessly, circling helplessly, imprisoned by gravity in their inescapable orbits, what were they doing up there, what were they thinking? Seven or nine chapters and stories, maybe

  more?
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