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For Penelope




The founders of a new colony, whatever Utopia of human virtue and happiness they might originally project, have invariably recognized it among their earliest practical necessities to allot a portion of the virgin soil as a cemetery, and another portion as the site of a prison.


—NATHANIEL HAWTHORNE


 . . . there is a time in life when you just take a walk: And you walk in your own landscape.


—WILLEM DE KOONING


 . . . the pictures we paint we are also being shown.


—ALEXANDER THEROUX


For the intense yearning which each of them has toward the other does not appear to be the desire of lover’s intercourse, but of something else which the soul of either evidently desires and cannot tell, and of which she has only a dark and doubtful presentiment.


—ARISTOPHANES, AS QUOTED IN SYMPOSIUM
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SALTEAU


THIS is long ago in the history of Anishinabek, the name we call ourselves. You all are familiar with Ojibway, or Chippewa. But like the private name one is called within his family, Anishinabek is the name we use among ourselves. This is long ago, before Cherry City, before any outsiders arrived at all, near to the time when the Original Man was lowered to earth to name everything and begin our history.


The great trickster Nanabozho always was looking for ways to make fools of humans and beasts, to show how foolish they truly were underneath what they showed to the world. He always was looking, but he never had to look very hard. One day, he was seated at the edge of a village with his friend Elk, watching two old women who lived in wigwams next to each other talking happily as they worked side by side. Elk remarked, “They say those two never fight.” And Nanabozho, who’d been daydreaming about the fishing he would do later after Elk had returned to the woods, suddenly was very alert. “Never?” he asked. “Never,” said Elk. And it was true. The two women had known each other their entire lives, and their like-mindedness was legendary. They’d never argued, never disagreed about anything, and this was unusual, especially for women. Elk continued, “They’ve never fought about men. They’ve never fought about work. They’ve never fought about their children. They’ve never fought over which of them was smarter, or prettier.” Nanabozho shook his head. “That’s very unusual, especially for women,” he said. “Never, you say?” “Never,” said Elk. “I’ll bet I can get them to fight,” said Nanabozho. “I’d like to see you try,” said Elk. So Nanabozho got up and dusted himself off. He told Elk, “I’ll bet you your hat,” and even though it was a brand-new hat that Elk was quite proud of, he agreed. Nanabozho asked to borrow the hat and carried it over to the bushes, where he picked a handful of blueberries, mashed them into a dark blue mess, and then painted one side of the hat a rich, dark blue. Then he went and gathered a handful of strawberries, and mashed them into a bright red mess, and painted the other side of the hat a bright red. “My hat,” complained Elk, “what are you doing?” “Be innocent of the knowledge,” cautioned Nanabozho, “until you applaud the deed.” Then he put the hat on his head and set off through the woods. The two old women had just finished dressing two rabbits and each had gone back to sit outside her wigwam, the game directly between them, lying on a flat stump they used. Nanabozho sneaked through the trees until he was behind the wigwams and then, catching Elk’s eye, put a finger across his lips. Then he ran as fast as he could between the two wigwams, whooping and shouting, and grabbed the two rabbits as he passed. He ran until he got back to where Elk was waiting. “I don’t eat rabbit,” said Elk, who was still annoyed about his hat. “Wait for a little while,” said Nanabozho.


They didn’t have to wait for very long. The two old women were shrieking and crying about the maniac who’d scared them to death and run screaming into the woods with their game. Soon a group of people from the village had gathered to see what the matter was. “What did he look like?” one man asked. “Oh, he was at least ten feet tall,” said one of the old women. “That’s right,” agreed the other, adding, “and he had huge claws.” “He did,” confirmed the first old woman. “It seems that they’re still quite agreeable,” said Elk, dryly. “Just wait,” said Nanabozho. “And he was covered with hair,” continued the first old woman. “All over his body,” added the second old woman, “except where he was wearing those tooled leather moccasins.” “They were fine moccasins,” said the first old woman, “blue, just like his hat.” “No,” said the second old woman. “His hat was bright red.” “Dear,” said the first old woman, “that hat was most certainly blue.” “Dear, it was red. I saw it with my own eyes.” “Well,” said the first old woman, “those old eyes of yours must be playing tricks on you. It was definitely a blue hat.” “I’ve had sharper eyesight than you ever since we were children,” said the second old woman, peevishly. “Not likely,” snorted the first. “There’s never been anything you’ve been better at than I.” “Oh, my,” said Elk. And, as you can imagine, things went downhill from there. Soon these two old women, inseparable since birth, were at each other’s throat and had to be separated by two strong young men. Even hours later they were still grumbling at each other about the color of that hat, and anything else that they could think of. And Nanabozho didn’t have to say a word to Elk, who knew that, as usual, Nanabozho had had his way with them. And Nanabozho had a wonderful new hat into the bargain.




PART 1
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CODE SHIFTING
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STORY time is at eleven, the preschoolers and their mothers, mostly the mothers; the occasional father looking faintly uncomfortable with his kid, as if he’d been asked to monitor an unfamiliar piece of equipment; sometimes babysitters, unhurried grandpas, older siblings icy with shame. Tuesday and Thursday mornings they arrive and cluster around the bronze bear, its paws, snout, and ears worn smooth and dull, to listen. Before John Salteau began, a few months ago, to tell stories twice each week at the library (“Tricksters and Sleeping Bears: Native Tales from Northwestern Michigan with John Salteau”), they had a woman whose pedantic cheer fooled none of the kids: sung and shouted drills involving colors, numbers, the names of household objects. She drove up once a week from Frankfort with a steel-string guitar and a cinnamon-colored puppet named Ginger and played to a half-empty room every time. Now she’s gone. Salteau invariably fills the place.


I began to sit in the library some mornings because I like the stripped tone; the clean isolation of the footfalls and the scraping of chairs against the floor, the stillness in which other people’s most perfectly ingrained habits are encased and displayed. This one wets his index finger. This one moves her lips. Nose pickers and foot tappers. Plus it’s a nice place to come to rest in the middle of my morning circuit, when the work is done or (more likely, these days) stalled and I leave home to walk the arboreal streets (my house is between Oak and Maple; nearby are Cedar, Pine, Locust, Elmwood) or wander onto the nearby grounds of the former lunatic asylum, now a curiously mournful park.


If I arrive at the library before eleven, I’ll wait. There’s no other feeling like that of the restraint in a quiet room filled with people. Conditional unity, breached under the duress of petty bodily betrayals, farts and sneezes. The heads come up, mildly curious, then fall once more to the printed lines. One time, a middle-aged man, in a suit and tie, sat energetically turning the pages of the Record-Eagle, as if he were scanning it for a particular item: he was gently urged from the premises by a library employee who bent close to whisper to him, laying a quieting finger on the pages of newsprint. The man left, striding through a watchful silence, his newspaper abandoned on the table.


I haven’t listened to an adult tell stories to an audience of children since I was a child myself, but I’m not surprised to find that I’m calmed and reassured by it, the voice an ember glowing and changing in the midst of a muted stillness that might itself ignite at any moment. The boundaries inherent in performance are there, but there’s also an ambiguity, an offhand sense of collaboration. That regular glimpse of the inventive tension latent in those quiet, crowded spaces, when the voice begins speaking, and especially when it pauses and the room falls into its willed hush once again, is one part of what holds me in my seat in the children’s library (rather, “Youth Services Department”) twice a week. The other part remains a mystery to me.
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DYLAN FECKER TOLD me on the phone, “A kids’ library? What it sounds like to me is that you miss going out. He misses going out.” I’m a writer, and Dylan is my agent. To him, a panicked social life is the sole bellwether of mental health. In confusion he finds relief. Only his phone knows what he’s scheduled to do next. Without it, he might starve, freeze, wander mistakenly onto public transportation.


“I go out all the time,” I said. “The whole place is mostly out. Here, outside is the default. Indoors is shelter.”


“When I say ‘going out,’ you know what I mean. And you miss it. Why can’t you just say that? Why can’t he just say what he means for once? Quicker and less confusingly? These are the big questions people want answers to. People are always waiting for him to say what he means, and then he says it, and Monte and I have to clarify.” Monte is my editor.


“What do you tell them?”


“That it’s all about getting to the center of the human heart. But you can thank me later. Are you writing? He’s not writing.”


“I would be.”


“He’s being smart. Don’t be smart. I’ve tried calling you when you’re really working: you can’t wait to get rid of me. Lately you’re lingering. Lately you want to talk.”


“Oh, is that what you’re getting?”


“Don’t be smart, I said. You’re not writing. I admit I made a big mistake letting you move out there all by yourself. I said, he’s a big boy. Was I wrong.”


“You weren’t wrong. I took my temperature this morning. Totally normal. Sent myself off to school, kicking and screaming.”


“Ha ha ha. Listen. You went out there, you said you wanted quiet. I say OK, he needs to turn it down for a while. I understand. I saw how the last couple of years were going for you, for you and Rae. And that terrible business with Susannah. Ordinarily, I wouldn’t rush you. But Monte is eager to see pages. They’re tracking you. Where is he with it, is the general tenor of things.”


Dylan had allowed his sense of romance to persuade him that there was something valuable, even narratively inevitable, in my leaving New York to come to northern Michigan and finish a book. It seemed right to him, right and just, that a gifted person should flee from the distractions and temptations of a big city, flee from the difficulties of a complicated personal life, to make art in self-imposed exile, working from the provinces. If some artists court outrage, others court solitude: it was a chunk of wisdom as simple as a popcorn date at the multiplex. He expected searingly brilliant, expiatory pages to flow one way, direct from my computer to his office on Mercer Street. That was the agreement, as far as he was concerned. That, he claimed, was what had kept him from going to the airport and wrestling me off the plane personally. It wouldn’t have helped at all to explain to him that I didn’t feel purposeful, I felt dangerously adrift; that escape wasn’t a strategic writerly ploy but simply and only escape. For Dylan there was no such thing as flight. He stayed, he survived, he thrived. He’d had some successes; I was one of them; I was letting him down. This much was clear. The fierce pages weren’t erupting from my printer, weren’t springing to life on his 24-inch active matrix display as unencrypted digital attachments. Exile and cunning he would accept, silence was another story.


“Just get out of the house once in a while. Better yet, come back to Brooklyn and then get in a cab or whatever it is you people have there and come to Manhattan to talk to me in person. I just don’t get what you’re doing.”


“It’s all about getting to the center of the human heart.”


“Please. They don’t have what you need to be human out there.”


“They have enough,” I said. “It feels close.”


“How close?”
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I RENT a bungalow here in Cherry City that’s much too big for me alone, though it’s a modest house. If my children lived here with me, we’d fill it, but they don’t and I doubt they’ll ever visit. But I hadn’t been thinking about my children, about accommodating my children, when I was looking for a place. It had been a long time since I’d lived in a house, and I had an idea that I’d enjoy the garden, which I watched die in the waning days of summer, after I’d pulled the last of the landlord’s ripe tomatoes from the staked vines in the backyard; that I’d like sitting on the front porch in the evenings, which I did until the weather began to cool. Moving in was like adapting to any other change in one’s material condition. Things I liked, things I didn’t. I didn’t like the feeling of being exposed, and locked the doors and pulled the curtains in the evening. I didn’t like the sounds the house made at night, settling into whatever new shape another day’s use had beaten it into. I did, though, like having a driveway to park in, a kitchen door to tote groceries through. I did like having a washer-dryer. These ordinary things were a quiet rebuke to the proud lunacy of the assumed inconvenience that marked life in Brooklyn. The sound of tumbling laundry, zippers pinging against the steel drum of the dryer, coming to me as I sat not in a molded plastic chair in a drafty laundromat, vigilantly guarding my socks and shorts, but in my own living room, could fool me into believing that this was the solution; that it addressed all my problems in their entirety.
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I ARRIVED HERE after I walked out of my wife’s apartment, the home of my wife and children, with no more than I could easily carry. It was the second time I’d done it. This time it was a mutual decision: You leave now, Rae said, and I did. What about it, about any of it, could possibly have come as a surprise to either of us? While remaining supremely mindful of the consequences, we’d failed spectacularly. There weren’t any protests or reconsiderations.


Prior to that, during our period of reconciliation, after the disaster of Susannah, Rae and I had been traveling once a week to the Upper West Side to see a counselor, a Dr. Heinz. Because it was the sensible thing, the requisite approach, the one reference to our catastrophe that actually could acceptably be made in public. Unfortunately, Dr. Heinz’s reassuringly Viennese-sounding name was only a front for a tall, athletic-looking fiftyish guy in Birkenstocks, chinos, and open-necked Oxford shirts who spoke in the gently twanging tones of the upper midwest.


Heinz’s office, which never failed to distract me, was as bland and unassuming as the man himself. He had a large sofa patients were to sit on, and although there was also a green armchair and matching ottoman (which together were much too big for the room), he always faced us in a swivel chair, sitting hunched forward to listen, his elbows resting on his thighs. His posture made me feel as if we’d interrupted him. If Dr. Heinz had rotated his chair 180 degrees, he would have been facing a small desk with a computer on it. A small bookcase held a selection of professional journals. His framed diplomas and certificates hung unobtrusively, in a vertical line, along one margin of the wall in which the windows were set. On the other walls were somewhat gloomy abstract watercolors—paintings that, with their vestiges of figuration, their seeming resistance to the depiction of gesture in their dark brushwork, struck me, for some reason, as “European-looking.” The parquet floor wore a large, rectangular melon-colored chunk of deep-pile carpet. It was the Segal lock on the door, though, that preoccupied me the most. Was it supposed to keep the contents of the room secure? Or him?


Dr. Heinz’s prescription involved rigid accounting, argument and rebuttal restricted to narrowly drawn subjects and constrained by inflexible time limitations. He directed us to extend this metered form of interchange beyond his office, urging us to trump spontaneity by actually scheduling these arguments, no less frequently than three times a week, to take place at appointed, mutually convenient times.


I felt—well, what I said to Rae one afternoon as we walked from his office to the subway was “It would be more constructive if he told us to fuck every other day.” She smiled at me sadly, and took my hand in hers. “You should tell Dr. Heinz that,” she said, in perfect seriousness.


I nodded: of course we would need his permission. Susannah was supposed to have been my break for the open space beyond the everyday; now I felt—reflexively, and without Heinz ever having suggested such a thing—that I required approval for the smallest and most personal decisions. In the white light of disclosure, I believed that I didn’t care what other people thought. But it had turned out they thought so many things about my affair, about my marriage, about me; and in the end I had cared, and after Susannah and I disintegrated I returned to a marriage that had become public property.


Despite my doubts about Heinz’s strategy—his demands that we become conditioned to behaving in a way remote from our instincts; that we pretend to be angry when we weren’t, and pretend not to be angry when we were; that we behave with restraint when we wanted to scream, and that we confront each other when all was tranquil—it actually wasn’t a stupid plan. I don’t consider myself a man who yields automatically to convention, but I stop at the crosswalk when the light is red. If there’s any greater exhibit of the malleability of human nature than the sight of someone standing, absently waiting for the light to change at a deserted intersection, I don’t know what it is. Yet that someone never is run over. Heinz made a kind of sense.


Unfortunately, for all the sense made by his plan to teach us to talk reasonably to each other, the only person I thought about making it work with was Susannah, with whom I’d been disastrously unable to discuss anything of significance and with whom I could now discuss nothing at all. I kept it to myself: Heinz had taken each of us aside during our first session to ask if either of us had any secrets from the other and I knew instantly that I would have to exempt thought-crimes from disclosure. My rehabilitation depended on the complete repudiation of Susannah. I knew, anyway, that Heinz didn’t want any complexifying confidences to deal with. “I don’t do breakup counseling,” he’d advised from the outset, like a lawyer who takes on only the cases that he can win. Rae had chosen him carefully. Everyone was pulling for us; now even our doctor was insisting that we had no choice but to be cured. And so I claimed to have left Susannah behind, reciting to myself, and to anyone who’d listen, all the good reasons why I couldn’t possibly love her. It’s a familiar ruse, a good idea, never entirely convincing. But it tortured me to erase e-mails and photos from my hard drive. I never got around to deleting her number from my cell phone. Plus the sheer physical difficulty of making people’s traces vanish as completely as they themselves have. Here’s this blue T-shirt that Susannah gave me. A stupid keychain that I’d bought in a stall on the Ponte Vecchio with her. A car rental receipt falling from between the pages of a Graham Greene novel. Make, Pontiac. Model, Grand Prix. Odometer out, 13,556 miles. Destination, some motel in Santa Barbara where I fucked Susannah day and night, getting her smell into my pores, her taste into my mouth. The book was The Power and the Glory. I actually finished it on that trip, though I have no idea when I made the time. I fucked her like I wanted to climb inside her. I fucked her like I wanted to smash through the atomic structures dividing us into two separate beings. I fucked her like tomorrow they were coming to flay me, eviscerate me, castrate me, and nail my genitals to a board in the town square. The power and the glory indeed. What was this response? Biochemistry? Obsession? I played along with Dr. Heinz when he suggested, with smug self-assurance, that strong bonds grew from mutual respect, mutual communication, mutual goals, mutual commitment to compromise. There he was, delivering the mission statement of the Working Families Party, and all I could think about was Susannah’s pussy: her pussy cradled in lace; her pussy framed inside the rectangle formed by garter belt, stocking tops, and garter belt fasteners; her pussy gaping and wet; her pussy when my face was pushed into it. I thought about the way her pussy felt when it was tightly gripping my cock and the way her pussy felt when I reached over the hump of her perfect ass to stick my fingers in it while she went down on me. I knew I couldn’t speak rationally about any of it. One reason for bodily taboos is simply to restrain people from trying to express themselves on subjects such as these. It would have been possible to form a cult of one around Susannah’s pussy, with all of a fringe theology’s gorgeous blind-alley symmetries. There will never be a utopia on earth as long as each of us may be transported to the heaven of our hidden manias. Susannah could have humiliated me in any way she wished, as long as she allowed me to venerate and adore her awesome erotic supremacy. Her mistake—or, rather, her strategy—was in withholding her dominance over me; allowing me to come to myself long enough to panic, and flee to Rae.


Heinz said that however it had ended, Susannah and I had been doomed to fail from the outset of the affair. I was happy to go along and agree that in the limited sense that he intended—the sense of two of us, Susannah and I, working shoulder to shoulder in furtherance of a common purpose, like partners in a well-run small business—he was certainly right. In the sense that he refused to acknowledge, the unassimilable combination of unending desire and perfect gratification that defined the whole thing, we had failed only in that the balanced suspension of the two was impossible to maintain, and its disintegration left me, unhappily, with only the desire.
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I STAYED AT the Holiday Inn while I looked for a place to live. I had a room with a view of the bay. The calm surface and moderate breeze attracted windsurfers and Sunfish in the shallows just off the narrow strand of beach, and, farther out, larger boats moved slowly through the blue water, or rocked gently at anchor. A postcard view, though this is the grittiest and least attractive part of the region. Grandview, the street fronting the bay, is lined with motels, gas stations, and drive-thru restaurants, and the area is, if not exactly seedy, a little shopworn. A half hour’s drive up into Manitou County will get you to places that are frequently described as unspoiled; while they’re hardly that (the lakeshore and adjacent towns are tourist destinations, after all), they are beautiful, quiet, clean. I didn’t want the isolation of Manitou, though, or acres of wooded land looming at my back requiring me to be mindful of bears, hunters, and snowmobilers, and apart from the motel strip the town itself is very appealing.


The bungalow turned out to be easy to find. The owner lived in Grand Rapids, and the place had sat vacant for months, its rent slipping to a level at which I was able to believe that this was a larky and temporary adventure, rather than one of those anxiously groping relocations, a wandering through a maze of alternatives toward an imagined absence of pain.


I moved in and slept on the floor in a sleeping bag while I waited for things to be delivered. Still life of pizza boxes and empty beer bottles accumulating in the kitchen. For a few days I’d entertained the idea of furnishing the place entirely from the Salvation Army store just down the road, but after spending twenty minutes there sitting on an old Naugahyde sofa it occurred to me that both self-deprecation and masquerade have their sensible limits. If indeed another person was inside me writhing to emerge from the wreckage, that person did not want to live like a downmarket midwesterner. True to my class, I turned loneliness into a consumer spree. Money was available, and I didn’t see any reason not to indulge the materialism that lurks at the heart of every fantasy of personal renovation (if materialism were not the issue, it wouldn’t so often remain a fantasy, would it?). So I waited for stuff to arrive to fill the house.


Work was supposed to come next. At the beginning I had the same faith Dylan had in the industriousness of the exile, the reduction of things to a kind of primary essence. Me and a book. Me and a notepad. A pen. I also had an Aeron chair, a laptop with separate cordless keyboard and mouse, an external hard drive, a printer, a scanner/fax/copier, a smartphone, an iPod and a stereo dock, a modem, a high-speed Internet connection, and a wireless router to connect it all; everything the reclusive author needed except a briar pipe and a walking stick.


“Simple and good,” approved Dylan. “So not what people expect of the writer-entrepreneur of today. This restores things. It connects him with the process.”


“Writer-entrepreneur?”


“At a suitable time I’ll explain about the writer-entrepreneur. Is a reminder of the realities of the marketplace what he needs right now? No. For now let’s just say: sounds like you’re in business.”


“Let’s just say that.”


“Go to work. Take it easy. Take care of yourself. Spoil yourself a little. Take your mind off things. Take the opportunity to think things through. Forget about the grind. Reconsider your career goals. Put the top down. Wear sunscreen. Buy fresh produce from roadside stands. Eat crappy takeout. Visit historic sites. Download the dirtiest Internet porn you can find. And if you get lonely, just think of me stuck here with the Eurotrash on the roof of Soho House waiting as we speak to have lunch with an editor who’s got no money and a fuckload of attitude. That’s lonely. That’s dread. Make me proud I’m in this shitass business. Did you hear about Kendra Wallenstein over at Synes and Martell? She won’t acquire a fucking book if it doesn’t have a happy ending. Official new official policy. Even the backlist’s under review. Tremors throughout the industry. But don’t you worry about that. It’s not your worry. Go ahead and write a book that leaves us weeping. I’ll stock up on Kleenex now. Monte’s totally behind us on this. Monte has an investment in your career. I can have him call you right now and tell you the exact same thing.”


“Why do I want to have the same conversation twice?”


“Why does he want to have the same conversation twice. See how I protect him from reality? Agenting is more than single-handedly supporting Kinko’s and screaming at interns. What to you is an inconvenience, a freakish oddity, is to me an everyday phenomenon. You know form letters? I have form conversations.”


“Is this one of them?”


“Ha ha ha. The wit that’s been translated into more than twenty languages is regaining its edge. Honing his craft and his wit in the American Heartland. Go walk in the footsteps of Hemingway, catch a trout or something. We can pitch it to Men’s Journal, keep your name out there.”
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I WORKED IN fits and starts, not inconsistent with my personal tradition of restricting the writing to short interludes while frittering away most of the workday. It wasn’t just success that had afforded me the opportunity to waste time so lavishly. My career as a writer had begun that way, when in my mid-twenties I’d saved up to rescue myself from a ridiculously inappropriate job and city (insurance underwriter, Miami) that seemed at the time to be a pair of life sentences running concurrently, and moved to Williamsburg. Once there, I’d honored the long, unadorned days by frequently rising from the sublet kitchen table where I worked to pace, fling myself on the couch to read, stand moodily smoking by the window overlooking the backyard, gazing at the amazing amounts of laundry the family next door generated, which hung from the clothesline, snapping and waving in the breeze. I also masturbated, operatically, arias of autoeroticism. I read, I wrote, I dicked around, I expended semen by the quart. Me, the Western Canon, a blank sheet of crisp paper rolled expectantly, with professional neatness, into the platen of my typewriter, and a wad of Kleenex always at the ready. My first novel assembled itself under these conditions, fell apart on rereading, disappeared into a drawer. More pertinently, I was dazedly pleased to have discovered a life that suited me as perfectly as this one did. The rhythm of reading, writing, wasting time; a pace and a pattern that easily assimilated any stupid interruption: the need to work at shit jobs, travel, friends, women, marriage, children. All such things merely filled the interstices between those big three, Reading, Writing, Wasting Time. Not that people understood. Bosses fired me. Friends complained about unreturned calls. Women, forget about it. The children would learn that I was the figure over whose shoulder they peered, hunting for clues in the object of my total absorption. So, fits and starts, yes—but I could tell the difference between productive and unproductive. The machinery had been on the blink for a while. I wasn’t writing, I couldn’t read, and even the bright joy of throttling abundant time evaded me. It didn’t strike me as inapt that the ability to create had burned out in me, although the novel I’d insisted for three years that I was working on (at one point Amazon listed it, then delisted it, which caused the servers hosting three blogs devoted to my works and—increasingly—my life, to shut down) had been bought and paid for—twice, in effect: first by Monte Arlecchino, for an unjustifiably ridiculous amount of money, and again by the Boyd Family Foundation, through whose embarrassing largesse I was receiving $75,000 annually for a renewable six-year term as a Boyd Fiction Fellow.


I worried less about Arlecchino than I did about the Boyds. Monte was easy; he had a roster of dilatory authors whose years-overdue manuscripts he spun as instances of genius perfectionism. But the Boyds scared me a little. They were vastly wealthy Texans who had procured their august dignity in painstaking stages, by trial and error: first, through the enormous success of the Boyd Repeating Arms Company, next with the founding of Boyd Baptist Teachers College (now Boyd University), then with the establishment of the foundation and its short-lived Boyd War Prize (awarded irregularly but frequently enough really between 1912–1939 for “The most ingenious strategic use of munitions, ordnance, or weaponry against enemies in time of war or insurrectionists in time of rebellion or unrest”), and finally with the foundation’s creation of the Boyd Fellows Program in the 1970s. The investiture ceremony for Fellows took place at Henry Silas Boyd’s mansion, Estancia, a strange and bloated folly with sandstone exterior, Doric columns, red tile roof, oaken drawbridge, marble floors, and stained-glass windows removed from a thirteenth-century French cathedral. A three-hundred-foot artificial hill had been erected, lavishly landscaped and sculpted with tall phallic hoodoos, on the high plains behind the house; deer and antelope played there, buffalo roamed. We received gold medals (the first of our twenty-four quarterly checks was in the mail), wore colored robes signifying the fields in which our fellowships had been granted, were greeted cordially not only by the descendants of the founding tycoon who sat on the foundation’s board but by the distinctly pacifist and left-leaning notables who served as chairman and executive director, and there wasn’t a single six-gun or fragmentation grenade in sight, but it was impossible not to be aware of the mountain of corpses on which the whole thing had been built. Public relations, press, and legal structures to the contrary, these were not people who gave anything away. “Make us proud,” one of the descendants, Boyd Harris, had said to me, “make us proud.” He uttered it in a slightly menacing singsong, as if I were the Fellow he wasn’t sure about (I suppose there’s always one). And now here I was in Michigan, doing little but going to hear a man tell ancient stories that belonged to no one. And an Indian, yet.
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IN the city, I’d found myself distracted by unwieldy and complicated arguments I got into with complete strangers on the Internet, people whose militant opinions, buttressed by a facile authoritativeness carved on the surface of the Web, seemed to cry out for an aggressive response. It would consume hours of time, when I let it, and often once the day was over I would feel a vague shame, as if I’d spent my time having anonymous encounters of an intimate nature. Which, in a sense, I had. Of course I did all this under a number of different pseudonyms, frequently engaging people using pseudonyms of their own. It was absolute candor, with no revelation, as if to their very depth our personalities were made up of no more than the glassy surfaces of our opinions, folded back on themselves to reflect their own light. The rule was to say anything, to mine the untellable hostility from where it was deposited in our real lives and fire it at an echoing voice. A peculiarly empty intimacy; the gratification of hearing myself, loud and confident and bloated with the gaseous feeling of well-being that accompanied unbridled and risk-free self-expression. Now and then I’d tip my hand regarding my imposture, reassuring myself that, whatever else I may have been, I surely was not like them, pathetically defining myself within the limits of the comment box. And yet the authority that box bestowed. I pretended to be gay. I pretended to be a woman. I pretended to be black. I pretended to be a senior citizen living on a fixed income. I pretended to be a disabled war veteran. I pretended to be a Republican. I tested the limits, in a way I hadn’t in my “real” fiction, of what I could persuade myself it would be worth saying for no reason other than to feel what it was like to have said it.


In Cherry City, I could see that this wouldn’t do. Now the virtual terrain I escaped to from my life became the accustomed thing; reality no longer provided a familiar frame of reference. It was too scary: the love of an invented voice became the coddling of a fragmented self; to play the self-righteous crank in the night—Cade the long-haul trucker or Bruce the midnight movie enthusiast or Hector the community activist—was to actually experience his piercing evangelical desire to persuade others. That was when I began taking my walks, when work no longer interested me or began driving me nuts with frustration. I needed to show myself that I was someplace real.


And it was hard not to believe that I was, strolling down these streets in those mellow late-summer days; hard not to believe that the greatest minds in all of the United States lived here, it was so neat, so logical, so convenient, so beautiful as a perfectly realized ideal; hard not to believe that this was the genius of American life right here in its jejune excellence: surely the flag that people had died for had, in their minds, snapped in the wind over a place like this—not some medieval capital like New York, not some vast and agitated conurbation like Los Angeles, and certainly not over the kingdom of placeless enfranchisement, the Internet. Just walking, no one around. Occasionally a car door would shut and I’d turn my head to meet another’s gaze, visible over the roof of the car, and thrill to the familiarity of the feeling as I reflexively raised my hand, saluting a stranger. Rae and I had sometimes passed through places like this, fantasizing, deciding which house looked like it could be ours. The nice thing about a house was the way it let you project an entire imaginary existence onto its visible architectural features, as if the house had thought about your life for you. You sat out here at twilight with a cold bottle of beer, you held the birthday parties back here, this was where you read in the evenings, this snug room with the dormer window and the sloped ceiling was just right for working in all day. I’ve never met a person living in a house who’s confused in the slightest about what purpose, ceremonial or otherwise, each room should serve, whereas in New York everybody shares the same neurotic habit of pushing the furniture against the walls, muscling past each other in the cleared space.


You want to find a peg to hang the damage from—could it have been the city, remaining enmeshed in all the staticky hassle, the maneuvering? In New York we’d all been swindled by the promise of something better, or at least realer, that justified the expense and the crush, only to be told a hundred times what it was that we’d arrived too late for. I didn’t even have any genuinely hair-raising stories from my years in Brooklyn, only anecdotes of improperly paced gentrification. Would Rae and I have been happy or miserable in a place like this? Felt marooned or settled? Would fame have had more value, or less? Susannah wouldn’t have happened, of course, but would there have been something sadder and more tawdry, noontide adventures in one of the Grandview motel rooms?
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IF IT MAKES a kind of heavily literary sense to abandon the shallow omniscience of the Internet and follow a meandering but inevitable line to that deep archive of the passé, the public library, what first guided me inside the library’s double-hung panic-barred security doors and through its sophisticated metal-detection equipment (What did I expect? The smells of stamp-pad ink and poster paint? Tall arched windows admitting dusty shafts of sunlight?) was no more than routine infirmity, the slightly enlarged prostate that is time’s gift to men my age, and after finding the john I browsed around, as a sort of courtesy to the spirit of home-cooked civic mindedness that provided public restrooms as well as books. The place has made all the usual concessions to the chain-store merchandising sensibility—ranks of bestsellers given pride of place, stacks of “media,” popular periodicals whose covers tracked the separations and reunions of the same two or three celebrity couples, an extensive section given over to Local Interest—but it’s still unmistakably a library (it’s amazing how many contemporary pursuits are completely shut out by the prohibition of noise). It was acceptable: it was real. It was, as I’ve said, a good mid-point place to stop during these morning walks, usually to piss, but sometimes to leaf through the pages of the latest Big Book to touch down here, stripped of the fabulous shimmer lent by its having been the cynosure of all nine hundred people in New York paid to be attentive to these things; the author’s gaze in the photo on the flap looking out not at those commoners arrayed around the scarred tables here in the heartland but at steeples of light in distant cities, the xenon flash of distinction.


I take a certain satisfaction in noting that my own books are not part of the local collection.
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EVERYTHING IS “SMART” now. The library cataloging system is smart, classification and indexing information entered into a uniform online database. People wept and lamented the loss of the old cards, then forgot them. They pretty much forget everything they weep over and lament. Clop-clop of hooves on the street. The humble art of carrying a block of ice up the stairs, pincered by a pair of tongs. Rotary phones and 33 rpm records. Stamp-pad ink and poster paint.


The books themselves are smart; terminologically accurate expositions of systems, grouped data, specialized knowledge, inhabited by ghosts chanting the facts. And that’s just the fiction. Who even knows why there are still books? Odd, strange, falseheartedly mandarin; amazing that someone who would never dream of adding something up on an abacus or even of sending a letter by U.S. Mail demands his yearly hardcover, his vacation page-turner. But they’re here, the books, and so are the people who do read them. And it makes sense, too, that it was in the library that an attempt would be made to reach back further, to the oral tradition (I literally thought these words, “the oral tradition”). A museum for this, too: why not? The old foxed reference texts, the framed display of typewritten and hand-annotated cards from the original library (a Victorian brick building now boarded up and awaiting renovation), and John Salteau.
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SOMETIMES I WONDER if it’s primarily envy that draws me to Salteau. It seems, not easy, but natural, what he has; a tap drawing from deep in the lizard brain. He speaks and the encrustations upon the world fall away as he brings a more essential one into being. It’s like watching the glass from which you are about to drink being blown, annealed, cooled; emerging brimming and beaded with sweat in some suggestive yet wholly new shape. I used to ascribe the same natural facility to painters and musicians, until I got to know some of them and realized that like me they’d been blessed with the dubious and vindictive gift of making it look easy. Going through an old manuscript one day I came across a (typical) page that looked like a knife fight had happened on it. Scissored passages, blood-red interlinear and marginal notes and corrections, a whole paragraph eliminated with slashing violence, six different page numbers in the upper right corner. In the finished book it nestled perfectly in context; read like a series of offhand remarks I’d thrown away with my feet up on the coffee table, a drink in my hand. Who would see the struggle? Who could? Some scholar-fanatic, a fawning hagiographer, an archivist accustomed to assessing things solely in terms of linear feet? Who could recognize that the provisional success had only meant moving on to the next failure? But Salteau never fails. Never hesitates. Never stammers when called upon to improvise, or to respond to the budding hecklers in his audiences. Salteau’s powers of invention, working within the constraints of polished legend, are constant.


Think of the story as a basic unit. Stand at the counter in the kitchen in the morning, shoveling in yogurt and bran, the old story of trying to live forever, why do you eat bran, well, I want to live. That’s one story. Or you say, dropping the spoon into the bowl to finger your jawline, I cut myself shaving, and the Mrs. says, with, I’ll grant you, an extraordinary level of awareness, wasn’t that a new blade? And the story wends its way through all the satisfying twists and false conclusions: the way it used to be, how I learned to shave, the corporate misfeasance of Gillette, ending Zen-like on the decision to grow a beard. This is how everyone lives; the traffic and lines, the rude clerks and precocious children, the price hikes and small happy surprises; times without number, continuous, and one day we look down to see our hands doing whatever it is they happen to be doing—chopping vegetables, typing, jerking off—and we finally recognize the truncation in that perpetual view, the necessity of a mind’s eye in order to see all of ourselves at all; we realize that we have been stuck staring at those hands for as long as our lives, our selves accruing and forming from the imperceptible blending of each moment into the indistinguishable modules of a whole, the unending stream narrated entirely by a hero without a face; those hands the only unvarying things, from delivery room to deathbed, to mark the fact that what we witness is ours and not someone else’s. How can we live if we don’t make discrete chunks of that continuum? This basic unit, the proffered parcel of our days and nights alone: anecdote and memory; association and reminiscence; conjecture, desire, and regret; the bones of the lunchtime saga over a glass of wine.
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MONDAY afternoon at four o’clock it began to snow. It was still snowing at midnight when I turned off the TV and climbed the stairs to my bedroom. It was snowing when I opened my eyes at seven thirty and went into the bathroom, the tile icy underfoot, to shower. Outside, the ragged sound of a snowplow scraping a path down the center of the street came through loud and clear. I listened to Interlochen Public Radio while I made coffee and the snow came down. Thick, abundant, lake effect snow, deep drifts wind-sculpted, joining with the mounded shapes of buried cars, mailboxes, fire hydrants, picket fences, to form spectacularly suggestive feats of architecture, Gehry igloos. I began to consider the task of dressing. It wasn’t especially cold, I had boots and a down parka, but the storm seemed to call for ceremony. The muffled streets were deserted, the only sign of humankind the fresh channel that the plow had scored in the roadway snow. I was excited about walking. Last-man-on-earth stuff, a fantasy since I was a kid. How would I survive while managing to retain every modern convenience? was the question, then as now. I imagined generators, water tanks with raincatchers, automatic weapons.


A vehicle was out of the question. I have a new truck, a Japanese make that’s regarded with faint suspicion by my more elderly neighbors—native Michiganders, after all—although the younger residents have plenty of German sedans and Swedish station wagons among them, an armada of rebuke against the retirees up from Kalamazoo and Ypsilanti, Flint and Hamtramck. Whatever its sins against nativism, my buried truck was out, both as a matter of practicality and in spirit. I’d have a walk-in freezer. A pantry the size of a restaurant’s. A Kalashnikov (what would the Boyds say?). I dressed decorously: long underwear, woolen socks, BDU pants, a T-shirt, a turtleneck, a fleece pullover. My boots, glistening with synthetic mink oil, gloves, a cashmere watch cap, and over everything my down parka with its faux-fur-trimmed hood, “designed to withstand elements mirroring those found at the South Pole,” in the words of the absurdly thick User’s Manual that had come with it. As I fondled the coat admiringly, even affectionately, I found myself standing in the doorway of the rear bedroom I use as a study, gazing with annoyance at my desk my chair my printer my computer. All calling to me with nothing to say: story of my life. Saying something was always up to me. I had answered the call unfailingly since I was twenty-five years old; followed every line to its conclusion. There may have been people waiting—so Dylan told me, so Monte told me—but it wasn’t their call that I’d responded to, ever. Last man on earth: would he still write novels? was the question. I wondered if it was a kind of knowledge I was acquiring, this ability to ignore the call. Or maybe it was just Susannah I’d acquired.
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TUESDAYS AND THURSDAYS. Eleven a.m. I set out through the snow in my polar-survivor outfit. SUVs and pickups trundled by occasionally. Down Locust Street I heard the whine of a snowblower, saw a man astride it, meticulously reinscribing the shape of the sidewalk before a house, not one superfluous inch cleared on either side: his neighbors were on their own. The man had a fixed look of concentration, as if he had spent his life either operating machinery or dreaming of operating machinery. My kids wear that look when they’re deep in the landscape of invented games. The goal is total immersion. A world is at stake. And what look does a novelist wear when writing?


I trudged along, my boots disappearing into snow that was up to my knees. I kept my arms raised a little, held out at my sides, for balance; lifted my feet from the holes they’d just made and put them down again, making new holes, each step a complicated procedure. I worried, pleasurably, about nothing but the next step. The act of walking in the deep snow became the purest thing in life. If I chose I could turn around and see all the steps I’d taken, the accumulation of holes, a line of them stretching back to my porch, and they’d add up to nothing if I didn’t take the next step successfully. I knew that there was an objective at the end, but it was each tricky individual step that needed to be attended to, and that was what pleased me. Don’t fall. Don’t lose a shoe. But near the next corner I misjudged the invisible border separating the sidewalk from the road, tripped, and crumpled, harmlessly, onto my side. The event seemed to take place in slow motion, and when it was over I lay there, on the deserted street, warm and comfortable except for a vague creeping sense of ridiculousness, lying there in the gutter like a drunk. I got up then and brushed the snow off my clothes, looking at the small white crater I’d made. I felt myself beginning to think again.


I arrived at the library half-expecting to find it locked and dark, an apologetic handwritten sign on the door, but the parking lot was plowed, salted, and half-filled with vehicles. Two boys climbed the snow piled high at the margins of the lot, finding tremendous amusement in picking up enormous chunks of the stuff and throwing it at each other, grinding it into each other’s jacket and hat, kicking it in arcing eruptions that brightly veiled the air between them and then spattered like sleet upon hitting the ground. A woman stood in the center of the lot talking on a cell phone, the device mashed up against her face, an index finger plugging her other ear. She twisted and bobbed, a curious little dance, I thought, until I realized that she was trying to hang on to clear reception. It was a problem here, I’d discovered, not unhappily. The woman moved toward the edge of the lot where the boys were, hunching both shoulders now, her hands still pressed to the sides of her head. When the ice and snow from the boys’ play skittered close to her feet she turned and jogged quickly away: a mistake. The chunky wooden heels of her boots had zero traction even on the salted asphalt and her legs shot out from under her. She landed hard on her side, and remained there, a look of perplexity on her face, as if she were trying to interpret the foreign language of pain. Her phone lay some feet away.


The boys—I’d thought one or both of them might be hers—ignored her. I stood frozen and indecisive, then lurched forward, a gloved hand out.


“I’m OK.” Leaning back on her elbows, she planted both feet on the ground and hoisted herself up. I bent to pick up the phone and held it out to her. She was about five-seven in those treacherous heels, shoulder-length very dark brown hair, an attractive, somewhat flat face, high cheekbones, a considerable underbite, almond-shaped dark brown eyes, and a dark complexion. Definitely Asian or part Asian, I figured. Clothes that were, in the present locale, jarringly stylish.


“You sure?”


“Oh, yeah. My butt absorbed most of the impact.” She took the phone. “Thanks. Shoot. All morning I’ve been looking for a signal in this freaking place.”


“Not from around these parts? Hear tell there’s a pay phone at the dry goods store.”


“No offense.”


“Oh, I wasn’t touting the local cell reception. I’m not the chamber of commerce. This country needs more backwaters as far as I’m concerned. Welcome to Kaczynski, Michigan. Digital nothing. Streets named after trees, and schools named after presidents and trailblazers. And points on the compass. It’s good to get back to the essence of things and I can’t think of anything more straightforwardly essential than one of the four cardinal directions. The slogan of this town should be ‘Welcome, and Get Lost.’ That’s what I did.”


She nodded, vaguely. “Thanks again,” she said. I’d been living too long at the outskirts of things to flirt coherently. Having delivered this somewhat loony monologue, I turned and entered the library.


It was 10:58 when I slipped into the Youth Services Department, opting to sit on one of the little chairs with most of the other adults who had remained behind to listen, or to watch their children listen. One woman had a baby balanced on her lap, the fine hairs on the back of its head whorled delicately, like a fingerprint. Most of the kids sat on the carpet near the bronze bear. As always, one or two of them sat on the bear itself, which was posed on all fours, one forepaw extended as if it were batting at something or taking a step, its face cast in the sort of expression that, in the higher mammals, reminds us of how truly inscrutable animals really are. (I have encountered exactly one bear out here, coming across it unexpectedly as I was walking from my truck down an unpaved road toward a rocky stretch of shoreline known locally as 669 Beach, after the county highway that comes to an end there. As I backed away I thought about how impossible it was to know what was in its mind.)


Another reason I like Salteau: the complete sense of routine—not of self-celebration but of working. At a reading in New York the introductions always make you feel as if Thomas Mann, or even Gandhi, is about to take the podium. At such events we’re always assured that literature is in good hands. Salteau’s introduction consisted of a murky announcement over the PA system, as if canned peaches had just gone on sale in Aisle 5. Beginning in five minutes in the Youth Services Department. And caregivers please do not lose sight of your children. Salteau entered the room, then transformed himself from commuter to shaman, removing his baseball cap, his fleece-lined jacket, his scarf. He took off his glasses and polished them carefully.
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SALTEAU


ONE day, Nanabozho, the trickster, was taking a walk across a grassy field when he saw Buzzard flying high above. He was captivated as he watched Buzzard sweep gracefully across the face of the sky, in gliding arcs that seemed to bring him closer and closer to the sun, and he decided that he wanted to see the world from Buzzard’s point of view. He began to wave and to call out, and Buzzard saw him immediately with his excellent eyesight and swooped down so that he was circling directly above Nanabozho. “What can I do for you, Nanabozho?” he asked. Nanabozho answered, “Look at you, soaring up there, seeing for miles in every direction, while I’m down here. I’m envious. Why don’t you let me get on your back so that I can see what the world looks like from up there?” “How do I know you don’t have some trick planned for me?” said Buzzard. “I don’t,” said Nanabozho honestly, and something in his tone convinced Buzzard to land directly before him. “Very well,” he said. “Climb onto my back and I’ll take you for a ride.” Now, Buzzard, himself not the kindest or most trustworthy of creatures, had a very mean trick of his own in mind. But Nanabozho was blinded by his eagerness to see the world as Buzzard saw it, and he climbed onto the bird’s back, saying only, “I worry about falling, Buzzard. Promise me you’ll take care up there.” Buzzard promised him that he would be careful, although he really did intend to drop Nanabozho if he got the chance. In an instant they were soaring through the air, and Nanabozho soon got over his nervousness as he took in the magnificent view, barely noticing that Buzzard was taking tighter and tighter turns as he circled higher and higher in the sky. Suddenly, the bird deliberately changed direction and Nanabozho lost his grip and fell like a stone. Nanabozho was knocked unconscious when he hit the ground, and he opened his eyes to discover that the impact had doubled him back upon himself, so that he was staring at his own rear end. He slowly untangled himself and carefully got to his feet, wondering what had gone wrong, when suddenly he heard Buzzard laughing at him from above. “You deceitful creature,” he yelled, shaking his fist. “I’ll pay you back for this.” “Oh, no you won’t,” said Buzzard. “Oh, yes I will,” said Nanabozho. “I’ll pay you back for this if I have to wait a hundred years.” “I’ll be fine,” said Buzzard to himself, “I’ll just keep my eye on him from up here.”
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