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Carlos Among the Fables









It was Carlos ben [image: some_text] Carlos Rossman’s mother, born when the last century turned over in the city of Leipzig, whose astonished gaze was soon steeped in an articulation about to be tripped on, as if on a wire, as she looked through the opening in the roof of his Honda, up the carved steps on the severely degreed hill into the blue sky over the far-west American city. “Those nets up in the air, there, what are they,” she asked, accented, pointing to the cable car wires [sic].1






“Those nets up in the air there,” captures the moments of Carlos’s childhood, estranged names heard attached to objects otherwise at home in the world. This is how Carlos remembers it, the wrong and the right of a thing called into being by a name, not with a freedom to choose between names but, as Hannah once told him, as it appeared to her, with the freedom to call something into being which did not exist before, which was not given even as an object of cognition or imagination and which therefore, strictly speaking, could not be known. Yes, this is how Carlos remembers it, how he comes to English or, as the French would say when they translate, into the Américain.2












Carlos ben [image: some_text] Carlos’s father had never said “in America,” but when he grabbed Carlos by the arm—his grip tightening like a blood pressure gauge wrapped with the intent of a smile—Carlos—and it didn’t matter if he heard this as a child, a teenager, a married man with children thinking about his future—Carlos always knew he meant it when he told him what’s important: “What’s important, is that you be healthy and happy,” his father said, years after they landed in the mothership.


Even as a boy, Carlos had no patience with clichés, because he knew people could mean them and not mean them at the same time. Anybody could be happy and healthy, and anybody could not be happy and healthy.




Years after his electroshock treatment, Carlos’s father told no one how he had developed hypertension, or it could have been years before the treatment. On the healthy happy barometer, it didn’t matter: he could be both and not both at the same time. To be sure, no one in America would know, since, to the bosses, he had kept the same goodhumored look now as he had then when he was given the courtesy kick out of his job as captain of the waiters at the Eden Hotel in Berlin in 1933, once the Nazis arrived as guards at the voting booths, the new facts on the ground which he saw through the hotel window and, seeing, was soon on his way, had what they said was a way about him which he could take around them, a smile, the same smile Uncle Hermann once confided to him was “the chosen vehicle of all ambiguities,” to be used only if one had to force it.






Even smiling, however, Carlos’s father had never heard the new word of “happiness” in Europe, which Hannah had written in a letter could come only to America to be claimed like a fable, one that someone other than him and with a little more luck could have his fill of, like the future Henry Kissinger, whom he resembled but who sounded when he spoke much more content, as if he had always just finished eating: bloated, self-satisfied, sovereign, like a perched frog.




For Carlos’s father, even after landing in America he could only will this “happiness” on behalf of himself with the mouth of an alien, as if it were a question, much the way the German dramatist Bertolt Brecht felt when he was quizzed by Mr. Robert Stripling, lead interrogator for the House Un-American Activities Committee in the 1940s and ’50s, about the same time Carlos’s father had arrived, as if he knew what it was like to come over and already be too old to be born into what’s important. “To be sure,” Hannah once said, in America, “among the revolutionary notions of the people themselves was happiness, that bonheur of which Saint-Just rightly said that it was a new word in Europe,” to be rehearsed by Carlos’s father every day with a smile important enough to convince his son that, yes, it was possible in America to appear as if he were having his fill of it.




In the House Un-American—so-called after a 1799 Philadelphia block of row homes deteriorated during subsequent wars into inns for the foreign-born or lentil-soup kitchens for the newly rumored spies or intelligence centers for the feebleminded kind—Carlos ben [image: some_text] Carlos and his friends—Gingi, Berri, Mordico—were moved as children into thinking that these homes, unlike others, had taken a turn for the worse, becoming a House Un-American—bounded by the City’s Mission Wall—inside of which the people’s common idioms turned against them one phrase at a time, slowly at first, as the assimilated put up a fight but, over time, lost their grip on things, on the good of the order, where they could no longer command into being with a slow upturned show of fist even the simplest of things, like “making a house into a home,” which, sure, would have been nice but, as it was, turned soon enough into its Un-American other, a House on loan where Carlos ben [image: some_text] Carlos and friends grew up and gathered and talked and still talk to this day about “our Mediterranean” in translation, still trying to say yes to “American” when they come to it.


Yes, they have said yes to it for years, but they have never acknowledged its rootedness, its by rote-ness, in the same way people do not face the lie in the song at their fingertips, the lie they overlook when they overhear the song and follow it, as if someone were whistling them into the memory of their first love, together alone. They say yes to it. How could they not? How else, when they think back, could that ancient song, under the boardwalk, have the effect it does if not by turning the Coney Island Atlantic Ocean into the sea, only so that the lying rime could keep love alive, “down by the sea / on a blanket with my baby / is where I’ll be,” where else, as if it were “our Mediterranean” in translation they found there, when they came to it as young drifters to America.




“But the truth is, there is no one America or American,” one of Carlos ben [image: some_text] Carlos’s friends will declare, when pressed, in order to distinguish himself from the others. “America, you know, is not so simple, you can’t reduce it to an American type you say yes or no to, like this or that earnest intonation—it’s a big country, you know, and these people have differences, not to mention regions and religions,” he says. “In these times, and with all the diverse, it’s hard to claim only one kind of this species of American. Everyone is welcome.”




Here, of course, he sounds like Rezi, the poet Carlo Rezi, from that now unremembered poem of the ’30s, comforting the frustrated woman talking trash about the illegals on the bus—“why don’t they talk American,” she says—and Rezi says:




You must not be so impatient…
English is not an easy language to learn.
Besides, if they don’t learn it, their children will:
 We have good schools, you know.




Yes, be patient. Everyone is welcome. Or will be.




Of course, on one level the others know this but are not convinced—they even suspect Rezi’s response is a bit too well meaning, the “there-there my dear” manner of intonation a bit too English, an eloquence in question to begin with, a bit cracked to be truly American. So they wonder: if everyone is truly welcome, why does there exist, in phrase and condition, the un-American—“my father,” so Carlos once overheard, “never felt American” yet could never pinpoint what it would have felt to be one. He felt, the phrase was, “un-American,” a condition that transcended politics. He never went to high school or lived in England, so where— the question was overheard—as a Jew hiding in plain sight on a German cargo ship traversing the Mediterranean Levant in the 1930s as a cook’s apprentice—the potato stoker, they called him, because he was always sweating and turning over potatoes, Hier Heisse Essen, “eat hot here,” read the chalked sign hung in the bowels of the ship, translated by the crew as Heisse Scheisse Hier, “get your hot shit here” in steerage, from port to port over five years Carlos’s father picked up as they all did the random six languages needed to declare refugee status outside their right to any state—legal freaks, Hannah called them, for whom committing a crime was the only way to get their day in court, to eat, be bedded, be doctored in a nation-state which passed their kind over for asylum to be among the un-born human, the un-persons—so where—the question was overheard—did Carlos’s father, already an un-person, pick up a tone outside his station when he arrived in America using his voice, a bulge in his throat, exposed, that would take on the mark of Cain to the New Men in the New Land who saw or heard him, like a ventriloquist missing his dummy, six languages hiding in plain sight in his throat and fronted by a cosmopolitan English among Americans who he heard were as at home in their own skins as they were suspect of the languages he brought with him. So he lived between false options: as a worker among workers speaking outside his class, or as the quiet American hiding the languages he knew they distrusted, since they insinuated, in phrase or condition, heard or un-heard, “the un-American,” the un-welcomed: the potato stoker from steerage who had stepped out of his apron and slipped into a black tux as captain of the waiters center stage under the arched spotlights illuminating the natural theater of the Oak Room in New York’s Plaza Hotel. One could scarcely imagine human figures in that room, so royal did it look, heraldic emblems and medals and murals of castle miniatures set to disappear in the wash of light against the walls, with Carlos’s father soon to use the same smile Uncle Hermann told him was “the chosen vehicle of all ambiguities” as a rapprochement with these patrons of America for whom the best he could do to mimic their Order of Confidence was to prematurely step in and bribe them into his space, saying: “Good evening, gentlemen, may I offer you the usual from the bar?”
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Who, then, would this un-American father be up against, if not only one kind of this species of American confidence, since it would be an uphill battle at the very least to maintain being an un-American up against all kinds of species of American, particularly welcoming, diverse ones? Carlos only wished his father had felt this welcomed, but it wasn’t happening.


By and by, unlike Carlos ben [image: some_text] Carlos’s father, the friends have tried to welcome themselves. Although they have been trying to say yes to “American” for years, when they talk about “Our Mediterranean” in translation, about where they come from, the translation into American English is almost invisible, since no one in Carlos ben [image: some_text] Carlos’s circle even knows he is speaking outside his mother tongue. The translation and the idea of translation inhabit the three of them, who have been invited to come to this Writer’s House in the city of Philadelphia, and one of them, now in Philly, asks himself—it will be the subject of his talk—outside the box but not quizzically:


“How did I come to English?”


Back home, before he leaves for Philly, a friend says, she says it like a teacher, and quizzically:


“In America, what you say sounds strange. The fact is: no one here comes to English. No one says it like that, as if you were coming to, say, Philadelphia. Yes, if you want to, you can come to Philly, but not to English.”


“But a language is like a city, no?” he says, trying to make the case in good form before he leaves her house.




“Interesting metaphor, yes, but no, one does not come to it. Anyway, it really doesn’t matter, you’re not fooling anyone here, since otherwise you sound as if you’ve already arrived.”




*




That’s the problem, Carlos thinks. When we talk about “our Mediterranean” in translation, we sound fluent, as if we’ve already arrived as Americans in Philly. No doubt, with our English as good as it is and our papers in order, everyone will welcome us as Americans, so why protest their invitation. If we sound fluency, and we write poetry which appears to articulate that condition—Carlos thinks hard about this—a reader will not acknowledge wires as nets in a poem as anything but metaphor for the mill. What Yves Bonnefoy says about the German-language poet Paul Celan’s anguish in Paris when he was charged with plagiarism by Ivan Goll’s wife, Claire, first in 1949 and then in 1960, applies here as it did there. It was not plagiarism as plagiarism that was the problem then, but the attack against the urgent singularity of significance in Celan’s polis, which encompassed the loss of his parents in the Holocaust as well as his own trials in a Nazi labor camp. How could anyone believe, Celan appears to have thought, that he could have substituted or weighted his poems with words outside his particular life—in Paris, where he ultimately settled, in exile from his home and a German language turned barbarian—and let them appear the same in his poems as they had appeared in Goll’s? Similarly, how could anyone believe those nets behaved as metaphor rather than knowing that Carlos der Jüngere, the younger one among the fables born from the facts on the ground, was getting it called wrong yet again.






*






In 1969, because of the overwhelming fact of it, and his still being like a newcomer to the language he’d adopted ten years earlier, no one around him noticed the presence of this odd, three-folded name or, if they did, no one told Berri about it. The fact was: “Berri” was the Leipzig mother’s German-inflected English shout-out transliteration of the Hebrew Ber-El [image: some_text], the well of G-D, transmuted into an elongated Berri each time she high-pitch cried it with a follow-up whistling from their fourth-floor tenement window to the playground where he was among his friends, as embarrassed an un-American sounding as could be, Berri, unlike the common bass-toned “Barry” his friends turned it into being, “a kid called Barry,” just like any other American with an Irish lilt and gait, which he wasn’t, at the time, nor could imagine ever being, in 1969, like any other Barry in this America’s future:
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He thought: if one was called by three names in sequence, one could be as old an American type as a man on a wanted poster hung in a far western post office of the country, a Civil War soldier, or a young aristocrat on its eastern coast. Anyone in America could be John Wayne Gacy.*




Or Barack Hussein Obama.


Three names in sequence spelled an American genre.


Or two names, side by side, first name as last name, last name as first name, spelled an America in which one could be one and the other, it just made common sense, he thought, like a reversible raincoat, to be both “I say what I mean and I mean what I say,” as if one’s name was called into being under the unprecedented conditions of equality and never put into question, each name, like the person it was bound to be, allowed to mind its own business, free to be first or last, for the Left or for the Right, to claim the right to keep and bear pot or arms, arms for pot, pot for arms, it didn’t matter which, it was a matter of honor to protect either one or the other, as good as one’s word to keep, free to fire and smoke at the same time, to say “I say what I mean and I mean what I say,” or “Ah, let ’em weep,” which was just to say…
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