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Impost: A Journal of Critical and Creative Work,  
a peer-reviewed journal published by the English 
Association of Pennsylvania State Universities, 
welcomes submissions of scholarly essays in all fields 
of English studies. In addition, we welcome creative 
writing, including fiction, poetry, nonfiction, and liter-
ary journalism. Current and previous editions of the 
journal, which in the spring of 2016 changed its name 
from EAPSU Online, can be found on this page. 
 
Please submit your work via email to eapsu@calu.
edu, with your name and the title of the work in the 
subject line. Attach the submission as one file in .doc 
or .docx format. In the body of the message, include 
a brief bio: your name, address, phone number, email 
address, institutional affiliation (if you have one), the 
genre and title(s) of your work, and any other relevant 
information. In the attached document, please do 
not include any identifying information. Scholarly 
work should follow current MLA guidelines. Creative 
prose should be double-spaced, and poems should be 
single-spaced. 

Creative work can be simultaneously submitted;  
however, we expect to be notified immediately when  
a work must be withdrawn from consideration. Schol-
arly work should not be simultaneously submitted. 

Contributors will be notified of acceptance status  
via email at the completion of the review process. 
Usually, the review process is complete four months 
after submissions are received. If you haven’t  
received notification of the status of your manuscript 
within four months, you may contact the editor at 
eapsu@calu.edu.

While our submission deadline is rolling, submissions 
received by August 1 will be guaranteed consider-
ation for the upcoming issue of Impost. Submissions 

received after this date will be considered for the  
following year. By submitting your work, you agree 
that Impost acquires first serial rights. In addition, 
Impost may reserve non-exclusive rights to reprint  
a piece.
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Given my surname, I always have been fascinated 
by architecture. The house for which the letter “H” 
stood in so many alphabet puzzles represented me, I 
believed, as letters and words first entered my mind. 
Later, I watched the men of my rural community 
build homes, barns, and churches, leveling founda-
tions, raising walls, and shingling roofs, as I carried 
tools and supplies to their hands. With those hands, 
craftsmen made simple buildings, but, as I moved 
from rural Mississippi to urban Pennsylvania, I found 
a different style of architecture. The brick ranches, the 
low-slung school buildings, and the humble Baptist 
churches of Necaise, MS were replaced by the land-
marks of Pittsburgh: the Frick Mansion, the Cathedral 
of Learning, and the neo-gothic cathedral of East 
Liberty Presbyterian.

Given my appreciation for architecture, Impost: A 
Journal of Creative and Critical Work soon became 
apparent as the ideal name for our Pennsylva-
nia-based journal, formerly known as EAPSU Online, 
as the English Association of Pennsylvania State 
Universities moved our journal into a new identity. 
Naming our journal after this architectural feature 
- the foundation of an arch - seemed especially appro-
priate, as our universities are the foundation of higher 
education in the Keystone State. From Edinboro 
University’s Academy Hall, to Mansfield University’s 

North Hall, to Cheyney University’s Humphreys Hall, 
to California University’s Old Main, our buildings 
have provided essential spaces for the development  
of Pennsylvania’s future.

As our universities have been essential to the educa-
tion of Pennsylvania students, the scholars and artists 
of the PASSHE universities have been essential to 
the creation of this journal. We have constructed our 
editorial staff from scholars and artists from most of 
the PASSHE universities, and many other members 
of our staff have Pennsylvania connections. Several 
of our editors are PASSHE writers who first came to 
our attention when their work appeared in our inbox 
as submissions to our journal. Among these first con-
tributors who graciously accepted editorial positions 
for our new journal: Patrick Bizzaro (Indiana Univer-
sity of Pennsylvania), who contributed poems and a 
book review to this issue, then accepted the position 
of Consulting Editor; Neil Connelly (Shippensburg 
University), who accepted the invitation to serve as 
Fiction Editor that I extended after reading Rebekah 
E. Sims’ review of In the Wake of Our Vows, his most 
recent story collection; and Renae Shawgo (Clarion 
University), our editor of Regional and National  
Literatures, whose poems appear in this issue.

Additional editors who have served in multiple  

Brent House  
EditorIntrodu 

ction
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capacities include: A.D. Stuart (Bloomsburg Univer-
sity), who began her work at Impost as a reviewer, but 
soon accepted the position of Book Reviews Editor; 
and Patrick Walters (Kutztown University), who 
accepted the role of Creative Nonfiction Editor, then 
took the responsibility of writing our review of Jimmy 
Guignard’s Pedaling the Sacrifice Zone: Teaching, 
Writing, and Living above the Marcellus Shale. I’m 
grateful for the contributions of these editors who 
have contributed in multiple ways to our journal, as  
I am grateful for the contributions of each member  
of our editorial staff.

As we move into our new identity, we’re also  
presenting a new design to our readers. My colleague 
Spencer Norman, along with faculty and students 
from California University of Pennsylvania’s Depart-
ment of Communication, Design, & Culture, notably 
Amelia Lipkind, who helped to no end, have provided 
us an image that resonates with our new identity. 
We hope our readers find these pages beautifully 
designed and these words beautifully crafted.

I also wish to extend my gratitude to the contributors 
who have entrusted us with their work, and have wait-
ed so patiently as we constructed a journal that we 
hope represents their work well. We hope our readers 
will benefit from their offerings of ideas and stories, 
and we hope they’ll serve as a foundation for the 
future we’re building at Impost: A Journal of Creative 
and Critical Work.
 
Brent House, Editor

Brent 
House 
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   The November I was nine, I spent fourteen days 
living in an abandoned camper with my little brother, 
Benny. We left home in a hurry on a Sunday night. 
Our mother hadn’t had the money for a fix or even for 
alcohol in a long time; she was at that point where she 
was going out to the CVS in downtown Sevierville 
every couple of days and taking bottles of mouthwash 
into the restroom where she’d chug the contents and 
leave the empty containers on top of the toilet. Our 
baby sister Dee was left to fend for herself. She was 
always crying, but that particular weekend she was a 
tornado siren someone had forgotten to turn off when 
the test was done. Benny and I were tense. I tried 
putting her in her crib, thinking she would be safer in 
that padded box than where she usually was, crawl-
ing across the gauntlet of our living room floor. I was 
always following her around pulling glass bottles out 
of her hands and old corn chips out of her mouth. But 
nothing I did worked. Our mother isolated herself on 
our pallet porch and smoked cigarette after cigarette 
as the baby shrieked. Her face was blank but the 
muscles were tight as though pinned in place by steel 
wires. When Dee’s crying escalated, Benny suggest-
ed that she might be hungry, that we should ask our 
mother to make her a bottle. I shushed him. Our moth-
er was a force to be reckoned with when criticized, 
especially when she was shaky, but she had not hit 
Benny yet, and I was determined to keep it that way. 

Something snapped around six o’clock that Sunday. 
Benny and I were in our room, struggling to piece 
together a jigsaw puzzle we’d found at Goodwill, a 
Thomas Kincaid house, when she stormed past us. 
I had a premonition, and I stood up and told Benny 
to stay where he was. I followed her into Dee’s room 
and watched her rush the crib. She lifted the baby so 
brusquely that Dee froze, her round red face para-
lyzed mid-cry; then she got her breath back and began 
to wail again. My mother shouted in her face, “Shut 
up!” and shook her. Dee’s head snapped back and 
forth three times, and then the room went silent. My 
mother stood there for a moment, holding the baby 
out in front of her. Then she set her down on the thin 
mattress and turned to me. “She’s sleeping, Luke,” 
she said to me. Her skin was blotched, her eyes like 
broken glass. Then she pushed past me and returned 
to the porch. I counted to ten and went to the crib. My 
sister lay there with a cornflower blue blush spreading 
over her cheek. I knew Benny and I didn’t have much 
time, but we had somewhere to go. We had made a 
plan. When I grabbed his hand, he was ready.

   It had been three months earlier that I found the 
camper on one of my solo hikes up and down the nar-
row hairpin roads of Noland Mountain. It was a little 
one, concealed deep in the ditch along Shiloh Road 
where hardly anyone lived. It was grown over with 

Elizabeth
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thick vines and moss, and branches of trees along the 
ridge above curled over it and muted the glare of its 
metal roof. The door was unlocked. I expected to find 
raccoons living inside, or murderers, but there was 
nothing, just a tiny kitchen and a pair of bunk beds 
without linens and a little table and chairs. Every-
thing wore a veil of dust. The cabinets contained 
some food in cardboard boxes whose colors had faded 
to taupe and pink; I felt myopic looking at them, try-
ing to read their labels the way you try to discern the 
shapes of creatures and stones beneath deep water. 
The whole place smelled wet. I found a moldered blan-
ket and tossed it out; I dug some blackened books and 
magazines out from under the beds and tossed those 
as well. Then the idea came to me. 
   My campaign to make the camper livable extended 
through October. I scavenged and I stole. I took linens 
off wash lines, crawled into the unlocked pantries of 
the richer folks living on the summit of the mountain 
and loaded food they wouldn’t miss into my Danskin 
backpack. I went to the food pantry near First Baptist 
and had an impressive stockpile of canned goods by 
September. I rummaged through the racks at Good-
will, purchasing batteries and plates and old silver-
ware with loose change I’d taken from my mother’s 
stash. Gradually I transferred objects out of our own 
house—some of Benny’s toys, the Thomas Kincaid 
puzzle, pieces of our clothing, pillows, blankets, a pair 
of water bottles, candles, my father’s old transistor 
radio. I stole scads of toilet paper from a playground  
restroom, the same hard crispy kind the Dollar  
General had. It was easy to transport it all. The ditch-
es along our roads were so deep and so thick with 
overgrowth that if I followed them all the way from 
the duplex to the camper, I could get there virtually 
unseen. 
   I had my eye on a bright red and blue quilt that one 
of our neighbors often hung in her backyard to dry. 
I wanted it for Benny’s bunk. But there wasn’t time 

for these finishing touches after what happened to 
Dee. I managed to grab the Danskin and my mother’s 
pink leather purse on our way out the back door that 
afternoon, and Benny followed me with all our stuffed 
animals packed in a duffel. We stumbled through the 
woods, Benny struggling with the duffel until I turned 
it sideways and strapped it to his back. The leaves 
were a thick wet carpet of garnet and gold, and we 
kept slipping in it, startling deer as we cut our way 
through unclaimed land toward Shiloh Road. 
   “They’re going to put Mom in jail,” I told my brother.     
   “Just like I told you they would.”
   “Why?”
   I said, “You know why. The drugs that make her the 
way she is. And you know what happens next if they 
find us.”
   “I know.” He was panting. His cheeks, the most 
prominent feature of his face, were flushed. For a 
second I thought he might burst into tears. Instead, 
his face broke open in one of his extraordinary smiles. 
They were incandescent, Benny’s smiles; they left you 
giddy. How he’d managed to hold onto such a smile 
after all we’d been through was beyond me, but I lived 
for it. His eyes sparkled when he said, “But they won’t 
take us away if we hide good.”
   “That’s right.” 
   “And we’ll take care of our animals. And they won’t 
get taken either.”
   “That’s right.”
   “And they’ll let Dee stay with her in jail because 
she’s a baby.”
   This was the only outright lie I’d told my brother.     
   “Yes. But us—we’re future burdens of the state.” It 
was a phrase I’d heard at school, uttered by a teacher 
who sometimes checked my backpack at three o’clock 
to make sure I hadn’t stolen anything. 
   We pressed on. I clenched the straps of the duffel. 
I was far too old for stuffed animals but they had 
been our little charges for as long as I could remem-
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vanished. I would have died before letting my school-
mates see me doing this, but I never resisted when 
Benny asked me to play it with him. 
   In the camper, our animals, the Citizens, had a new 
world to populate. With our hands at their scruffs, 
they explored the cabinets and bunks and the dark 
space beneath the table. They made some critical 
remarks, but most of them expressed a housewifely  
approval. Once they were acclimated, the dramas 
began; we picked them up right where we’d left them.
   “Citizens, this meeting is called to order,” I said, 
speaking for Elby the orca, who on his fin stood taller 
than anyone else crowded around the table. “When 
we last spoke, we discussed Citizen Argus, who has a 
problem with crack.”
   Benny smothered a giggle. Sternly, he sat Argus 
up on his hind legs, then allowed his head to droop 
shamefacedly. “Yes,” Argus said. “It’s true. I can’t 
seem to stop.”
   I picked up ruffled old Feathers, but Benny had a 
habit of taking over, and he reached for the kindly 
Bibs. Bibs was mightily respected; there was some-
thing formidable in his pudginess and his extreme 
age. Benny shook him side to side. “It is simple,  
Citizen Argus. Go to a place where there is no crack. 
Go to the river. Go to the trees. Speak with the deer.”
   “We have another item,” I said, tilting Elby’s head 
back. “Citizen E.T. has been considering leaving us for 
the planet Saturn.”
   Benny’s Winky protested: “If he goes away again, 
who will care for his children? Why is it always me 
that has to do it?” Due to Winky’s pink and pale green 
coloring, he was often assigned feminine traits and 
responsibilities against his will.
   “And what’s on Saturn?” Winky pressed.
   “Crack,” I answered, myself. For a moment, I worried 
I’d broken the spell, but Benny just laughed. At the 
end of the meeting, we brought the Citizens together, 
and they touched together paws and wing tips in  

ber. Whenever our mother was high, really high, 
she would go out and spend money on us, bringing 
home toys and games and these stuffed animals from 
Goodwill. A week or so would go by and then, broke 
and sick from withdrawal, she would demand our toys 
back and take them in an old Kroger cart to sell in 
town. She wandered grocery store parking lots and 
peddled our things and hers to anyone who would 
pay a dollar. Each time this happened, we would have 
to choose: which animals would go? She would let us 
keep two or three at a time, but that was all. Those 
purges were agony; I was as devastated as Benny was 
at having to abandon some bedraggled elephant or 
bear to an unknown fate. 
   “When you love something enough, it becomes real, 
and it can never die.” It was one of the only lessons I 
could remember my father taking the time to teach us 
before he left. He was reading a battered copy of The 
Velveteen Rabbit to Benny when he said this. I had 
been over on my cot, drawing pictures and pretending 
not to listen, but this arrested my attention. Benny’s 
chubby face, always radiant with that unaccountable 
inner joy that made him so special, was grave. 
   “Luke? Is that it?” Benny was pointing, keeping his 
voice low.
   “Yes. Come on.” 
   I parted some of the hanging branches and reached 
for the door. When I swung it open for Benny, I 
couldn’t help but be impressed with myself: it looked 
warm and homey, and it was colorful, bright with all 
the stolen linens and toys I had smuggled in. 
   Benny chose the lower bunk and immediately 
unloaded our stuffed animals onto the thin mattress. 
I watched him cup the small head of each one: Winky 
with his tattered pink bunny ears, E.T. who looked ter-
minally ill in his thinness, Old Pooh whose flattened 
head was perpetually slumped forward, ancient Bibs 
who had survived dozens of purges and was so loved 
on that his fur was gone. Those guys were Benny’s. 

a kind of mutual blessing. This was the way their 
meetings always ended. 

   In secret I was marking a makeshift calendar on 
the back of a puzzle box, and when I checked off 
the third day, the magnitude of what we were doing 
dawned on me for the first time. I had known all along 
we would eventually be separated; I’d seen it happen 
to kids at school. It was inevitable, and there was a 
good chance that this might be all Benny would have 
to remember us by when we finally did get caught. 
So I began taking him out at dawn and at twilight to 
explore the mountain. Noland Mountain was no mere 
hill. It was three thousand feet high, thick with forests 
and divided into distinct regions. The lowlands were 
the most beautiful—gently rolling patches of land 
fringed with stands of pine and oak and birch. Narrow 
streams with tiny singing rapids cut through lawns 
and meandered back into the woods. There were 
farmers and homesteaders down there, small families 
who drove pickup trucks and spent their weekends 
building fences or tending animals. Many of them had 
well-water pumps where I planned to refill our water 
bottles at night. Mid-mountain were the dumps—hous-
es like ours, trailers and lopsided duplexes choked 
with weeds and knee-high grass and scrappy young 
trees. Near the summit were the chateaus that served 
as retreats for the wealthy. They were bloated castles 
perched precariously on slender outcroppings of land; 
sometimes there were sheer drops just a few feet away 
from the foundations. And then, hidden all along 
the ridge at every height, were these strange pocket 
wildernesses, belonging to no one. These we explored 
first, ascending through the trees in the faint wet light 
as brittle leaves whispered around us. 
   We found a pumpkin patch in a clearing in the 
woods and I never understood how those robust 
globes could grow with so little sun, or why they were 
still intact so late in the season. We crawled among 

Mine were in no better shape—Snuggles whose arms 
hung by a thread, Argus the dog with his ragged 
black paws, my ragtag orca Elby whose great girth 
could not disguise his frailty, and two identical owls 
named Ghost and Feathers who would not be separat-
ed. This was our little gaggle of survivors. 
   “How long will we get to stay here?” Benny wanted 
to know, holding Winky like a baby. 
   “I don’t know. As long as we can.”

   So we became fugitives. We weren’t at school, we 
weren’t at the house or anywhere else my mother or 
the police would have thought to look. Missing school 
was no loss to me. I was tormented there, and I hated 
every dank room in that building. We didn’t dare  
approach our mother’s house again, though I wanted 
to know if she’d been hauled off yet, and I could only 
assume that everyone was hunting for us. This cast 
our situation in a romantic light: we were hiding from 
the law. We subsisted on this for the first couple of 
days, relishing the knowledge that we had outsmart-
ed the bad guys, and often we parted the curtain 
on the front window for a surreptitious peek at the 
road above us. We played board games and worked 
on puzzles. We ate candy. We listened to news and 
music on the radio and waited to hear our names. We 
pissed and crapped in the woods, burying every-
thing like cats but only after we’d shown each other 
the damage and appraised each turd for stink and 
girth. I showed Benny how to take a man bath in the 
tiny creek behind us, using a rag I’d swiped from the 
kitchen: a swipe under the arms would keep you for a 
day or two. Hair and the rest didn’t need it until two or 
three days had gone by. Benny was a hater of showers, 
and he nodded appreciatively even though the water 
was biting cold. At night we turned up the big yellow 
Coleman lantern I’d stolen and played Citizens with 
our animals, a game I’d invented as a younger boy, a 
routine that became Benny’s addiction after our father 
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speak openly at all times.
   “I would like to say, Citizen Elby, that I am glad you 
brought us to this new world. We are happy with it.”
I moved Elby’s head up and down in a solemn nod.
   “But what if they find us and we get split up?”  
Snuggles flung out his arms for emphasis. “Then 
what?”
   “The Citizens will never be split up.” Elby was firm 
on this, confident.
   “But if they do?” Benny traded in Snuggles for Bibs. 
Bibs leaned forward: “I propose a fullback plan.”
   “I believe Citizen Bibs means a fallback plan,”  
Citizen Elby said. “What do you have in mind?”
   “We pick a place where we meet if we get separated.” 
Benny, a natural puppeteer, always remarkably fast at 
this game, picked up Winky and Argus and started 
them clapping. 
   “We need a name for it. The plan,” Citizen Argus  
said. I thought about it. Elby made the decree:  
   “Operation Meetagain will be put into action by this 
time tomorrow.” 
   My brother was satisfied. I figured he’d forget all 
about it. We went to bed with the pumpkin lit again, 
though it was rotting away fast, an hourglass for our 
time together. I lay there awake for hours, watching 
my brother dream, making promises to myself. 

   Benny didn’t forget, and Operation Meetagain was 
born the following night. At twilight, I told Benny to 
put on his darkest clothes. 
   We clambered up the mountain toward the summit 
properties. As we hiked, I explained it: we were going 
to investigate the whole mountain until we found the 
piece of land where we would promise to meet again if 
we were ever separated. “Like the cabin in the puzzle, 
but real,” I said. 
   Benny was wildly enthusiastic, repeating most of 
what I said and watching my face for confirmation 
that I meant everything. We kept close together, 

them and loosened one from his vine, hefting him in 
our hands and smelling the watery richness. Benny 
asked if we could carve him and we did. Passing my 
pocketknife back and forth across the light of the 
Coleman lamp, we gave him a face, a big hopeful grin, 
and set him on the mini counter. I built a miniature 
fire behind the camper and tried to cook the seeds for 
a snack. Before we went to bed I chose a candle out of 
the small collection I’d hoarded and nestled it in the 
fragrant depths of the gourd. 
   “Won’t it burn out if we leave it overnight?” Benny 
whispered from his bunk.
   I looked at the lit pumpkin. I wanted him to remem-
ber it. “It’s okay if it does. I have some more.”
   We found an abandoned firepit and made up a story 
about the people who had been there last. There were 
rock cairns scattered throughout the woods, possibly 
from as far back as when there were only hunters 
exploring the mountain, and we made some of our 
own. On our sixth day out there, we stumbled across 
a lonely pond. It glimmered blue and rose beneath the 
falling sun. I motioned for Benny to stop moving, and 
we stood there frozen as a great blue heron stepped 
delicately across a log and dipped his beak into the 
still waters. 
   “Oh,” Benny breathed at my side. 
   The heron straightened, seemed to look directly at 
us. He cocked his majestic head and blinked. Tiny  
ripples wrote themselves across the water where his 
beak had been. We held our breath. Then with a gentle 
leap the heron was in flight, his great wings stroking 
the air with an impossible slowness. He floated above 
us like a pale kite and vanished into the falling night. 
   “We’ll call it Benny Lake,” I said. “From now on.”
   We visited Benny Lake in the early mornings. 
Sometimes the heron was there, sometimes he wasn’t. 
I wanted to try fishing in the pond but Benny was 
against it, saying, “We can’t take his food.”
   I tried to teach Benny everything I knew. We started 

so close that I could smell his little-boy sweat and 
the faint musty odor of the camper. We kept to the 
shadows. Near the summit we encountered the first 
sprawling retreat with its turret windows and titanic 
deck. I fought the temptation to break in and prowl 
through their kitchen. We crawled around the perime-
ter, studying the tall windows. Only a few were lit and 
we watched a single figure pass back and forth behind 
two of them, pacing. I pictured enormous empty 
rooms that echoed sad echoes like owl calls, and a TV 
whose white noise was something this person depend-
ed on to keep from thinking too much. 
   “This isn’t it. This place is sad,” Benny whispered. 
He was a midnight blue shadow beside me. “Can we 
help them?”
   “What do you mean? What could we do?”
   “I don’t know.”
   The second house, higher still, had been built just 
below the gargantuan cellular tower that rested at the 
mountain’s true summit. The mansion’s in-ground 
pool was in the shadow of the tower so that when the 
moon slid out from behind a cloud, we could see the 
tower’s shape in the water, a monster of wire tumored 
with transceivers. The previous three families living 
there had evacuated, with someone in each family 
suffering from brain cancer. It was something else 
Mrs. Lawton used to talk about when she came by—
how someone needed to drive up there and warn the 
next family who moved in. I talked this over with 
Benny and we wrote a letter back at the camper that 
night. We delivered it just before dawn, leaving it on 
their back porch: Dear Residents, You are in danger. 
The cell tower makes people sick. Ask anyone on the 
mountain. Sincerely, Two Good Men.
   The next night of Operation Meetagain we explored 
the middle of the mountain, albeit half-heartedly; 
we were too close to home, and we already hated the 
place. But we were addicted to our own call sign now, 
and wanted the Two Good Men to leave their mark 

with survival skills. I taught him how to find kindling 
and build a fire; I showed him how to use my plastic 
compass and explained about boiling water to purify 
it if you couldn’t find a well. I quickly found that my 
own survival skills were limited, and I asked myself 
what else I knew. I hadn’t picked up much of value 
from school, but I advised Benny to pay the most 
attention in history and the least in math. I talked to 
him about drugs and why he must never use them but 
I felt like a fool saying this to my baby brother who 
had already seen it all. I tried to tell him what I knew 
about women, but didn’t get much further than a bum-
bling explanation of sex. There were too many words 
I couldn’t use, words that sounded ugly no matter how 
you dressed them up in the sandwich of a sentence. I 
ended up just telling him that two people had to love 
each other to make a baby.
   “No they don’t,” Benny responded. 
   What about God? Suppose no one ever taught Ben-
ny about God? But I didn’t know anything about that 
either, only what I’d heard at school and from Mrs. 
Lawton down the road who used to come by our house 
with baskets of food and invitations to First Baptist.     
   “God is love,” I told Benny. “God will forgive you if 
you sin. God will be there if you lose your way. God 
is there when everything else lets you down.” I kept 
quoting things I’d heard, and it all sounded ridiculous, 
cheesy and bloated. 
   “Are you trying to say “God,” or “good””? Benny 
asked, squinting. He was bored. “Can we play  
Citizens?”
   We played. Argus resolved his drug problem. E.T. 
decided not to fly to Saturn after all.
   “Citizen Snuggles has something to report,”  
Benny announced, lifting the bear, who was clad in  
a crispy toilet paper toga. He had entered an intellec-
tual phase. 
   “Yes?” Elby stretched out a ragged flipper in a  
gesture of invitation. All Citizens were welcome to 
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afternoon, hard as falling walnuts, and the wind was 
now picking up. It whistled with a kind of mounting 
desperation, like someone calling for a lost dog.
   “So, do you want to be a farmer?” I asked, to  
distract Benny.
   He nodded. “You?” 
   “A forest ranger. They live in big parks like the 
Smokies. They protect the trees.” 
   This impressed him. For a moment he sat there 
mouthing the word “ranger.” But he sprang back 
almost immediately: “Well, I want to be a farmer.  
On a good piece of land with a good house.”
    “We haven’t seen it yet on Operation Meetagain, 
have we? How about a fireplace? Should there be 
one?” I asked, raising my voice. The wind was even 
louder now. 
   “Yes.”
   “Clean inside the house or messy, like our  
room was?”
   “Clean,” Benny said firmly. “Everything in a  
good place.”
   The first wave of thunder rolled over the mountain, a 
deep voice murmuring over our heads. My hair stood 
up on end, and the room seemed to crackle. Benny 
glanced at me. Within the next few minutes, the 
storm gathered force somewhere above and behind 
us, sending a wall of rain over Noland Mountain and 
down Shiloh Road. The downpour was so loud on our 
roof that we couldn’t hear each other. I opened the 
curtain and saw a pea-green sky through the branch-
es and vines that thrashed each other in the wind, and 
I made a leap for the little transistor radio.  
   I hunched over it and turned the wheel but every-
thing was static. I looked back at Benny. He was out 
of his chair, moving fast, herding our stuffed animals 
into the duffel bag. 
   “We can’t leave,” I shouted. 
   I thought he said, “I know,” but I wasn’t sure. I pulled 
the curtain closed, and as the fabric came together, 

in as many places as they could. We put out a fire 
someone had left still smoldering in their backyard, 
dangerously close the tree line. We found a collared 
cat scratching desperately at a locked gate and we let 
her back in to her owners’ yard at the risk of being 
caught standing there at the fence. And we rescued 
a straw scarecrow doll who had blown loose from 
someone’s porch decorations and cartwheeled down 
the mountain road on a stray wind. We took him home 
and settled him in with the others. 
   That night, playing Citizens, we introduced Citizen 
Straw to the society. He was instantly accepted and 
received a bracing hug from E.T.’s lanky arms. 
I spoke for E.T.: “I too have been an alien in a strange 
land,” he commiserated. 
   “You need to eat,” Benny advised via Winky, pitch-
ing his voice high. “You’re too skinny. We’ll help you. 
We’ll bake you muffins.” 
   We were skinny ourselves. Faster than I’d predict-
ed, we were running low on food. It wouldn’t be long 
before we exhausted the supply I’d laid in. I’d had 
plans to continue pilfering in unguarded pantries, but 
suddenly, I couldn’t do this anymore. 
   I lay awake past two on the scarecrow night, the 
little green digits on my watch blurring each time I 
checked them. I was beginning to question myself. 
Who was I doing this for? Was it for us, or for Benny, 
or just for me? A burgeoning fear was keeping me 
awake and wide-eyed in the nights, but it had become 
a complicated fear. I was afraid of more than just los-
ing Benny. I feared that other life that was just around 
the corner. I knew just enough that I could imagine it: 
there would be a home with a plush bed and a bedside 
lamp, a place where dishwashers and heaters hummed 
all day and true silence never visited, even in the 
middle of the night. No stars in the backyard. There 
would be church services where the music was as 
tonelessly comforting as a chorus of vacuum cleaners; 
there would be brightly-postered classrooms in a new 

another bellow of thunder shook the mountain. Benny 
let out a cry and leapt at me, wrapping his limbs 
around me. Straitjacketed, I looked around. The thun-
der did not frighten me, but the wind did. Something 
had changed; it was no wind I knew or remembered 
from any other storm. Tornadoes were rare in the 
mountains, but they were deadly when they came. 
They would get trapped in the gaps between hills and 
simply ricochet around, growing angry and hyster-
ical like a kid being shoved back and forth between 
a pair of bullies. When the camper began to rock, I 
believed we might die. The rain could flood the ditch, 
and the wind could turn us over. A tornado could lift 
us from our trench and send us spooling down the 
hairpin roads where we could crash into a rock wall 
and shatter. 
   It seemed to go on forever, with the two of us 
standing there, holding onto each other and to the 
little counter for balance. I remembered tornado 
drills at the school, how we all filed into the basement 
or into bathrooms and stood there in the cold dark 
until someone came to let us out. I tried to think how 
we could get underground if we had to, but I had no 
ideas. My heart had never hammered so fast. When I 
understood that there was nothing else I could really 
do, I simply held on to Benny and focused on him. He 
had buried his face in my shirt, and I hooked my chin 
over the top of his head and closed my eyes. I thought 
I heard him cry, “Our animals,” just as he had as a 
toddler whenever thunderstorms came. In a flash it 
came to me that this was how it was with all children 
living with parents like ours: they knew that every-
thing could go, that the whole world could vanish, at 
any time.
   “They’re okay,” I yelled. “Nothing’s going to  
happen to them.” But I could feel him shaking. 
   With my hand over the back of his neck I tried to 
pass on to my brother the most peaceful image I  
could think of: Benny Lake and the heron walking  

public school where I would never be asked to think. 
I would come to love the mindless glare of cell phone 
and computer screens, so different from Benny’s solar 
smile. I would eat like a king, sleep like the dead. I 
would read poorly-written letters from Benny, arriving 
from a house just like mine but in a city three hundred 
miles away. When the words hurt, there was always 
a distraction at hand: a new video game, a baseball 
practice, a trip to the zoo. Each gift this new world 
gave to me would siphon off a little more of my  
anxiety, my fear, my passions, my dreams.
   I could not have put this into words back then.  
But I feared it. 

   Our tenth night, the night the tornado ripped 
through Sevierville, we talked about where we wished 
we could live someday. I think we were energized 
by the thought of exploring the lowlands, which was 
to be the final stretch of Operation Meetagain. The 
Citizens had had a meeting in the morning to discuss 
our progress. Elby was critical of our slowness, and 
we felt guilty about forgetting that the operation had 
originally been on their behalf, not ours. Galvanized, 
we whipped out the Thomas Kincaid puzzle, which we 
could now put together in record time. 
   Benny surprised me with the intricacy of his hopes.     
   “I want a house just like this,” he said as he tapped 
into place one of the last two pieces. The cabin pic-
tured was bathed in blue twilight, its perimeter lush 
with dusky roses. Velvety deer nuzzled the grass just 
beyond a box of light on the walk below the open front 
door. “But not exactly the same. A small cabin with 
pines in the back. Only pines, no messy trees. So you 
can lie down on the ground, on the needles. Land to 
grow food on. And a burbler in the back, really small 
but big enough you can sail a paper boat on.”
   “Burbler” was his word for a small stream. I leaned 
forward and smoothed the surface of the puzzle with 
my palms. Rain had been pinging against the roof all 
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He was pointing at something in the woods. “What  
is that?”
   I held my arm out parallel to his and flicked on the 
flashlight again. A few feet back into the pines was a 
tall, lone oak, and cradled high in its thick arms was a 
kind of treehouse, a simple platform walled on three 
sides. The roof looked intact. We hurried to the base 
of the oak and found wooden planks nailed into the 
trunk for steps. They were stable, and I climbed up 
first, asking Benny to wait until I knew it was safe. 
Once we were up there together, squeezed into the 
little room, I switched off the flashlight. The tiny 
stream was a silver ribbon under the moon, a burbler, 
its voice a soft murmur below us. We could just barely 
make out the shape of the house. When I looked up, 
Venus blinked blue-green through a gap in the pine 
boughs. Benny grabbed my arm and pointed to a 
buck who was toeing the far edge of the clearing. 
After a long hesitation he came to the creek and bent 
to drink. His antlers were colossal, winglike. Benny 
whispered, “He lives here,” and I didn’t tell him that 
it was now hunting season and that the buck wouldn’t 
be safe for long. As if hearing me, he raised his head 
and looked straight at us. Benny held his breath. Then 
the buck was gone, tearing through the brush. 
   “Do you want to try to get into the house?” I asked.     
   “We could see what it’s like inside.” 
But Benny had switched on the flashlight again and 
was playing the beam over the walls of the treehouse.     
   “Look at all this,” he said. There were names and 
initials and little drawings carved all over the wood, 
some of the markings deep and black and old. A few 
of the initials floated inside carved hearts. I dug into 
my shorts and came up with my pocketknife. Benny 
watched, training the light on the wood, as I began 
scraping our initials into a blank space on the left 
wall. BD, LD. The D’s looked shaky, like they might 
buckle, but I did a good enough job for Benny, who ran 
his fingertips over the letters when I had finished. 

its enchanted walk across the water. The Thomas 
Kincaid puzzle slid off our little table and broke apart 
on the floor; pieces scattered everywhere. But I held 
on to the image. I kept it where it was until the wind 
died down and the broken branches lay in repose just 
outside our windows and door. When at last it was qui-
et, I pulled back from Benny and said, “Hey, what were 
you thinking about while the storm was going?”
   He was pale and deeply shaken. But he turned his 
chubby face up to mine, and that lightshow smile of 
his held a new complexity, a kind of amazed bewilder-
ment. “Birds,” he said. 
   I was jolted. “You mean the heron at Benny Lake? 
Did you see him?” I desperately wanted him to say 
yes, and I’m not sure why. Maybe it was the idea that 
we would always be able to communicate, even if we 
couldn’t speak. 
   “Birds with big wings. They were together like 
Ghost and Feathers.” 
   Then he turned and went for the Citizens. They were 
shaken, too, but all right. Benny asked me to address 
them, to reassure them that they were no longer in 
danger. I gave a formal speech to the little lot of them, 
their heads poking out of the duffel like tiny people 
hiding in a storm cellar. 

   We took Operation Meetagain into the lowlands two 
nights later, waiting until the roads had been cleared. 
Our first forage out of the camper after the storm had 
been sobering—the streets were littered with debris 
and splintered trees, and the few houses we slinked 
past had suffered broken windows and collapsed 
fences. The ditch was partly flooded, and we were 
instantly soaked. As we trudged through the brush 
in our muddied shoes, Benny pointed out that two of 
someone’s horses had gone missing. I was stunned 
that he’d remembered how many used to be there in 
the small pasture, whose gate had been blown down 
the mountain somewhere. 

   “This is it,” he announced, and I was surprised at the 
depth of my relief, the way my heart seemed to slow as 
though it had been racing before without my knowing 
it. I suppose I knew we were nearly out of time. 
We descended slowly and took a last look at the little 
patch of land. I told Benny, “Take your pictures,” res-
urrecting an ancient game from when he was practi-
cally a baby. It came back to him like a reflex: he made 
a box with his hands, held it up to his eye, and made 
two clicking sounds way in the back of his throat. We 
shook hands on it. Then we turned around. 
   The second we got back to the camper, Benny called 
the Citizens to a meeting. This time, the Citizens 
were quiet, interjecting only the occasional murmur 
of interest as Benny explained to them about the land 
we’d found. He ripped a page out of my bent spiral 
notebook and drew it for them, passing it around. 
   “The Citizens would like to celebrate,” he said, 
speaking for Elby. “We would like to celebrate the  
Two Good Men and their successful mission.” 
   Oh, what a party we had that night in the camper. 
We pulled all the stops. I lit candles, turned on the 
flashlight and the Coleman, opened the curtains.  
We found a rock station on the radio. I had a package 
of Now & Laters I’d been saving for an emergency, 
and we unwrapped them all, placing one before 
each Citizen. All of our light was at the center of the 
small table, like a fire. Benny said, “This is like the 
end of Return of the Jedi.” He’d watched it dozens of 
times on the battered VCR back home, and he knew 
every scene. He turned down the radio and started 
humming that crazy Ewok song at the end of the 
movie, where everyone’s gathered around bonfires 
to celebrate their victory over the Death Star. I knew 
the song too, and I tried to join in Benny’s humming. 
He was nodding to the rhythm, moving his head 
back and forth, as he sang it out from behind his 
bulbous cheeks. Eventually we both quit humming 
and switched to full-blown singing, calling out the 

   We were hungry and shaky. I had been lying to  
Benny about our food supply and had tried to make 
him believe we were full when we weren’t. With half  
a can of beans in each of our stomachs we hiked  
down the mountain in the half-dark and began to 
explore again. We passed up the houses we already 
knew. It was understood that this place needed to be 
magical, a discovery for us both, and so we did not 
slow our walk through the trees and brambles until  
we came across a region of the mountain we had not 
seen before. 
   It was the FOR SALE sign we saw first. I bumped 
against it, and we had to stand back to see what it was. 
It lilted forward; we set it right and studied it with 
the beam of my flashlight. Behind it was one of the 
smallest houses I had ever seen. It wasn’t a log cabin, 
but it was close enough, sturdy brick with a fat chim-
ney and shuttered windows. It looked like it hadn’t 
been lived in in a long time. I took Benny’s hand, and 
we circled the place. A big garden on one side was 
framed with heavy white stones and a red wagon like 
the one we’d begged for years ago was parked in the 
dirt, full of terra cotta pots that were thick with webs 
sparkling with moisture. Cool wind ruffled the long 
grass around the porch and set the shutters rocking 
against the brick. The clouds moved, and moonlight 
poured into the clearing, glinting on a narrow stream 
that cut its way across the side yard and vanished into 
the woods. I could see the arrowhead shape of tall 
pines. We turned in a circle and saw that the whole 
place was walled in with them, grandfatherly trees 
that made me think of Christmas and thick blankets 
and peppermint. 
   Benny knelt by the stream, dipped his fingers in  
the water. I watched. I didn’t want to influence him. 
He studied the water long enough that I started to get 
stiff. When he stood, he returned to the tree line to 
examine the woods. Behind the house, he stopped and 
turned back to me. “Come here,” he called.
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EACH and folded this into my pocket. I grabbed my 
share of the animals and my mother’s fake leather 
purse and jammed everything into the Danskin. With 
my head down, I walked miles and miles, getting as 
far away from Noland Mountain as I could once I 
made it into town. I bypassed the stores where every-
one on the mountain shopped, and pressed on until 
I no longer recognized the streets. When I couldn’t 
walk any further, I settled on a Walgreens on a quiet 
corner. I arranged my wares and my sign on a block 
of sidewalk just outside the store and sat down beside 
them, turning up the collar of my jacket against the 
wind. An hour passed. The lush morning clouds that 
were like a twin mountain range above the Smokies 
slowly thinned out as though a pair of tremendous 
hands were tearing them to pieces. 
   It was mostly elderly women coming to the  
Walgreens so early in the day. Several simply passed 
me, blinking behind their thick glasses, seeing but 
not seeing me. One bent over to examine the fake 
ruby bracelet and said that her granddaughter might 
like it. But then she looked me over with a sharp eye 
as though I’d stolen it, which I suppose I had. No 
one seemed to notice my little company of stuffed 
animals, who huddled together beside me, their beady 
eyes alive with each shift of the sunlight through the 
shredded clouds. I couldn’t bear to look at them. I was 
in agony. I could not hock them like so much junk jew-
elry but there was Benny back at the camper, hungry 
and waiting, and so I pushed them all forward so their 
backs were to me. I resisted the urge to pick them up 
one at a time and hold them, knowing that if I did this, 
I would never be able to let them go. 
   My eyes were wet and stinging when the police  
officer materialized to my left. His presence was 
so quiet and earnest that it quelled my urge to leap 
up and run even before he reached down to settle a 
heavy paw on my shoulder.
   “What are you doing, son,” he asked softly,  

strange syllables, that bizarre alien language, and 
collapsing into laughter. We stayed up long past mid-
night. Drunk as we were, we remembered to have the 
Citizens touch paws and wings before we fell into our 
bunks with them all around us. 

   We rode the high of completing Operation  
Meetagain well into the next morning, our thirteenth 
day in the camper. But by mid-afternoon hunger had 
begun to win out. Benny was spacey, and his skin was 
almost translucent. His hands trembled. So did mine. 
I had to tell him the truth: we were in trouble. We 
needed food, and we needed money. 
   “Let’s let the Citizens talk about it,” Benny  
suggested.
   I winced but helped him gather them.
Benny wasted no time, swimming Elby to the table-
top. “We can’t steal,” Elby said, then coughed, a little 
ahem. “They. The Two Good Men can’t steal.”
   “No.” Halfheartedly I was holding up Bibs. 
   “We could sell something.” Elby turned in a circle, 
eyeing the contents of the camper. 
   I picked up Old Pooh, a voice of reason. “We need 
all this. They do. The blankets, the flashlights and the 
batteries. Our—their—clothes.”
   Winky whined, “If we can’t get food, what do  
we do?”
   I swallowed and just looked at my brother. 
Benny shook Winky. “I don’t want to go,” he said in a 
small voice.
   “Citizen Winky does not wish to leave the new 
world,” Old Pooh said, making it question.
   “Yeah.” It wasn’t Winky’s voice that answered. 
   I cradled Pooh in my lap and stared at Benny across 
the Formica. “You’re sure about this. Because I want 
to do what you want to do.”
   Benny said, “I don’t want to go away.” 
   I let out a breath. “Okay. Look, we don’t have to. 
I’m going to figure something out. Let me think.” I 

crouching down.
   I was exhausted to my bones—too weak to run as 
it were. My stomach ached, and my head throbbed. 
The November wind bit at my ears. This officer was 
warmth, pure warmth. His hand seemed to melt the 
sinews of my shoulder, and his sturdy form blocked 
the wind. I leaned into the heat. 
   Those two weeks would have been too much for a 
child, for anyone. I had been an exposed nerve for 
fourteen days. I had invented Operation Meetagain, 
lit a dying pumpkin, named a lonely lake for my broth-
er; I had huddled with him as a storm scattered the 
puzzle pieces of the house we dreamed of. I had lent 
my voice to stuffed animals, little citizens of a world 
I’d known could never last. I had lain awake night 
after night thinking about what it all meant and who 
I really was. I was terrified; I was shot. I was all afire 
with fear and longing and love. 
   I wish I had stayed nine forever.

opened our last can, a serving of cold ravioli, and 
encouraged Benny to eat it all. I watched him slurp up 
the tomato sauce. When he was finished, he climbed 
into his bunk and pulled Bibs close to his chest. He’d 
been taking a lot of naps lately, and I knew it was 
because he was hungry and weak. A fleck of tomato 
paste on his chin looked shockingly dark against the 
white of his skin, and I bent to wipe it away. 
   It was getting colder. That was another problem. In 
December, snow would fill the ditch, and we wouldn’t 
last long without heat. As I draped my blanket over 
Benny and his animals, I felt a hollow ache open 
behind my ribs, big as a bird’s wings spreading. I 
remembered what my mother used to do—how she’d 
take her shopping cart to the parking lots and sell her 
scraps and our toys. I was nine, and it hadn’t occurred 
to me that no one would ever want to buy our ratty 
secondhand things. I thought she made money this 
way when of course the only dollars she came home 
with had come from impatient shoppers wanting to be 
rid of her, wanting her away from their vehicles and 
their children. And so when I looked at Bibs, the idea 
presented itself as our last best choice. 
   I could not ask for any of Benny’s. I was determined 
that he should never have to make a choice like that 
again. But I could take mine. And I could take my 
mother’s pink purse, which held some trinkets and a 
bracelet studded with red glass stones. I said nothing 
to Benny. When he woke up from his nap we had a cer-
emony for our collapsed jack-o-lantern and buried it 
just behind the camper with a cross of sticks plugged 
into the cold mud. Citizen Ghost, who understood the 
gravity of such things, said the eulogy. 

   At five in the morning I tugged on a baseball cap 
and left a note for Benny, who slept soundly in his 
bunk. In it I promised to bring home food and told 
him not to worry about anything. On a second piece 
of notebook paper I wrote FOR SALE, ONE DOLLAR 
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(1) A Blessing

   That was the summer we pretended to believe. 
Everyone seemed to have a cousin who had seen 
it, or more likely a cousin who knew someone who 
had seen it. Never a brother or sister, of course, but 
cousins were good enough for us. There were even 
official reports, statements and diagrams recorded by 
straight-faced sheriff’s deputies and typed up later—
laughingly, I assumed—at the Cornelius Police Sta-
tion. When these reports came in, Mayor Dale, whose 
platform in the last election had promised increased 
tourism for Lake Norman and Cornelius, demanded to 
see each one. And because he was also the publisher 
of the Lake Norman Citizen, he made sure they were 
headlined on the front page, right beside shots of the 
lake: the flat, dark water static with promise. Mayor 
Dale’s own quotes appeared within the stories: “We’ve 
got ourselves a real, honest-to-god lake monster on 
our hands,” he told us. 
   The mayors of Davidson and Huntersville, other 
small towns with lakeshore restaurants and real  
estate, took their cue from Mayor Dale. We all did. 

There was a drought on, after all: one-hundred and 
two in the pine shade and no rain for five weeks. 
On Sunday mornings and during Wednesday night 
prayer services, we’d been praying for a blessing, 
so we recognized it when it came. Treat Dellinger 
screen-printed T-shirts by the hundreds—a cartoon-
ish, dinosaur-like lizard with big eye lashes on the 
front—and we bought out his entire stock. We gave 
our blessing a name: We called him Norm. 
   At Fairview, a local restaurant that prided itself 
on its big country breakfasts, the Burns boys and 
Mackey Goodson still ate their livermush biscuits 
each morning, but they stopped arguing over which 
school’s football team would win the SD-7 that fall.  
Instead, they squirted ketchup on their hashbrowns 
and talked lake monster. In grocery store check-out 
lines and in barber shops chairs, we gossiped infor-
mation back and forth, adding and subtracting when 
the need arose. And on those summer evenings,  
Natalie and I ate dinner out on our back deck, a  
Polaroid camera between us on the table, waiting  
for Norm to show himself. 
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(2) Fever

   For six weeks that summer, Norm-fever sizzled 
through the towns bordering Lake Norman, and May-
or Dale would laugh a little when talking about it. “It 
wouldn’t surprise me none if we became sort of like 
the new Loch Ness,” he told the city council. “All y’all 
have heard the stories same as me.” 
   Then, after a few days, we had the photo. It was 
blurry and taken from the far side of the lake. Still, 
there was a hump, right there in the center of the shot, 
right where it should be. We all saw it. We recognized 
Norm. Besides, Nate Beal had taken the picture from 
his boat dock, and everyone knew he was head deacon 
at his church, a Lutheran no less. “No, it’s not a damn 
tire,” Mayor Dale said. “Any fool can see that.” 
After the photo, even people who didn’t normally 
visit the lake—those without jet-skis or fishing boats—
brought their kids to the marina on the weekends 
and bought hot dogs or nachos while they pointed 
out across the water and whispered to their children. 
Fourth of July weekend, there was twice the usual 
number of boats crowding the coves. So all day long, 
we drank canned beer and laughed at Roy Sipe, who 
trolled the lake in a small boat he’d named Miss Dixie 
and decorated with the Rebel stars and bars, whole 
grocery-store chickens strung out behind him on his 
bait line. And later that night, as the stars burned hot 
with fireworks, we watched the colors shiver in the 
water, straining for a glimpse. 
    “Do you believe there’s something in there?” 
Natalie would ask me some afternoons, and I would 
scoop more potato salad onto my plate and say, “Sure. 
Why not?” We were still in our first year of marriage 
then, still learning what our world would look like. 
Why shouldn’t we believe in a world we were  
creating? 
   After dinner, Natalie and I would clean the dishes 
together in our tiny, shotgun-shack of a lake house. 

Then we’d lay naked in the dark living room, not 
touching because of the heat, and talk about the  
rumors we’d heard that day from our friends and 
neighbors. We laughed about how all of the stories 
began or ended the same way: I lie you not.
   Nobody spoke of how the lake had been dredged in 
1963, barely three decades before. Nobody mentioned 
how, before the lake and Cowans Ford dam, there 
was only the quiet insistence of the Catawba River, 
nudging its Atlantic-bound way through the wide 
Catawba Valley, past old textile mills and farm land 
and plantations; and before that, the Catawba Indians, 
who called themselves the Kawahcatawbas, the  
people of the river. For those six weeks, during that 
hot, drought-dry June and July, as the water level 
evaporated and dropped, we believed because we 
wanted to. 

(3) The Piedmont 

   There is a truth about living in the Piedmont these 
days: Nobody knows for sure why we’re here. There’s 
family, of course, and plenty of other benefits to being 
here. We all feel the pride of living in the Carolina 
foothills, in the still-chivalrous but progressive part 
of what we like to call the New South, just a few hours 
from the Carolina coast and even closer to the Smoky 
Mountains, right smack in the bright-green center of 
everything. We’re home to Andy Griffith’s Mayberry, 
a short drive up I-85, but which is really called Mount 
Airy and which works hard to broadcast that show’s 
famous, sincere, southern charm for its own tourists. 
Aunt Bee herself moved here several years ago, in 
fact, drawn in by the trees and the people, she said, 
though her real name was Frances Bavier and she 
chose Siler City. When Miss Bavier died last Decem-
ber, local news reporters wrote about her cat-infested 
house and the dusty ’66 Studebaker sitting in her 
garage, all four tires flat; then they waited at the 
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   Then we stripped down to nothing, our damp bath-
ing suits crumpled in the bow of the boat, though we 
never made it into the water. 
   In her parents’ driveway that afternoon, Natalie still 
hadn’t looked at me. 
   “I guess—do you want to get married?” I said, 
because I’ve always known the right thing to say, just 
never the right time to say it. 
   Graciously, Natalie ignored the question for a  
little while. Instead, she said, “We can’t tell anyone 
about this. Not your brother, not anybody. Don’t  
say anything.”
   “Okay,” I said. “Definitely not. We won’t yet.”
    It was easy to agree to that secret, of course. Her 
very Baptist parents were inside, right behind the 
front door. But she still didn’t move. 
   “I mean it,” she said after another moment. “Not  
a word.” 
   Maybe I should have heard something in her voice 
then, something I didn’t know to listen for. She was  
a first-grade teacher, and her sternness always  
seemed meant for a six-year-old’s ears. So all I heard 
was the nervousness and excitement that you might 
expect. Then we went inside and ate turkey, hunted 
Easter eggs. 
   A few days later, Natalie showed her parents the 
engagement ring, which wasn’t much, a single dia-
mond she’d picked out at the mall after we’d had more 
time to talk. We told them we wanted a small, quick 
wedding, that we knew we were right for each other; 
yes, we were sure, but we didn’t want to spend time 
and money on anything elaborate. We told my parents 
the same thing. And if anyone had their doubts, they 
didn’t share them. Her father even agreed to rent the 
lake house to us cheap, as a wedding present, as long 
as we handled some necessary repairs. 
   For a house on a lake, though, it wasn’t much. 
Natalie’s father called it his retirement fund, the only 
thing left to him by Natalie’s grandparents, who had 

funeral for her famous fellow castmates, who never 
showed up. 
   For a while, we had textile and furniture mills 
around here, but there are no ports or major rivers, 
no super spacious Midwest farmland, no real reason 
that we should be here at all. Still, if you head west 
on I-77, Charlotte’s clean architecture rises out of the 
Piedmont dirt like a steel and glass crown.
   We settled in and dug a lake, I guess, and twenty 
miles away, bankers built Charlotte. They rushed 
around the city streets in the daylight before clogging 
I-85 on their way back home in the evenings, leaving 
the city bright and empty except for the college kids 
and twenty-somethings, who divide the bars and 
clubs between themselves and who, depending on 
their bank accounts, believe they are either uptown or 
downtown, but which are really the same thing. Come 
summer, they all cram onto the lake in pontoons and 
speedboats, wreaking havoc on the best fishing spots. 
These days, I’ll sometimes be driving home from 
my office and I’ll notice the new mega churches and 
coffee shops and craft breweries, and I’ll wonder 
where all of this came from, and when, and how come 
I didn’t notice it happen—the past like a fever-dream 
that suddenly broke and left me sweaty and sore and 
confused.
   This morning, for instance, I was dropping off some 
old clutter and broken furniture at the Goodwill just 
a few miles from our old place on Lake Norman. As I 
walked out of the store, I noticed one of the old Norm 
t-shirts, faded and thin, in one of the two-for-a-dollar 
bins. It was a toddler’s size, a pale blue fabric with 
a hole in the sleeve. And, for just a moment, I stood 
outside in the parking lot, lost in the easy sunlight, 
thinking about that other life: that summer, the excite-
ment, my brief time living on the lake.

 
 

bought it long before the lake existed. They’d raised 
their children in that little house, hosted Easter and 
Christmas dinners there. Lots of happy people in  
little rooms. And, luckily, it had survived the dredging 
of Lake Norman, though just barely, which is the best 
way to survive a man-made lake. One year, there was 
nothing but a small cottage on a grass lot with  
a swing-set in the back yard, all of its swings missing, 
and a thin patch of beech and birch trees behind that. 
Then, as the river filled the valley, the big lake  
swelled at the bottom of the hill that rose toward  
their back door. 
   So, this is what marriage looked like to us that  
summer: We tore up the shag carpet in the living 
room, refinished the deck, replaced the sad swing-
set in the back with a picnic table, grilled steaks on 
Friday nights. Despite the drought, we planted a  
vegetable garden, tomatoes and squash, though the 
tough sun stunted the seeds. We painted the back 
bedroom a light blue and called it our future office 
when we had people over for cookouts, then stacked 
secret boxes—a car seat, a high chair—in the closet. 
After a few weeks, before Natalie could remind me to 
help with the dishes, I would sneak off to the bottom 
of the hill, cast my fishing line into the shrinking 
water, then reel it back in on a cheap rod, just enjoying 
the view. Sometimes I could feel her back behind  
me, watching me from the deck, her t-shirt damp  
with suds. 
   Then there were the first few sightings, rumors of 
a hump rising in the middle of Fall’s Cove, of a boat 
hull bumped harder than normal. Natalie would join 
me on the bank below the house after that, leaving the 
dishes for some other time, and we’d watch the boat 
wakes ripple across the surface of the lake, hoping 
that some small part of the creature might surface. 

 
 

(4) Sightings

   This is how you wind up with a lake house when 
you’re a newly married insurance adjustor with 
ninety-eight dollars in the bank: Your girlfriend of 
less than a year tells you she’s pregnant while you’re 
sitting in her parents’ driveway, just before Easter 
dinner. You don’t forget a moment like that, the way 
Natalie held her hands in her lap and spoke to the 
windshield.
   “You’re not mad?” she asked.
   “Mad? How could I be mad?”
   The truth is, though, that I didn’t know what to be. 
Nat and I had met after college, both of us just out of 
long-term relationships and beginning our careers—
what I thought of as our “real” lives. We’d discussed 
marriage, but only in theory, never in terms of me 
and her. And we’d never talked about kids, which 
was a subject she avoided, even hypothetically. All 
I knew for sure, sitting in that car, was that Natalie 
looked and smelled like a wife, the kind I’d always 
pictured in my head: her blonde hair scrunchied up 
into a pony-tail and the honey-suckle scent of lotions 
swarming toward me. 
   The pregnancy, I guessed, was the result of a secret 
weekend we’d shared in her parents’ lake house before 
it was ours. That weekend, playing at adulthood, 
we’d taken a small rowboat and some red wine out 
into the water to watch the sunset. I remember that 
moment: the silence of the cove, the moon so bright 
you’d think it had finally begun to burn on its own. 
You could have painted it on a marketing brochure. 
And I remember the look she gave me when I said, 
“It’s so pitch-black out here. Ever tried skinny dipping 
before?” It was a smile of dismissal—“This is perfect. 
Can’t you just enjoy this?” she said—so it wasn’t until 
I’d sunk the second empty wine bottle over the side 
of the boat, let it fill and disappear, that she finally 
relented. “I’ll touch the bottom if you will,” she said.     
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mecca, a massive tax base. But it wasn’t all about 
business. Briefly, there was talk of changing the local 
high school mascot, of switching it from the inaptly 
named Huskies to the Dragons. On weekends, high 
school boys and girls threw “search parties” and built 
bonfires by the lake or near shacks not yet slated for 
development, where they would pair off to explore 
other mysteries, deeper secrets, promising each other 
forever for the first time in their lives. 
   That evening, on the way home from the library, Na-
talie and I stopped to get a chili and slaw burger from 
Don’s, along with some cheese sticks, a craving she’d 
insisted on for the past three nights. As we waited 
in the car for our burgers and fries, she reached over 
and picked up my hand, then put it on her stomach, 
though she didn’t speak.
   “Kind of a cool story about that serpent with horns, 
huh?” I said. I couldn’t feel anything except a slight, 
warm swell below her cotton t-shirt. At that point,  
she was about twelve weeks into the pregnancy, but 
she was still small, her cross-country frame still 
holding firm. 
   “Sure,” she said. It came out quiet and flat. 
   “Sure?” I said. “That’s it? I just kept thinking about 
how that’s an actual thing to some people. Even if 
it’s not real--not really real, I mean—there’s still some 
guy up there in the mountains right now, and he’s 
rubbing that stone with deer blood every few months. 
It’s real to him. And he’s doing it to protect all of us.” 
Natalie looked out of her window and my hand slid 
off of her stomach.
   “It’s a myth,” she said.
   “No shit it’s a myth. But there’s still this guy—”
Natalie cut me off. “No,” she said, and her voice 
coiled tight. “That’s not what I meant. What I meant 
was, it’s a story. That’s how they work. It’s about a 
long time ago. That’s it.” 
   “Jesus,” I said. “Okay.” I chalked her tone up to 
hormones or the cheeseburgers that hadn’t arrived, 

(5) Uktena

   Before Duke Power dammed the Catawba River and 
fired enough crushed coal to burn the resulting lake 
into steam, before they directed the force of that blast 
at massive turbines that lit up the entire Piedmont 
with power, the Catawba Indians used the river for 
food, its banks for the red clay they molded into pot-
tery. They fought territorial wars with the Cherokee 
in the woods that bordered the river, hunted the 
game that settled beside the water for a drink. 
   We learned about that particular part of the lake’s 
history because, for a brief moment, people every-
where were talking about us, about the strange sight-
ings in the lake. It was always in a joking manner, but 
it didn’t matter: Norm was the topic of conversation. 
We were having our moment. Natalie and I even 
spent an entire afternoon at the public library, where 
she had dragged me despite my excuses about urgent 
appointments that I’d made up. Once inside the cool 
lobby of the library, however, we listened to a mid-
dle-aged man give a talk about the Uktena, a horned 
serpent from Cherokee myth, and I was fascinated.
   “According to the legend,” the man said, “the  
Uktena is enormous, nearly as thick as an oak tree 
trunk, with massive horns and a bright diamond  
attached to its forehead.” He described how the 
serpent lived in deep mountain pools or in isolated 
passes, which is why the Cherokee call these spots 
“the place where Ukenta stays.” “Only one hunter, 
Aganunitsi, had ever defeated the Uktena and won 
the diamond,” he told us, “which the Cherokee still 
keep up in the mountains.” Then he described how 
a special member of the tribe still kept the stone 
buried in the Smokies, and how it had to stay that 
way except for twice a year when the keeper rubbed 
it with the blood of a freshly-killed deer. If the keeper 
forgot, the Uktena would break loose from the dirt 
like kindled fire. And this was the danger: Simply to 

but I knew better than to mention either one. Luckily, 
the server appeared at my window just then, carrying 
an oil-spotted bag of food. 
   Once we’d paid and pulled toward the exit,  
Natalie finally spoke again: “Sorry,” she said. Then 
she relaxed back in her seat. “I just like our Norm 
better, I guess. That’s not really the kind of thing  
I had in mind.” 
   The air in the car was layered with fried cheese and 
grease, despite a steady flow from the A/C, and I felt 
charmed by her quick apology, by her love of Norm.     
   “Norm?” I laughed. “Me, too. But you know he’s a 
cartoon, right?” 
   “I know that,” Natalie said.
   “I mean, our little Norm is already all grown up. 
He’s gone corporate.” 
   I was watching for my chance to pull out into traffic, 
but I could feel her head swivel fully toward me just 
then, so I looked. And when she spoke, there wasn’t 
any heat or rattle in her voice; it was just a baffling, 
cold anger: “I know that,” she said again. 
   We were both quiet then. For the rest of the ride, I 
thought of the Uktena’s keeper, what it might be like 
to have that kind of power, to see beyond the curves 
in the road, especially as life seemed to pick up 
speed each day. So, when we got home that evening, 
as Natalie rested her swollen feet on the coffee table 
and scanned the news channels for any new word 
of Norm, I snuck a cigarette on the back deck, not 
wanting to start another argument. I was looking for 
my own kind of news.
   In the water, there was nothing but the warm glare 
of sky as the sun went down, followed soon by the 
dark sounds of water. Now, of course, I know that 
maybe we can see the future, or at least some of us 
can. Say, for instance, a boy from the Catawba tribe 
once stood where I stood that night, only there was 
no lake yet, no houses, only a small river struggling 
through the valley. Say he’s watching fish jump and 

see the Uktena was instant death. It would dazzle you 
in, even if it was asleep, lure you to doom. 
   I sat in the metal folding chairs the library had set 
out for us, wondering about that diamond and think-
ing how un-like Norm this all sounded. Beside me, 
Natalie shifted in her seat, uncomfortable, I assumed, 
because of either the hard seats or her bladder.
  “Legend has it,” the man continued, “that the stone 
makes whoever owns it successful, in love, hunting, 
whatever you want. Better yet, though, whoever owns 
it becomes a sort of prophet. That’s the real gift. 
Life—the future—is reflected in the diamond like  
a mirror.” 
   As the man finished his talk, Mrs. Romont, the 
librarian, asked about the diamond. “Who’s taking 
care of it?” she wanted to know. The room laughed 
softly, but then grew quiet. We all wanted to know the 
answer, too. 
   “That’s just it,” the man said. “We don’t know. It’s 
top-secret.”
   “So maybe he forgot—the man who is supposed to 
watch over it?”
   For a brief moment, you could read the man’s 
thoughts behind his glasses. He was maybe picturing 
the next day’s news story: Local folklorist claims Lake 
Creature has Mythical Origins. He smiled, unsure  
of himself. 
   “Well,” he finally said. “That’s not something you 
forget, is it? It’s a sacred ritual. Who knows, though—
it could be the Yehasuri. Those are little people who 
play tricks on the gullible. And they’re from around 
here in the Piedmont, not up in the mountains.” 
   I squeezed Natalie’s hand as everyone laughed 
again, the tension of the Uktena’s revenge broken, 
though I noticed she didn’t laugh with the rest of us.     
   “Let’s go,” she whispered as more questions were 
asked. So, we snuck out of our row, leaving a table of 
brownies and a room full of chatter behind us. 
In town, Mayor Dale stoked his vision of a tourist 
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from nowhere, say, or a t-shirt found at a Goodwill. 
Because, the truth is, the lake never stopped rising.  
If you could spin history forward, for example, you’d 
see the drought end and be forgotten as quickly as 
it had begun; you’d see our lake house condemned 
and sold in four days, then leveled almost as quickly, 
along with the trees behind it, to make way for anoth-
er eight-thousand-square-foot mansion. You’d see the 
massive houses accumulate along the border of the 
lake, two or three hundred feet of shoreline apiece, 
as Charlotte Panthers and NASCAR drivers, or the 
lawyers and bankers for the Panthers or NASCAR 
drivers, moved in with their sailboats and yacht clubs. 
You’d see the lake swell out, only this time without wa-
ter—this time, with strip malls and department stores 
and off-shoots of successful restaurants out  
of Charlotte. 
   Here’s something else you’d be able to see if you 
knew how it all worked out: You’d see me install a 
couch in my office, a place to sleep after our marriage 
began to fade. You’d see our weeknight picnic-table 
dinners slide into living-room pizza and reruns. You’d 
see Natalie give up teaching, get a Master’s degree 
in counseling and start her own practice. And you’d 
see me and Natalie run into each other in the grocery 
store late one Tuesday afternoon, years after we’d 
known what each other smelled like in the morning, 
what we’d each looked like while screaming in either 
love or anger, just two people standing in a crowded 
cereal aisle.
   But that summer, we couldn’t see that far. That 
summer, the drought knocked a few feet off the lake’s 
depth, as if it were going to peel back and reveal 
the secretive Norm by itself. Tobacco and soybean 
farmers cursed the lack of rain as they spoke to one 
another, then trailed off into predictions and denials 
about what was beneath the dwindling water. Roy 
Sipe worked his slow way through the lake’s bends 
and open spaces, his trolling motor quietly guiding 

when he turns back to the woods, right then and for 
only an instant, time gets tangled: He sees me, khaki 
pants and a cigarette, standing two centuries away. 
Say he mistakes the future for the past, believes in a 
ghost that hasn’t yet lived. How do you make sense  
of a world that doesn’t exist? 
 
(6) Her Elephant Tattoo

   On the hottest nights that summer, when the air was 
dense with heat even with the air conditioner cranked 
up to high, Natalie and I would lay naked on a pallet 
of blankets on the living room floor, underneath our 
only window unit. Usually, Natalie would crawl up 
onto the couch after a while, but we began on the floor 
beneath a single sheet. 
   “I think it’s time we tell our parents,” I said one 
night, about fourteen weeks and several doctor visits 
into the experience. Even that early, we knew we were 
going to have a boy. We had his sonogram photo in 
a folder on our dresser. But Natalie still wasn’t ready, 
wouldn’t even discuss names.
   That night, I was tracing the outline of a small tattoo 
behind her ear, a tiny elephant that you wouldn’t 
notice unless you looked for it. I’d asked her why she 
had it, if it meant anything special, but she would 
always say, Maybe I just like elephants. Which meant, 
of course, that maybe that wasn’t the reason at all. 
   “Seriously,” I said. “There’s no reason not to tell 
people now.” 
   “Not yet,” she said. “We still have time.” 
   “What are you even worried about?” I said. “We’re 
married now for Christ’s sake. Besides, they’ll pretend 
like they didn’t do the math.” I got up and went to 
the fridge, pulled the top off of a beer bottle. I was 
ready for something, even if I didn’t know what it was. 
Handshakes, maybe. Congratulations. A name. 
    “That’s not my point,” Natalie said. Her voice was 
quiet. “I don’t want to rush this right now.” 

his drift, a rotten chicken carcass trailing just out of 
sight. 

(7) Plantations

   Once the nightmares began, we had to change our 
sleeping patterns. They came out of nowhere, like 
summer hail, and rattled Natalie awake. We bought a 
near industrial-sized fan for our bedroom so she could 
sleep in the bed, hoping it would deepen her sleep, but 
it didn’t help. During those few weeks, I would wake 
sometimes to an empty bed, to the panic-charged 
dark, and I could feel the current of worry still dissi-
pating from the room. Natalie would be in the kitchen, 
not wanting to bother me, or she’d be outside on the 
deck, staring out across the water. 
   Some nights, the heat and lack of sleep got the best 
of us. 
   “What are you doing out here?” I’d ask. “Come  
back to bed. You need rest.”
   “You go,” she’d say. “It’s late.” Or, after a few days  
of this, she’d say, “It’s early,” because she knew she 
was up for good. 
   Other nights, I went out fishing with Mackey Good-
son to give her some space. Or, I guess, maybe I went 
to find my own space out there on the lake. Fishing 
has always been that way for me, a relief, because it 
hinges on instinct: when to idle the motor and drift, 
when to anchor in and wait. But if you’re in the wrong 
spot, it’s as simple as cutting bait and cranking the 
motor. 
Mackey was in his fifties, an insurance salesman 
for the same company I worked at, although being a 
salesman meant he was his own boss, had his own 
book of clients. And he was good at the hard parts, 
like selling life insurance, which, he said, is where the 
real money was. He owned his own boat and kept it 
docked at the marina: a top-of-the-line, twenty-foot 
Triton, ready to take big clients out for a day on the 

   When I was back beside her, I leaned against the 
couch and took a long swallow of the beer. “It’s excit-
ing,” I said. “We should let them in on it.” 
   “There’s all these expectations—showers and sug-
gestions for names and stuff. I don’t want any of that 
right now. I want it like this.” 
   “They’re going to figure it out for themselves if we 
wait much longer.”
   The room was blue from the television, but I remem-
ber how we were both suddenly aware of her body just 
then. She was naked in the blue darkness, small, her 
head on a couch cushion. She rolled over on her back, 
moved her hands toward her stomach and cupped 
them there. And despite the OBGYN visits, despite 
the photo on our dresser, maybe that was the first 
time I began to believe that there were three of us in 
that room. 
   “August,” she finally said. “We’ll tell them in  
August.”
   I turned toward her and kissed her knee. “August 
first,” I said. “Great.” Then I held the cold beer bottle 
against her cheek. “And just think, in a few more 
months, you’ll get to drink another one of these.” 
But she didn’t answer me as I moved up beside her on 
the couch; she ran her hand over my back, and then 
I fell asleep in the dark, the air conditioner blowing 
cool air against our skin. 
   Maybe that was the high-point. A hot night in the 
living room, a cold beer and a cool breeze to dry our 
sweat, to define the heat and give it meaning. The 
relief of letting others in on our secret. 
   Or maybe it wasn’t. That’s the problem with the 
future: The water recedes, the temperatures rise, the 
dry heat works its way into the deepest substrata of 
dirt, and you begin to believe that this is the way 
things will be; Norm makes the national nightly news, 
his photo blown-up into a pixilated blur for the entire 
country to see. But you can’t ever find the middle 
without defining the end—a rainstorm that blows in 
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of Norm.” 
   Maybe it’s true that memories are mostly make-be-
lieve, hot and vague as summer. And maybe it has to 
be that way. Maybe we remember only the sparkling 
surface of the story because, otherwise, you have to 
look below it, at the plantations rotting a hundred feet 
deep. For instance, now, when I think of Natalie, I see 
us lying on a pallet on the floor, or I think of clothes 
damp and discarded in the bow of the boat, the entire 
lake ours. But those are just the images that float on 
the surface. There are other, deeper ones, too: like the 
way Natalie threw the sheets off the bed at four in the 
morning and said calmly, “There’s no blood,” even 
though the sheets were damp with sweat and her face 
was pain-tight. Or how the emergency room was emp-
ty, its TV on mute, though the early-morning anchors 
were chipper and smiling as we walked past them. 
Or how we navigated the maze of hospital hallways 
and took two separate elevator rides, then watched 
the hard squint of the technician’s eyes as he stared 
at the ultrasound screen. How, for instance, no one 
uses words like dead or death, even at that point in a 
pregnancy. They speak in terms of the heartbeat: It 
was here last week, as if it has become lost somewhere 
in the wires. For a few moments, as the technician 
moved the device around, I was the only one in the 
room who thought the problem was with the machine. 
So when the tech stood up to leave, I stopped him—    
   “Where are you going?” 
   “I’m not supposed to say anything,” he said, and 
then he was gone for a little while. 
   We waited in a small, curtained room that hummed 
with the monitors’ white-noise. A few curtains down, 
a woman was screaming about her boyfriend, and 
I pretended to listen. I held Natalie’s hand. I don’t 
know how long it was before she spoke, but I know it 
startled me. 
   “Are you okay?” she asked. 
She was the one who said it, and all I could do was ask 

lake if they were the type who needed some special 
attention, if they needed to feel the potential slickness 
and velocity of life. 
    We fished for crappie, which meant finding a good 
spot on the still water and letting our lines sink to the 
bottom. Then, as we slowly wrenched the reel in, the 
idea was to bounce the line lightly—twitch it really—to 
fool the fish. Mackey was a master of this technique. 
He pulled crappies flailing into the boat and re-baited 
his line with a cricket faster than I could bring mine 
up once. 
   After we’d been fishing for a while one night, not 
speaking much but sipping from our beer cans every 
few minutes, Mackey finally broke the silence.
   “I been thinking about that thing down there,”  
he said. 
   I didn’t say anything because it wasn’t a question. It 
felt more like a confession. I didn’t want him to talk. 
   “You know where we are?” he said.
   “No,” I said. “On the lake.”
   “We’re right over the old Robinson plantation. Right 
down there below us. My parents used to drive us by 
it when I was a little shithead. It was just like those 
ones in old Civil War movies. Gone with the Wind 
and shit.”
   I remembered the place, or that it had once existed 
anyway, but I didn’t respond. The moon wasn’t out, so 
if not for a flashlight, I wouldn’t have been able to see 
where the water met the air.
   “Sometimes,” Mackey said, “I come out here and 
think about how maybe that thing, whatever it is, is 
just down there below me. Maybe just kind of moving 
through those rooms.” His words came from the back 
of the boat, but I could barely see him. He said, “I  
can feel it, you know? It’s just—” but he didn’t finish 
his sentence. 
   The boat was rocking below us, and I thought about 
whatever was down there, how it might be something 
after all. 

it again: “Of course,” I said. I tried to smile. “Are you? 
Any pain?”
   “I’m fine for now,” she said, and then we listened 
again to the monitors, to the woman’s angry curses,  
to the calm voices at the nurses’ station right outside 
the curtains. We waited for rubber-squeaking foot-
steps on the worn linoleum. 
   Finally, a doctor came in to explain our situation.  
He was clearly at the end of his shift, wrinkled and 
caffeinated, and he told us about our options: some-
thing he called a D&C or induced labor. 
   “The D&C is a controlled situation where we remove 
the fetus,” the doctor said, his voice as flat as if he 
were reading from a medical journal. “On the other 
hand, some couples prefer induced labor because it 
gives them a chance to hold the baby, say goodbye, 
get closure—that kind of thing.” 
   Them, I thought, and wondered if he knew we were 
in the room. Natalie wasn’t crying. 
    “There’s also the possibility of a natural miscar-
riage,” he said as an afterthought. “Though I don’t  
personally recommend it this far along. It’s too late.” 
He looked up at us just then, and maybe he finally 
saw us because his voice changed slightly. “Really, 
though, you should speak to your own doctor about 
that. It’s possible she’ll want you to wait and see.” 
Just before he left the room, he told us that we should 
both go home and rest, wait for Monday. So we began 
to gather our things to leave, but then I stopped. Na-
talie’s stomach still had the same slight swell as the 
moment we stepped through the sliding glass doors, 
and it felt wrong, somehow, to leave like that. 
   She saw me looking at her.
   “Come on,” she said. “There’s nothing we can do.” 
   It was around five that afternoon when I woke to the 
sounds of the parade gearing up, the people stream-
ing toward the lake. After making some coffee and 
toast—and after checking on Natalie, who lay with her 
face to the window—I walked outside, down the hill 

   After a few moments, Mackey said, “You know what 
I mean?”
   We could both feel it. The flat water; the hard, black 
surface of the lake. If something had bumped the boat 
right then, a stunned fish or a floating stick, we might 
have both learned more about ourselves than we 
cared to know. 
   My line came out of the water empty of bait or 
fish. I stood at the front of the boat and didn’t speak, 
dropped my line back down into the darkness without 
re-baiting it. I still didn’t know where we were on the 
lake, but I looked south, over to where I thought we’d 
come from, over to where, if you pulled out of the 
water and crossed Center street, if you walked up the 
slow rise to my house and entered my bedroom, you’d 
find Natalie sleeping hot under the sheets, her body 
clammy with sweat, twisting her way through dreams 
you’d never be able to see. 

(8) A Parade

   On the day we lost the baby, the town threw a 
parade. Here in the future, I’d almost forgotten 
about that detail, but it’s always there in my memory, 
waiting to rise. At first, it’s just the sound: Trucks 
rattling trailers down to the marina, muffled by 
Carolina pines and a hundred yards of distance. The 
high school band warming up their tubas and snare 
drums. Car doors and voices just outside my windows, 
the overflow crowd who couldn’t find a parking spot 
closer to the marina. Because we were a lake town, the 
parade didn’t wind itself through the streets. Instead, 
they held a boat parade, which began at the marina 
and floated slowly across the water toward the Yacht 
Club on Governor’s Island. We did this kind of thing 
every year at Christmas, but Mayor Dale and the city 
council had planned this specific event to honor our 
new reputation as a tourist town, complete with cash 
prizes for the boats that best represented “The Spirit 
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it. He was wearing one of the Lake Monster t-shirts 
tucked into his khakis, a vibrant blue fabric with the 
smiling dinosaur on the front. The shirt clung sadly 
to his sweating stomach, where Norm was stenciled in 
below the sweet-faced beast. 
  The program cut to a Davidson College biology 
professor next, who explained that the snake was 
a Burmese Python, and how it was a large example 
of the species, but not the largest ever found. When 
asked if it had been some careless owner’s pet, he 
said he thought so. “But it’s hard to tell,” he added 
quickly, and his voice, for no real reason, dropped a 
notch. “These things have invaded the Everglades 
down in Florida, really causing a big mess. It’s not too 
far of a stretch, I don’t think, to say they’ve started to 
migrate—although, of course, we thought that would 
take decades.” 
   That evening, maybe because I wanted to get our 
minds off of everything, I grilled some steaks and 
some of Natalie’s other favorite summer dishes: 
grilled corn, something we called “lake potatoes.” 
Then I talked Natalie into sitting on the back deck 
with me as I cooked. There had been a quick thun-
derstorm while she took a nap that afternoon, mostly 
sound and heat lightning, not enough to help. But 
there was still a little bit of rain on the deck chairs, so 
I toweled them off, and when Natalie agreed to come 
outside, it wasn’t happiness I felt, but relief. And in my 
relief, I went to the fridge and pulled out two beers, 
twisting them open. 
   She was sitting on a towel, staring at smoke rise 
from the grill. 
   “Here,” I said when I was back outside. “You deserve 
one.”
   This morning, standing in a Goodwill parking 
lot, that’s what I remembered: Not the parade or the 
reporter or the way the crane’s steel neck creaked with 
the weight of the snake. I didn’t even remember the 
emergency room or the silent ride home. I remem-

to the shoreline. I sat there on the edge of the water, 
the wet mud seeping through my jeans, until just 
before sunset, when the parade began. There, just a 
few houses and boat docks away, at the mouth of the 
cove, I could see the first of the boats pass by on the 
main body of water. They had their engines revved 
just above idle, green and red Christmas lights rigged 
to shine from their bows and sterns: a procession of 
electric lizards, drifting past in single file. 
 
(9) Norm

   There was litter from the parade crowd—beer and 
Skoal cans, someone’s t-shirt—lining our road the next 
morning, a Sunday. All across town, people were ei-
ther sleeping off their hangovers or singing from their 
hymnals. Natalie was up before me, and I heard her 
in the kitchen, cleaning the dishes, but when I went in 
there, she gave me a pale smile and went back to the 
bedroom. I spent the morning cleaning up the yard, if 
only to stay outside so Nat wouldn’t feel my eyes land 
anywhere near her stomach. That’s how we waited. 
   We were both in the living room around noon, 
Natalie’s legs on my lap, when we saw the news report. 
Neither of us was paying much attention, but then we 
saw the local reporter standing at the very edge of the 
lake, directly in front of a large, orange construction 
crane. I knew, even as I saw it, that everyone who 
lived on the lake was sitting in their own houses, 
watching what we were at that moment. The reporter’s 
short heels, we could tell, sank deeply into the muddy 
bank. But it was the crane that filled the background 
of our television screens, and as the reporter stepped 
to the side, we focused in on what it was doing: There, 
suspended in the machine’s giant claw, just kind of 
hovering mid-air, was a massive, dead snake—four or 
five hundred pounds, the reporter was saying, maybe 
eighteen feet long—rocking in the breeze. Natalie and 
I both sat up, leaned toward the screen. We watched 

bered the deck, the rain, the way I held a beer bottle 
out to my wife by the neck, like a knife. And I also 
remembered this: how Natalie took the beer and said 
simply, “Thank you.” But that was all. We listened to 
the steaks sizzle on the grill. She held the bottle in 
both hands. 
   After a few more moments, I said, “They say we    
shouldn’t worry,” because I was still at a loss. I said,     
   “I know it’s hard, but one doesn’t mean anything. I 
mean, not for the future.” 
   Natalie didn’t respond. So I flipped the steaks, even 
though they didn’t need it.
   Finally, behind me, she let out a long-held breath.  
It was loud enough that I turned around.
   “Two,” she said. Then she took a quick swallow  
of her beer and closed her eyes. 
   “Two?” 
   “They say you shouldn’t worry after just one,”  
she said. “It’s two.”
   I waited, and I thought Two. It took me longer than 
I’d like to admit. Natalie looked small there in her 
chair, scared, and I felt a tide-swell of something I 
couldn’t name in my throat. 
    “I’m sorry,” she finally said. “I don’t know. I guess 
I should have—” but she stopped. For the first time, I 
could see she was wiping at her face with a napkin.     
   “It’s just hard. It’s scary.”
   Out on the lake, tiny dots, water-skiers and jet-skis, 
drifted by blissfully.
   “I just didn’t want—” she said, but gave up. 
   On the grill, the steaks began to curl and burn, but I 
didn’t move toward them. 
   Natalie took in another deep breath, and then said,     
   “She was Ella.”
   I wish, more than anything, that the kid standing 
on the deck that evening—that young version of 
me—could have looked out across the yard, could 
have seen in the distance a man standing somewhere 
off in the future and the wince of shame in his face. 

the forced smile of the reporter, the dangling snake.
Because it was dead, and perhaps because it was 
good drama, the crane dropped the snake. It landed 
with a dirt-thud loud enough to reach our television 
sets. We felt that thump in our stomachs. Then the 
construction workers who had found the snake held it 
up for the television camera, six men stretched along 
its thick, slack body, and just then, all of us—all of our 
neighbors and friends and coworkers—felt the same 
kick in our pulse. Norm, with his pretend teeth and 
cartoonish scales, was gone. 
   But that wasn’t it. That wasn’t what rose up and 
stuck in our throats. The snake was right there, right 
in front of us. It was dull and covered in mud. We 
could look out our windows toward the lake and know 
it was gone. But for those of us who had waded out 
into the warm waters with our sons and daughters, or 
drifted carelessly on floats with our pregnant wives, 
for those of us who had dived as far down into the 
dark water as our lungs would go, touching the bot-
tom if possible, taunting the monster to show itself—
what we knew in that terrifying instant was that it had 
been there the whole time. 
   The commercials began to flicker at us, but the 
snake’s image still lingered on as an afterglow.  
Neither of us said anything until the first commercial 
had finished. Then, finally, Natalie sat back on the 
couch and whispered something I couldn’t make out. 
   “What do you need?” I asked.
   But she didn’t answer. She walked back to the bed-
room and closed the door. 

(10) The Goodwill Parking Lot

   Mayor Dale was on the news that evening, trying 
to sound upbeat as the reporter held a big, square 
microphone in front of him. “We get all kinds of 
excitement around here,” he assured us. “All kinds 
of adventure.” But you could tell his heart wasn’t in 
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Because, standing there, both he and I know the right 
thing to say, and neither one of us will ever say it. 
Natalie was looking up at me. I said, “Don’t you think 
that’s something I should have known about?”
 
(11) After
 
   What happened after—days, weeks—is too soft 
to remember clearly. Natalie had the procedure on 
Monday morning and I called into work claiming 
a summer flu. For three nights straight, we ordered 
pizza that neither of us ate. We didn’t speak much, 
and even when we did - Can you grab me a napkin? 
Did the mail come yet? - we may as well have been 
talking through water. I went out fishing with Mackey 
and just let my line hang in the lake as he watched me 
out of the corner of his eye and pulled fish after fish 
into the boat. 
   After a few days, the mood of the towns around 
Lake Norman switched from a kind of hyper-vigi-
lant awareness to a sad boredom. Mayor Dale even 
put together an “egg-hunting posse,” as he called it, 
to search the lake for more snakes or any eggs that 
might have been laid. They might not have actually 
looked. We all knew it would be pointless. They might 
have just had their picture taken. 
   Roy Sipe went back out on his boat to drag chicken 
carcasses through the water. We watched him out 
there, the slow wake of his boat, but not many people 
laughed at him anymore, even though he clearly had 
a fundamental misunderstanding of how pythons 
work. They don’t strike, really; they strangle. But we 
understood. 
   Then the fall came, and football season began, and 
there were no more reports anyway. 

(12) Fall in the Piedmont

   It’s October here in the future, light jacket weather. 
Drive around the Piedmont these days, and you won’t 
see any signs of that summer, which might as well 

have been two hundred years ago. These days, there’s 
a megachurch with a coffee shop in the lobby near 
our old lake house. Mackey Goodson attends services 
there and says, “I lie you not, it’s the best thing that 
ever happened to my business.” Mayor Dale died last 
spring, but his tombstone doesn’t list a first name, just 
his long-held title: Mayor Dale. Then it lists his dates, 
which bracket the hyphen of his life. Natalie lives over 
in Lincolnton, where she runs a successful counseling 
practice. She helps people, and for whatever it’s worth, 
I am proud of her. 
   The last time I saw her, I was wandering around 
Food Lion and spotted Natalie walking toward me 
from the other side of the cereal aisle. When she 
reached me, she stopped, and inside the stroller, I 
could see a little girl who looked so much like Nat 
that I wanted to check behind her ear for a tattoo. We 
both stood there for a quiet moment after the initial, 
awkward small talk—“I saw your mom last week and 
she said you’re doing well.” 
   Fourteen years, I thought. 
   She’s happily remarried now, of course, but I  
wondered if seeing me brought up the same, sudden 
hail-storm of memories. If it did, Natalie didn’t show  
a sign of it, which I believe was a type of grace. 
   “Tell your family I said hello,” she said, and then she 
walked away. 
   Sometimes I think about those summer days, but 
mostly I try not to. When I do, I think about standing 
on the sloped bank with my fishing rod or about those 
nights with Natalie, lying naked under the air condi-
tioner, trying to learn how to live in a world that will 
not exist. Maybe, somewhere in the tangle of time, 
there’s a couple out there still living on the lake, may-
be even a man who looks like me, and he’s teaching 
his son how to jiggle his crappie line just right. Maybe 
they are all sitting at their picnic table, laughing, 
brushing flies away from their dinner, and maybe 
they are talking—about their day, or schoolwork, or 
weekend plans. About anything, really. Maybe they 
are happy, and maybe they deserve it

Joshua
Canipe 

Where  
the 

Uktena 
stays

Poetry



41

Poetry

40

Impost volume 13, spring 2018

Flowers are meant to be talked to,
not touched, she said. Spent tobacco
drying on a windowsill,
a house situated just so on a hill,
the waiting for tragedy
on the other end of a phone call:
Are you alone?
At the end of the child’s television show
the little girl grows old
and leaves the bear. Here lies
magic. You weep awhile
and put your arms around someone
you love. From the book:
I see men as trees, walking.
From the tree I see a county road,
a giant oak struck by lightning in flames;
we never die we burn, we never leave
we forget, we never forget
we bloom into something else.
Ah, magic. We hardly knew you.
I should know better by now
than to touch such a delicate thing.

Clay
Matthews

Still life  
with orchids

How good to die 
ere winter comes

Clay
Matthews

 
‘

The cold fogs the windows, and I see the outline of a face drawn.
Someone was happy here once. In the low light of morning, the shadows of the houses
reach toward other houses, everything pointing toward home, in the west,
a little land and the sunset undisturbed by the rest of the world. Heaven’s just 
a couple more miles. I speak with my mother on the phone, and hear worry in her voice.
My wife worries. We are all worrying. It has been an unusually long winter.
And the things you worry about, and your strange guilt, I know. I am waiting for life
to swell up and explode. Come the crocus now, come the tulip. The seasons
punctuate hope and fear. In the graveyard up the hill, it had been a quiet winter.
But they are coming now, in silver hearses and caskets,
bearing green-house flowers, a sign that life, somehow, will always persist.
We take walks there, and let the dog run free. We used to look
into the freshly-dug holes, the dirt moved to the edge of a hillside to make more ground
for more graves. Now, though, there is something about the blankness of the holes,
the anonymity, we don’t care to see any more. Hard times always seem to yield more
hard times. Harder seasons seem to yield sturdier plants. I remember picking my brother’s
coffin out, a simple, wooden thing, fitting for him, I thought, my mother and sisters
gathered around, my father in prison. What holds us back? How do we allow ourselves
to be free? Does that word, freedom, even exist anywhere, do any of these
words amount to anything besides a system of saying the same thing
over and over without getting it right: I love you, I miss you, I am afraid.
We walk and we walk. All over town, the same streets, different routes,
we walk to the river and look down into the water, where the rocks sit still
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underneath, patiently waiting for eternity. We walk past the funeral home,
a visitation inside, a viewing of the body before they lock it up forever,
and outside, a swingset for the children covered in snow, right beside a small patch
of gravel they use as a display for headstones. In the graveyard, the old stones
break and fall over. So we go through some days and stand them up again,
we pick up the sticks that have fallen from the enormous trees, we pick up the world
as it prunes itself, the crosses and fake flowers and signs naming father,
mother, grandmother. There is some fight in us as we return things to order.
There is some fight in us to make it right. And we wonder, what do those in the ground
know about order, about life, the plots that have been tended to with daffodils coming up,
the plots that have been forgotten, the dead that have no one left to remember, no line,
no blood, nothing but a stone overgrown with moss and vine. Do they hear us above?
Do we upset them, the living, the lovers as they walk through and see the mountains
covered in snow, the late sun lighting them, feeling so alive amongst everything
they shed their clothes and make love in the middle of so many other voices.
I can only assume. I can only feel what I feel, which is not the same as what you are
feeling, but what you are feeling, I somehow believe to know, as prideful as that is,
as stupid as that is, I see you and I see myself, and I wonder, will I recognize you
when the living is done, will you visit me sometimes, or I you, will we leave things
for each other, as flowers bloom again, as a stranger stops to speak our names?

Echolocation
That warehouse on the sketchy side of town, the last one standing after the great fire or the first to be demolished 
when the quarantine begins, vast rooms once full of pianos or wire cages or canisters of film. That one. The air 
cool and dead and when she walks in she is blind. Such darkness wells there, a universe waiting for a singularity, 
thick and textural, implacable and tense. She stands in the warehouse as if eyes had never evolved, her head bent 
to capture the air washing back from distant walls. She thinks of limestone pools, sightless fish and stalactites, 
bats swooping through a landscape drawn in sound. Can she navigate an open space, an obstacle course of 
packing crates, a terrain picked out in clicks and whistles? She remembers Mammoth Cave, the frozen cascades 
of stone, and how the river glowed green, the endless steps up and down, copper slicks of moisture, how children 
wailed when the guide turned out the light. She sighs into the void. How long before she turns to salt here in the 
warehouse, where she can neither look back nor move forward? She places her hands over her eyes, closeting 
them in skin and bone, waiting for them to devolve and disappear.
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Petroglyphs Corn maze
Even at dawn the rocks scald
her fingers, the white turtle
swimming in black fire. She
thinks of great waves of lava
rising from the roadside, the
sharp tar oozing from cracks
in a brutalized earth. Could
she have found a language
to match that heat? The pale
lines of the deer, the snake
slinking toward the sunrise
as if returning home. She
finds blisters in ridges, the
whorls of her name written
with the only ink a rock can
imagine, in a meteoric hand,
on a page bleached by stars.

***

She knows the sky people,
their broken pots and bones
open to the wind. She sees
a shallow pool of water and
bends to drink their poison,
their laddered dreams, the
sorrow of each bit of straw
embedded in the walls. Her

life now is pumice, hollowed
by the air she breathes, and
she falls off that cliff or climbs
down hand over hand, a rock-
face to face, her lungs full of
sandstone, a turtle beside
her, swimming in air.

***

The scales of the snake scored
into the rock, the rock poised
to fall into a grassy crater, all
the shadows clicking with life.

Patti 
White

Patti 
White

You are not here, says the sign, and she believes it. Such a long time since she has been anywhere,  
and what could be more natural than this affirmation in a state so completely flat and polite? from  
a field late in the season, its stalks dry and rustling? A blue sky drones overhead as she makes a left  
turn and then another. She sees dust rise from the far reaches, imagines a family lost and panicked,  
thin blond children, empty bottles of plastic water. She walks along a curve that spirals back. There  
is no shade or there is only shade. The corn occupies a dead spot in the GPS grid or forms a  
pattern that can be seen from space. She knows the secrets, has heard the corn in high summer, a  
knife-bladed whisper beside the highway, uncanny words green and serious. She turns left again  
and still is not there. The sky darkens or shows a dawning. Another sign offers an arrow that spins.  
She thinks she might reach the center in time, or it might be years of cornrows and zombies and  
kernels dropping onto the earth like coins.
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Of goats  
and sheep

Chorus of thorns

Renae 
Shawgo

Renae 
Shawgo

Hear whatever you like within the half-told stories of your last life: 
The rains will wash clean ashes still clinging to the empty house, 
and easy truths, like dim reflections, will continue to clash and rattle, burn.
Somehow this all seems too natural, like a small child, nestling into the crook
of an upturned, fleshy arm, 
palms later raised in false supplication and semi-surrender, 
the same way your heels refuse to brush the damp ground, a blemish. 
You can re-remember all you like, fracturing and rupturing reality, 
turning in and spiraling upward from a planted seed pod rooted in rough soil. 
Never relinquish, you say, and repeat only what is necessary. 
I say, leave the dirt on your white, un-tucked shirttail, 
the only real record of what once was.

Her low voice sounds like a warning, but soft. 
& she never seems to sleep, but is rather a constant, cosmic hum. 
Her life, a string to be plucked, held only in time by 
primitive songs still grasping at haloed moons high, 
heavy with a richness that resonates only other mysterious forms of light,
lost now in blue-veined hands and dented flesh. 
She drinks in breath again, the only stable substance 
suited for such delicate wrists and fine bones.
Her favorite tree still lounges, waiting for its favorite fowl, and 
through the smudged glass, another woman watches, also 
waiting, somewhere along a pasture lined with upturned soil. At night,
she edges back to earth, eased again into an offering vessel,
and then she gently curses the cold air with her last pent-up breath.
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At the world’s end: the 
closing of Leonard Hall, 
IUP, Winter 2015

“This is the way the world ends
 This is the way the world ends
 This is the way the world ends
 Not with a bang but a whimper”
  T. S. Eliot, “The Hollow Men”

“There was a great earthquake. The sun turned black like  
 sackcloth made of goat hair, and the moon like blood”
 The Book of Revelation 6:12

The end of the world has gone
badly, uncomfortably. The highly-touted Antichrist,
hasn’t shown up; the famous black plague, 
absent as daylight from our offices.
Even the date of this demise, like the plan 
for London’s doomsday flood, recalculated.
So, who can be sure what will signal the end?
We must believe
just before the final move, air conditioners of the world
will no longer wail
their cool rhythms. All Raptures will be reduced
to simple discomfort and irritating noise. 

Patrick 
Bizzaro

Fans will click like the beast’s claws on hardwood.
For years in Leonard Hall we’ve expected these events:
the end of the world accompanied by intense heat, 
absence of light, confusion, 
and then the real signal,
a party.

During our last snowy season, we will refrigerate
lunches in offices. The Big Bang 
we’ve heard about and admired, expecting it to signal
our departure for a better place we’ll enter,
like Keats’s beadsman, “without a death,”
will be the thump of our dying
heaters in the dark furnace rooms we’ve dared not enter. 
We’ve been assured, “there is no money
for that!” So, when ceilings fall in without resistance 
on unsuspecting school children
we feign preparation, even acceptance.
This is the end we’ve been prepared for.

In one last effort to help us,
bearded Christians among oak trees,
having for years correctly predicted 
any apocalypse of any sort,

reassemble one last time 
like the Stones on tour
to preach from prayer books
and shout warnings to unsuspecting youths
about the world’s end and the threat
of a hell far worse than English 101.

We will pray together, as we’ve learned to do,
for snow days and cancelled classes.
Some of us won’t be here
for the eternal end.
But even if we make it together to next spring,
we will pray from habit 
at the altar of state and federal funding. At the very end,
we will join together to give back a day and gather sadly
to forgive each other,
and Leonard Hall,
for the hot and cold world
we have lived in and hope
for the defenseless transition
to a new world of heaven or hell
where composition and literature might live
as one...



51

Poetry

50

Impost volume 13, spring 2018

Motion sickness 
put to music

The woman who 
made me love her

Patrick 
Bizzaro

Patrick 
Bizzaro

When I was a kid,
my mother always wanted me to play
my saxophone sheet music
all the way through
to some end I’d obediently stumble toward 
like a drunk in his walk toward home.
I remembered a coach who said,
“keep your feet moving
and something good will happen.”
Applying this plan to my fingers,
I’d play on, faithfully moving forward
toward some spot in the distance
some empty space
to be filled with sound,
where I might set down
this burden of playing to the end
of sheet music I was just learning
how to read, this song
I didn’t know, this music designed
to accompany my motion.

You’ll probably find her too,
on the covers of matchbooks, 
cute and smart and motivated
about your career, your future together.
She’s the maker of lawyers,
the auto mechanic instructor,
the young scholar who will turn an average
high school grad like you or me
into a plumber or an electrician,
a novelist or poet.

Unfortunately, you’ll never see her.
This is, after all, distance education.

But you’ll fall in love with her
credentials, anyway, the way an old man
long out of work approves 
of his resume. After all, someone invisible
wants to take care of him. 
He imagines this stranger 
shaken from the cold,
as she rips a match from its book,
holding it beside her cheek,

to watch it explode, igniting
crumpled papers. Warmer now, 
as good for awhile as employed,
she leaves the matchbook for someone else. 
If you’re lucky, you’ll be the one

Among many who will learn how to love 
the teaching she does 
from impossible distances,
and learn
the broken heart’s
path into itself,
the journey of rebirth 
toward the woman who’ll love you
with her promises,
her plans,
her love
stiff as cardboard.
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Phillip Terman’s “new and selected
poems”: Our Portion, Ethics, and the 
Empathic Imagination
Autumn House Press. 2015. 240pp. $20 (paperback).

It’s the poet’s job to figure out what’s happening  
within oneself, to figure out the connection between 
the self and the world, and to get it down in words that 
have a certain shape, that have a chance of lasting.
– Galway Kinnell 
   
   The quote from Galway Kinnell with which this 
essay begins is worth our scrutiny not only because 
it comes from one of the most influential poets of our 
generation, but also because it emphasizes the impor-
tance of poets writing about their relationships with 
the world and suggests a way of reading that has been 
thus far undertheorized in addressing contemporary 
verse. What, exactly, does Kinnell have in mind? On 
the basis of the perspective Kinnell forwards in the 
larger context of his interview with Lund, poets may 
be inclined since 9/11 “to figure out what’s happening 
within themselves” and, consequently, attempt to use 
poetry to determine “the connection between the self 
and the world.” The poet’s “words,” to “have a chance 
of lasting,” must be performative—“have a certain 
shape”—in the way I think Philip Terman’s poetry 
is in my discussion of his new and selected poems, 

Our Portion—that is, they must move beyond simple 
description and attempt to accomplish something, 
perhaps inspire an action, through the words  
themselves. 
   Contrary to Auden’s famous insistence in “In 
Memory of W. B. Yeats” that “poetry makes nothing 
happen,” I argue here, using Terman’s verse as an 
excellent example, that poetry does indeed perform 
actions that may inspire readers through their  
empathic imaginations to act likewise. Thus, the  
“poet’s job,” from the perspective offered by  
Kinnell, is distinctly rhetorical. As such, it suggests 
an especially useful strategy for reading poetry 
because it enacts the premise forwarded by Kenneth 
Burke nearly half a century ago that we may connect 
the poetic with the rhetoric by reading for what Burke 
calls “symbolic actions.”1 Kinnell suggests that “the 
poet’s job” is rhetorical when the poet acts symboli-
cally in poetry, physically but also intellectually, in 
order to make an argument about that action. From 
Robert L. Heath’s perspective, then, practical actions 
happen in the world; symbolic actions happen in the 
poem. It seems inevitable that symbolic actions may 
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and Hell (34). Most often in Blake’s verse, growth 
toward Experience occurs in a world portrayed as a 
world of resolve made possible by the creation of an 
alternative and personal system of belief—a result of 
rebellion against systems imposed on us in the guise 
of received wisdom. This movement in consciousness 
is an enduring concept, rather than one arbitrarily 
associated with a particular period, as people often 
think.2 Blake wrote in a markedly different time, 
culturally and politically, from the millennial era, 
of course. But Terman responds in his poems to the 
universal human predicament in which institutional 
wisdom is given to us and, therefore, exists outside or 
precedes or is even indifferent to our approval of it. 
These forces direct our behavior and our interactions 
with one another. The conscientious adult learns 
to adjust to institutionalized wisdom no matter the 
era. Image poetry, especially, with its potential for 
arousing participatory or empathic imaginings in 
readers (Elliott 24), is well suited to the goals Kinnell 
theorizes in the above quote and Terman actualizes in 
the poems discussed in this essay precisely because it 
enables us to read poetry as symbolic action.
   More specifically, Blake’s was a time in which  
Cartesian dualism, as represented in his poems by 
what he calls “contraries,” was at the center of much 
serious thought and a time in which writers were 
overtly opposed to that dualism as a received system 
of belief that imposed upon their moral and intellec-
tual autonomy. Inevitably, in their views, one side 
would come to dominate the other, and in this way 

lead ultimately to practical actions just as symbolic 
actions may be based upon practical actions in the 
poem. And this is where Burke is so essential in  
unraveling actions in literary art: Burke helps us to 
see that the effort to “get it down in words” is what 
turns the practical action into a symbolic one. Burke, 
thus, provides us with a method of reading that en-
ables us to avoid the potential misreadings that occur 
when we read everything a poet writes in first person 
as autobiography. Naturally, Kinnell’s apparent 
advocacy for a rhetorical poetry does not account for 
all the various ways poets write these days. But it is 
not only fair to assume that poets have something to 
say—that is, make an argument of some sort and, thus, 
perform a symbolic action in the poem—but that this 
assumption is indeed humanizing in the way Kinnell 
suggests it should be. 
   The task of figuring out “what’s happening within 
oneself” should be everyone’s job, of course, poet or 
not. Though the other questions seem more difficult to 
answer (because, in my view, they require analysis of 
the poem as symbolic action), I want to make the cor-
relative suggestion here that image poetry in recent 
years has evolved in such a way that it serves us well 
in allowing us to envision ways of answering them. 
Kinnell seems also to ask: “What is your relationship 
with the world?” And, “how did that relationship come 
to be the way it is?” Perhaps from this perspective, 

oppression would ensue. From this perspective, then, 
Terman’s poetry is about his internalized search for 
the self-determinacy and direction moral and ethical 
liberation may bring him. But it is also about the 
painful isolation related to an individual’s crisis in 
consciousness such a search may cause for an individ-
ual and how that isolation might be resolved. Because 
resolution of such a crisis is an occurrence that gets 
articulated over time, one good reason for publish-
ing “new and selected poems” such as Terman’s Our 
Portion is because it gives us a chance to consider 
the other two questions posed by Kinnell above and 
thereby permits us to trace the evolution in Terman’s 
thinking from Innocence to Experience.
   Terman is not without a model in his effort. In 
Ethics, Spinoza collapses the Cartesian dualism of 
mind and body, completing an intellectual feat which 
Terman finds compelling in his own intellectual 
journey. In my reading of Terman’s work in this light, 
I am drawn especially to the fourth section of “The 
Sephardic Poem” entitled “From Spinoza’s Book of 
God.” In it, the speaker of the poem, who we identify 
with Terman himself, voices agreement with Spino-
za’s rebellion against Judaism and rails against the 
dualistic system Judaism sets up. At service, sitting 
beside his mother, the speaker admits, “I don’t believe 
this.” Thereafter he addresses Spinoza directly:
 
   I don’t believe this, we both declared,
    
   for which I received a sideways squint
   and you got excommunicated
   though clearly we believe in something,
   clearly there’s a perfection somewhere. (4, ll. 47-48)
 
As many of his poems suggest, Terman finds this 
perfection not in the God of Judaism that he inherit-
ed, but in a pantheism akin to that posited by Spinoza 
in the Ethics, a view that insists that all opposites, 

what we need is permission to read poetry as a kind 
of disclosure, as a rhetorical verse in which those who 
have endured the confusion of moral and intellectual 
growth put their rebellion against received wisdom 
into words and images that, through the reader’s re-
ceptive “empathic imaginings,” will last and, thereby, 
enable others to grow similarly. 
   I use the notion of an empathic imagination here as 
R.K. Elliott does in Aesthetics, Imagination and the 
Unity of Experience, to suggest “the capacity for enter-
ing imaginally into the situation of another person or 
animal, and assuming its expression” (sic; 21). The key 
to my appreciation of Terman’s poetry—and, therefore, 
my emphasis in this essay—is “assuming its expres-
sion,” which should suggest that Terman’s poetry 
models for me one person’s effort to combat the some-
times ill-effects of received wisdom. This rebellion 
must be done as a practical act in the world but, when 
it is conveyed in writing, it is a symbolic act. More to 
the point, perhaps, it has long been convenient, and 
even expedient, to write about the human impulse 
toward moral and intellectual growth as a movement 
in consciousness from innocence to experience, a Ro-
mantic trope that has endured and certainly charac-
terizes the work of Terman, as I discuss it here, as well 
as that of Kinnell and many others these days. 
   Though Experience, as William Blake used the 
notion, requires an action, that action in his poetry is 
likewise symbolic. It symbolizes growth from blind 
acceptance of received wisdom toward a more mature 
and satisfying view of the world, one consistent with 
an individual’s experience. Any of a large number of 
Blake’s Songs of Innocence and Songs of Experience 
might be used to demonstrate my point here. In his 
portrait of a world in which a person might grow 
from Innocence to Experience, opposites must exist 
because without them progress (personal growth) 
is impossible—for “Without contraries is no pro-
gression,” writes Blake in The Marriage of Heaven 

Patrick 
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1 Robert L. Heath nicely articulates the issue of “symbolic 
actions” when he notes that Burke compares them to actions 
that are “practical.” Heath uses the example of chopping 
down a tree; that act is a practical action. Writing about 
chopping down a tree, however, is a symbolic action. By 
extension, defining one’s orientation to the world is a prac-
tical action while writing about the process of thus defining 
oneself is symbolic. In the work of a poet such as Terman, 
then, we begin reading a poem oftentimes in the practical, 
as though he recounts the events of his life autobiographi-
cally, when we should be reading for the symbolic.

2 The argument that we are still in a Romantic period, which 
my approach in this essay might suggest, is not a new one. 
The strongest articulation of that view is Harold Bloom’s 
in Romanticism and Consciousness (1970) when he writes, 
“For English-speaking readers, [the Romantic Age] may be 
defined as extending from the childhood of Blake and  
Wordsworth to the present moment” (4).
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year promises change in both the boy’s understand-
ing of his father and in the beliefs the boy is willing 
to hold.
   We move immediately in the same poem to compli-
cated reflections where the given texts are held beside 
nature, as Spinoza, too, must have held them in his 
movement toward a religion of nature, a pantheism in 
which animals in nature hold a status similar to that 
of the holy we honor in our religious institutions:
 
   The woodpecker investigates
      the maple like a rabbi
   a complicated passage.
      They have slipped out of time
   into a place of their own longing, 

   examining their texts
      for the kernels, the sweet meat.
   Their hunger is insatiable, like
      this wind . . .  (ll. 41-49) 

   Terman expertly seizes the shift in time to move 
to his time with his children, who see an alternative 
sense of worship. Nature makes the child’s vision 
possible when “the sky has taken a step back.” Rather 
than in an enclosed place of worship, like the syna-
gogue depicted earlier in the poem, “We are in the 
wind now” (l. 65), in that blessed air. This is the way 
poetry speaks its language of the spirit and, through 
the image fusing God with nature that follows and 
by the involuntary application of our own empathic 
imaginings, it is in a language available to each of us:
 
   My child points
   to the dust swirling
   in the shaft of sunlight. (ll. 66-68)
 
The image enables us as readers to participate in this 
moment of spiritual revelation as well by seeing it 

including mind and body, collapse in nature: “One 
substance cannot be produced by another substance,” 
argued Spinoza in his Ethics (411). God is everywhere 
where there is nature; one (God) cannot produce 
the other (nature) or vice versa. Terman addresses 
Spinoza, “God, you said, like nature, is infinite” (48). 
For this insight, the speaker says to Spinoza, “you 
were damned / by a proclamation signed by your own 
people.” What is the consequence for the narrator of 
the poem? 

   As for me, to my mother I paraphrased Dickinson:
   “Some keep the Sabbath by going to Synagogue - 
   I keep it by staying at Home.”

   Cathy S. Gelbin identifies Bertheld Auerbach’s 
novel, Spinoza (1837), as a reliable portrait of Spino-
za’s rebellion against all tradition, including against 
the science of Descartes and the religious Judaism 
Spinoza inherited (47). According to Gelbin in The Go-
lem Returns, “Auerbach shows even the mature man 
Spinoza as torn between the lofty heights of abstract 
mathematics and his material Jewish nature” (46). 
Nonetheless, Spinoza “had elaborated a philosophy 
deeply marked by natural science, which was incom-
patible with a literal belief in the Bible” (Barzun 359). 
In our era, one might argue that the tension inherent 
in Spinoza’s view might be found in our conflicting 
views concerning “global warming.” As Terman has 
written recently, “what got [Spinoza] excommunicated 
was that he said ‘nature is God’ whereas the tradi-
tional Jewish belief is that God is above nature—God 
created nature and to say that nature was God is to 
side with the pantheists” (personal correspondence). 
For Spinoza, “[t]here is only one substance, ‘God or 
Nature’” (emphasis added; Russell 571). 
   Terman’s poems often portray a man in a troubled 
relationship with the world, at least in part because 
his expectations evolved from what was given to him 

with our own imaginations. Importantly, the contrast 
between the narrator at ten years of age and as an 
adult parent is the measure of his changing relation-
ship with the world. For God is in all things for the 
mature Terman, and all things are affected by God’s 
power.
   The crisis of consciousness and its resolution that 
seem to constitute the ongoing symbolic actions in 
Terman’s poetry are most effectively narrated by an 
innocent young boy, the young Terman, perhaps. Part 
of the crisis in the narrator’s spiritual life is a product 
of his tacit rejection of certain of his father’s values, 
an ethic his father promised he would pass on to his 
son. In Terman’s articulation of this received wisdom, 
we find the ten-year-old confronted by a world his 
father intends to leave for him. The boy will inherit 
“The Used Car Lot,” in the poem by that name in The 
House of Sages, specifically in the section entitled 
“One Day This Will All Be Yours.” The poem offers a 
demonstration of the ethic that the reflective young 
boy in the poem must respond to or be “enslaved by,” 
to use Blake’s dramatic language to describe pro-
longed innocence. And the rendering in this poem of 
his father contrasts in this early book by Terman with 
what he inherits from his mother in another poem in 
that same volume, “What We Pass On.” Terman will 
return inevitably to his mother’s skepticism in his 
newest poems, as I argue below.
   The narrator/young boy in “The Used Car Lot” is 
son to the man who owns the lot. Here’s the ethic at 
work in the poem, from the boy’s perspective:

   A customer arrives,
   looks over a brown Dodge.
   It’s good transportation, he [the boy’s father] says.
   He sold one without an engine once. (ll. 19-22) 

   This is, of course, an extreme example, an overstate-
ment. The boy is only on the lot to wash cars, but his 

(his parent’s Judaism) and into a system of his own 
making. Blake is useful here again when in Jerusalem 
he models for us his reason for resisting received 
wisdom: “I must create a System or be enslaved by 
another man’s” (ll. 20-21). Terman, in “Days of Awe” 
from his Book of the Unbroken Days (2007), enters “the 
domed House of God” at age ten and recalls the power 
he assumes to be God’s in “the way / we imagined 
God’s voice / would have bellowed down / from the 
mountain or out of a bush” (ll. 10-14). He continues, 
stressing the various ways systems are received:

   We took our cues from others - 
 
   they rose and we knew the great Book
   was taken out of the ark and lifted
   above the rabbi’s shoulders - they sat
   and we knew it was returned
   and the silk curtains closed delicately. (ll. 15-20) 
 
This is an important rendering by the poet of his  
relationship with the world of the spirit; he (and others 
in his synagogue) believes what he receives and 
does so sight-unseen. Soon thereafter in the poem, he 
excuses himself from the service, stating “hand / on 
stomach: I feel sick” (ll. 29-30), and his dozing father 
takes him home.
 
   What we talked about I don’t remember. 

   Only how clear with stars the night was.
   And how big and tall was that man
   made out of meat and potatoes,
   and how the whole way home we strolled
   side by side into the New Year. (ll. 35-40)
 
This depiction of boy and father, in the hands of a less 
skilled and less purposeful poet, might risk sentimen-
tality. But it is saved by the entrance of time. The new 
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   Terman’s new poems in Our Portion, the section 
entitled Among the Scribes: New Poems, demonstrate 
the resolution of these conflicting views characterized 
so well by the tension between the father’s and the 
mother’s sense of what they will leave behind. Impor-
tantly, the poet follows through on the commitment 
made to his mother when he explains, in “The Sephar-
dic Poem” referred to earlier because of its detailed 
“discussion” of Spinoza, “. . . so I’m writing about these 
Jews / she’d want me to honor” (4, ll. 8-9). 
   In addition to Spinoza, who I discuss above for his 
influence on Terman’s theorization of nature and God, 
the ideas of Halevi and Maimonides are brought to 
our attention. Each gets a section of this long poem 
and each is discussed in a way that suggests that the 
mother’s influence on the narrator has helped him fig-
ure out his connection between himself and the world, 
as the Kinnell of the above quote would have it. The 
mother “took these books out / of the Park Synagogue 
library / and never returned them” (4, ll. 1-3). The poet 
vividly recounts her sneaking them out, “the way 
she’d wrap dinner rolls in napkins / and secure them 
in her large black purse” (4, ll. 6-7). These were works, 
so important, she took them from the synagogue and, 
so influential, he carried them forward into decisions 
of major importance in his life. 
   It is easy (and feels “natural”) to read these poems 
as autobiography. But, as a reminder, I am reading 
them as symbolic actions that model a way we all 
might confront our differences from received wisdom, 
whatever form that wisdom might take. Spinoza gave 
the poet license to reject what he didn’t believe but 
dogma that was nonetheless imposed on him by his 
received religious beliefs. Halevi and Maimonides 
give him a method for articulating those concerns.
   Reading the poem as symbolic action, then, it seems 
fair to say that in our rebellion against authority 
we may naturally turn to the thinking of someone 
who eases our distress. In that regard, Halevi and 

experience and insight there are a crucial articulation 
of a crisis that results from living in the day-to-day 
world without regard for higher-order concerns of 
honesty, justice, and fairness. The father is clear: 
“Our only guarantee is to the curb” (l. 54). The cars, 
themselves, remarkably, come to symbolize seekers 
after truth in this poem as “They congregate / in this 
gravel yard / like pilgrims gathered / at the holy land” 
(ll. 60-63).
   “What We Pass On,” a poem that focuses on the 
boy’s mother and offers a contrast with the father’s 
ethic, is equally important to the ethical/religious 
connection the poet makes in Sages. In this poem, the 
reader is given a glimpse of the skeptical mother and 
wife, a seeker after truth as well. She “was a Bilfield” 
(l. 1), stating her maiden name which she defines later 
in the poem for her son, the narrator, as “a large field” 
(l. 12). The connection of human with nature appeals 
to the boy, as he makes sense of the world he has been 
given: “I’m a Bilfield, a field with yellow / and blue 
and white, a meadow / in a country no longer there” 
(ll. 22-24). What gets passed on in this poem? Not a 
used car lot! Rather, the boy’s inheritance from his 
mother includes “phrases from a Yiddish / they strain 
to hear,” portraits that “hang on the wall,” an under-
standing of where the names of Jews come from: “the 
first letter of the most recent dead / passes on, the 
rest of the name / we fill in for ourselves.” The boy 
learns the heartbreaking stories of the Holocaust and 
the hardship of immigration to the United States as it 
affected his family and hears all of this in his mother’s 
powerful language: 
 
    Shmu-el
 was an elder—I have it written down
 somewhere—and the Germans
 lined him up and they shot him
 and Malka came across with a son
 they discovered to be tubercular

Maimonides ease Terman’s concern over writing 
religious poetry. After all, Halevi and Maimonides 
both devoted their lives to poetry and philosophy. 
Like them, Terman’s poetry is secular and religious. 
To avoid the intolerance toward Jews, Halevi made 
his way to the Promised Land and Maimonides to 
Palestine, both seeking a place where Jews would be 
free to practice their worship. In “Yehuda Halevi’s 
Journey to the Promised Land,” the poem’s narrator 
who has journeyed to Halevi’s assumed birthplace in 
Toledo in southern Castile, is seated “at a small round 
table.” He says to the spirit of Halevi, “I wanted to 
bump into your ghost,” characterizing the purpose 
of Terman’s own journey, an intellectual as well as a 
physical journey. 
   Through his narrator in this poem, Terman joins 
in Halevi’s effort to “weave our names into our lines 
that sing / of this longing to journey, against advice 
/ to the mystery and footstool of God” (2, ll. 13-15). 
His symbolic interaction with Halevi enables Terman 
to stand “Among the Scribes,” as the title of the first 
poem in this collection asserts, a poem that resolves 
the conflicts he has written about in earlier collections 
and into a kind of hedonism:
 
   Didn’t they tell you, all those sages,
   that the promised land is this moment?
   Here now, this late summer air, this dew-drenched     
   field,
   this thin filament of gossamer between an apple tree     
   and an apple tree?
   The almost unnoticeable blue jay feather in the  
   unmown grass? (ll. 1-5)
 
   Our empathic reception of the poet’s insight is  
enriched by the sensuous imagery he uses. What’s 
more, the moment in nature as he recounts it is sym-
bolic, taking the insight discussed earlier in “Some 
Days” and applying it to every moment. Therein is 

 so the officials at Ellis Island
 wouldn’t let him in. (ll. 34-41) 

The inheritance detailed in “What We Pass On” offers 
a dramatic contrast with the inheritance promised in 
“The Used Car Lot” and gives the narrator much to 
consider as the poem recounts the traditions the boy 
has inherited and the history of his ancestors.
   Naturally, we wonder how these events might be 
reconciled. In “Some Days” we are instructed to turn 
to the outside, outside our houses, outside our selves, 
outside our institutional wisdom for comfort: 

   Some days you have to turn off the news
   and listen to the bird or truck
   or the neighbor screaming out her life.
   You have to close all the books and open
   all the windows so that whatever swirls
   inside can leave and whatever flutters
   against the glass can enter. (ll. 1-7) 

Directed as these lines are to “you,” they suggest 
a kind of symbolic action that anyone reading this 
passage could put into practice. What’s more, “swirl” 
here, as in “Days of Awe,” suggests movement of 
the Spirit through nature. The presence of that 
spirit, which is simultaneously nature and in nature 
(reminiscent of Spinoza’s natura naturata and natura 
naturan) forwards the belief that the speaker of this 
poem prefers the intermingling of inner with outer, 
stuffy and shut-up house with expansive and infinite 
nature: 

   Some days you have to walk down the wooden 
   staircase through the evening fog to the river
   where the peach roses are closing,
   sit on the grassy bank and wait for the two geese.  
   (ll. 13-16)
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never grow old” (ll. 33-37).
   Terman’s poetry appeals to the empathetic imagi-
nation of those who, like most of us, have searched or 
perhaps are searching still for a way to fill the gaps in 
our lives that separate the physical from the spiritual. 
By his use of vivid and emphatic imagery, Terman 
allows his readers to share in his findings.  
We should not be caught arguing that poetry is  
a kind of ethnography. A simpler and more sensible 
solution is to argue that poetry provides the symbolic 
action that we might model in the world of practical 
actions.
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Terman’s resolution and an alternative to the wisdom 
of his biological father.
   Under the tutelage of Halevi, Terman gains  
courage enough to address his crisis in consciousness 
in his poems by following Halevi’s lead. His study 
of Maimonides has a similar effect, as he expresses 
it in this third section of the poem. To the narrator, 
presumably Terman, Maimonides is “No fanatic, / you 
understood the middle path, balancing faith / with 
reason” (3, ll. 7-10), reason being the driving intellec-
tual force of his time. Terman finds this to be difficult 
but important advice to follow. Clearly, there is more 
than one way to resolve a crisis in conscientiousness, 
and Halevi offers one, Maimonides, another. The 
direction Maimonides takes is difficult for the poet: 
“I’m trying to find my way into you, Famous Doctor,” 
he writes in direct address to Maimonides. The poem 
continues, “but it’s like trying to describe the snow-
capped Sierra / Nevada Mountains we drove through 
on the way / to Cordoba . . .” (3, ll. 1-4). Maimonides 
held fast to the dualism Halevi rejected and Terman 
addresses in the nature poems in this volume that 
prove the value of writing to engage the empathic 
imagination of readers. He addresses Maimonides 
again: “You wanted to prove the incorporeality of 
God. / You wanted your book to guide us through the 
thickets of the law” (3, ll. 30-31).
   The final section of this wonderful and challeng-
ing poem is addressed to Spinoza to whom the poet 
writes, focusing on what Spinoza left behind: 
 
   a bedstead, an old Turkish robe, a few pairs of socks
   in need of mending: no stone, no marker,
   just your one hundred and eleven books arguing
   what the prophets claimed: that to know God
   it is impossible not to love God—
   you renegade, you defector, you transgressor, you     
   Jew. (4, ll. 55-60)
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   Terman’s search is symbolic in his poems, but they 
could just as easily be read as autobiography. From 
his perspective, then, on pantheism, Terman inevi-
tably writes poems in which correspondences figure 
prominently. The physical sign stands in relation to 
the spiritual, as he learned from Spinoza, Halevi and 
Maimonides. A religion of nature is preferred over 
the institutionalized versions of worship. In “Don’t 
Ask Spinoza,” the worlds of work and worship are 
reconciled in a way that suggests how the crisis acted 
out symbolically in Terman’s poems is resolved in his 
newest work. Even the workaday world blends seam-
lessly with the world of worship:
 
   It’s Sabbath: when we pass from the workaday world
   and into the world set aside for beauty,
   when god collapses in his chair
   and lights the candles and blesses himself.  
   (sic; ll. 9-12)
 
   The resolution requires correspondences. In answer 
to the question posed in this poem, “So what if our 
ancestors were herring dealers / and Talmudic schol-
ars?” the poet offers: “Half of me is dust, one of them 
said, / half of me is wind.” (ll. 15-16). This integration of 
the earthly and the spiritual permeates these poems:
 
   Afternoons we turn over compost,
   shovel thick black soil into the wheelbarrow,
   mix it in under the blueberry bushes, rest 

   and read about the world to come… (ll. 29-32) 

The resolution for Terman is a kind of transcenden-
talism in which the natural fact is a sign of a spiritual 
fact, to paraphrase Emerson. It is necessary to find 
calm and “believe / in the stillness of the moment, / 
as if the grapes weren’t fattening toward ripeness, / 
and won’t be picked and eaten, / and our children will 
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Neil Connelly’s  
In the Wake of Our Vows: Stories

Rebekah 
E. Sims

   In a recent interview with Fiction Writers Review, 
Neil Connelly stated, “At the heart of what we’re  
supposedly doing in art is a kind of communion—
yes?—a sharing of oneself with others.” This principle 
is at work in Connelly’s most recent book, In the Wake 
of Our Vows. Many of these stories offer a sense of 
closeness to the characters, whose decisions, feelings, 
and experiences are intimately shared with the reader. 
Connelly’s collection of 15 short stories explores what 
happens to marriage between a man and a woman 
post-ceremony. These multi-layered, nuanced stories 
have an almost meditative quality. They address par-
enting, divorce, faith, dishonesty, affairs, temptation, 
reconciliation, death, and love with complexity and 
authenticity. The stories also employ diverse narrative  
structures. One comes in the form of a diary, anoth-
er as a brief list of failures, and others as internal 
reflections on the part of characters. This collection’s 
strengths lie in the complexity of its approaches to the 
subject matter, the structural variety of the stories, 
and the balance between narrative cohesion and 
enough ambiguity to leave the reader with a sense  
of wonder. 
   Connelly opens with two facetious and funny pieces 
“Dear Literary Agent, Editor, or Publisher,” and 
“Excerpts from a Billboard Diary.” In “Dear Literary 
Agent,” which is structured as a manuscript submis-
sion letter, the recently-divorced narrator indicates 

that he must submit his writing to various journals 
and publishers under the order of a judge to “‘vigor-
ously pursue any and all avenues’ which might lead 
to publication” of his work (1). Thus, he must prove six 
rejections per month, or pay 40% of proceeds from any 
published writing to his ex-wife. The narrator’s dry 
observation that “rejection is a way of life” (2) and his 
humorous description of the discursive practices com-
mon to letters of rejection (6-7) will definitely amuse 
readers who are themselves writers. 
   One of the strongest elements in this collection 
is the way that Connelly writes about parenting, 
demonstrating with depth the complications that 
raising children brings to marriage. For example, 
several stories show the difficulties parents face in 
determining whether something is a real or imagined 
threat to their children, whether to trust instincts or 
risk waiting for information that is more concrete. In 
“The Lost Art of Make-Believe,” both Jim and his wife 
struggle to understand their son’s monster fears and 
sleep difficulties, wondering if this is a developmental 
phase or something more serious. This struggle is  
entwined with Jim’s doubt in his own parenting abil-
ities and a growing distance between husband and 
wife. In “Failure to Thrive,” a mother notices a dis-
concerting man watching her child play. In addition 
to a vague sense of fear, she becomes curious about 
the man and this curiosity causes her to question 
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her happy-on-the-surface marriage. Pieces in this 
collection do not isolate parenting from other aspects 
of marriage; instead, they show how decisions about 
children interact with faithfulness to marriage vows. 
   It is difficult to write endings of short stories that 
offer just enough ambiguity to avoid moralizing, but 
also contain satisfying narrative cohesion. Connelly 
strikes this balance especially well in “The Complete 
and Illustrated Guide for Meeting Your Most Sacred 
Obligations as an Altar Boy.” This story is unique in 
this collection, as marriage is seen through the eyes 
not of the husband or wife, but through those of a 
child. Thomas, in his service as an altar boy, comes 
to understand the significance of absolution and the 
Eucharist when he assists a priest to deliver com-
munion to a dying man. He observes the grief of an 
elderly woman who is watching her husband slowly 
die. Thomas’s actions at the end of story indicate that 
he has grown in maturity through this experience—
but exactly what that means for him is left open for 
the reader’s wonder.
   The story I found most fascinating, “Kol Nidre (All 
Vows),” demonstrates all of this collection’s strengths. 
This piece takes place on Yom Kippur, and weaves 
together a double meaning of the word vows—vows 
both secular and religious, made to humans and made 
to God. The Kol Nidre is a text recited at the begin-
ning of Yom Kippur services: Its translation means 
“all vows,” and the text annuls all promises or vows 
made to God, as failing to keep a promise to God is 
sin (217). Kol Nidre is a preemptive act to make sure 
individuals avoid this sin in the coming year. Raised 
in a family that values keeping one’s word, Nicole 
finds herself uncomfortable with the Kol Nidre part 
of the Yom Kippur service, and on this Yom Kippur, 
she reconsiders her wedding vows. In the face of her 
husband’s affair, she contemplates breaking her own 
marriage vows, as her husband has: Thus, all vows 
would be equally broken on the night the congrega-

tion preemptively breaks all vows made to God. 
Marriage vows are made in public, but kept—and 
sometimes broken or renegotiated—on a more private 
level. Some relationships can be repaired, others 
cannot. Indeed, as Connelly writes in “The Trials of 
Isaiah,” sometimes “[t]here was nothing to do now 
but bear witness” (210). Connelly’s In the Wake of Our 
Vows offers the reader a chance to bear witness to 
complicated marriages, nurturing a sense of commu-
nion with a cast of characters who are figuring out 
what happens next. 
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Christina Fisanick Greer’s  
The Optimistic Food Addict:  
Recovering from Binge Eating Disorder

to high school and onto college, a place only her 
teachers and doctors had gone, and from there to 
graduate school, ultimately earning a Ph.D. But 
through those intense, driven years, Greer slowly 
disconnects with herself, and takes refuge in binge 
eating, a disorder grossly overlooked and discounted 
by doctors as well as society because of the stigma 
of obesity. Yet, it’s not just obesity, but female obesity 
that is discounted, and women historically have been 
inextricably linked to their bodies: they are their 
bodies and are judged as well as valued by society’s 
version of female attractiveness. “Of course,” Greer 
writes, “we are taught from birth that female bodies 
are constantly under surveillance, so it is no wonder 
that I believed that I was always on display” (61). 
Along with the struggle of Binge Eating Disorder 
(BED), Greer finally receives the correct diagnosis 
of Polycystic Ovarian Syndrome (PCOS), which, to-
gether with a host of physical symptoms, brings with 
it weight gain and infertility. While Greer is on the 
examination table, in stirrups, undergoing yet another 
invasive procedure to get at the root of her infertility, 
the male doctor pats her bare leg and tells her, “’You 
need to lose weight, honey, and the best way to do that 
is to just shut your mouth, like this’” (58). As if that 
wasn’t condescending, sexist, and belittling enough, 
he demonstrates how to close her mouth by opening 
and shutting his. Finally, Greer and her husband con-
ceive a child, Nicholas, born prematurely when her 
placenta detaches entirely, weighing only one pound 
and one ounce, who lives just one week. Greer writes, 
“By the time my son Nicholas died, my body and 
mind were hanging together like a loose power cord; 
one trip and the lights would go out” (62).
   In the aftermath of Nicholas’s death, Greer “was 
struggling with the biggest battle of [her] life—
against [her] own thoughts” (67). In retrospect, Greer 
now knows she was suffering from post-traumatic 
stress disorder (PTSD), which rendered her “neurotic 

and out of control” (67). Remember, though, Greer is 
an optimist, and she perseveres to the point where she 
feels “peace” (68) at the ocean in Atlantic City.
 
   But that day on the beach I felt so small, and for the     
   first time in my life I believed I was part of something    
   larger than my own thoughts. The ocean, so vast     
   and strong, put my obsession with individuality into  
   perspective. I am my own individual, but I am so  
   much less and so much more. I spent the next decade  
   trying to figure out what happened in those waves.  
   (69) 

   In eating-disorder circles there are two distinct and 
warring factions: intuitive eating and abstinence.  
After seeking connections with various eating 
disorder groups, Greer is frustrated when abstinence 
from trigger foods, the method that works for her, is 
dismissed in favor of intuitive eating or moderation. 
Moderation, she knows, does not work for her. And, 
here is a turning point for Greer: she begins to know 
herself by learning what does and doesn’t work, she’s 
able to reconnect her mind and her body, not to pun-
ish but to understand. Not only does she discover who 
she is, but she also takes even more control of  
her life by founding the Food Addiction Recovery 
group on Facebook, as well as her own website, which 
opens up a supportive environment and other places 
to be herself.
   Though The Optimistic Food Addict is a self-help 
memoir and includes abstract language expected and 
necessary for the genre, Greer has a knack for telling 
a story with a strong sense of pacing; even if she’s 
relaying a stucco-painting episode, it becomes for the 
reader an adventure, fraught with tension and rich 
with metaphorical possibilities.
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   In the Preface to The Optimistic Food Addict: Recov-
ering from Binge Eating Disorder, Christina Fisanick 
Greer gives us a warning: She is not “cured” from her 
disorder. In fact, she has “danced too close to those 
deadly flames on too many occasions” (1), but here’s 
the deal: There is no such thing as recovered. There is 
only the state of recovering, the important gerund in 
her title, and who better to give other sufferers hope 
than someone “realistically optimistic”(2)? Someone 
who now knows that living is struggling and that 
there will probably never be such a thing as healed. 
Yet, there is such a thing as healing, which is the 
impetus behind Greer’s memoir: To stay on the side of 
healing and to invite others to join her.
   The gap between Greer’s front teeth, which she 
finally gets fixed on her fortieth birthday, had become 
a metaphor for her origins, “a trailer park in West 
Virginia,” a signal to the world that she was not good 
enough (5). This feeling of inadequacy, and more par-
ticularly, “lack of self-love,” Greer finally understands 
is at the root of her food addiction. She quotes a fellow 
food addict, Geneen Roth, who writes, “‘We don’t want 
to eat hot fudge sundaes as much as we want our lives 

to be hot fudge sundaes’” (7).
   Yet even with her gap fixed, Greer can still feel its 
yawning excess. She is still the girl raped at 11 by 
a 27-year-old man, still the girl pregnant at 17 by a 
23-year-old man. She is still the girl waiting to feel 
connected, in touch, with herself. Threatened by the 
male gaze, feeling herself merely an object, her fragile 
self-worth hinges on that frightening contradiction: 
wanting to be seen and yet seeking invisibility. 
Greer’s journey is harrowing. When we learn that 
Samantha, Greer’s three-and-a-half month-old daugh-
ter, is murdered by Samantha’s father, the stripped-
down, matter-of-fact language in Greer’s account 
compounds that unfathomable loss. We can see her, a 
poor, obese, twenty-year-old girl, half-alive, desperate, 
unable to make sense of her life when nothing about 
herself had ever made sense to her before. Yet, in the 
aftermath of that senseless, unimaginable tragedy, 
Greer reconnects with the world, is “nearly crushed 
with empathy” for it, and, she writes, “[f]or the first 
time in my life, I felt a kinship with others who were 
struggling” (51).
   This newfound insight motivates Greer to go back  
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and teaches them not to feel betrayed by their bodies. 
In “The Inevitable Trip” Guignard writes, “I’ll take my 
girls outdoors, teach them to love dirt,/that democrat-
ic medium, and to love their bodies over and over.”  
(ll. 27-28) 
   Nature cannot be separated from the body in these 
poems; it is how the speaker makes sense of the body, 
by viewing it through the physical world. Later in the 
same poem the speaker tells us, “What matters is 
wind-on-skin winter, sun that seeps past hurt./Only 
through living can we begin to save another.” (ll. 29-
30) It is as if the speaker cannot truly feel unless she 
notices how the world feels. How it feels on her skin. 
Nature reminds her that she is alive.
   Yet, nature also operates as a metaphor for grief. 
Nature is a crab in “Grief” and a butterfly in “Swal-
lowtail.” In the latter, the speaker spies a swallowtail 
and wonders if it’s dead. Her inner voice answers, “No, 
it’s meditating on the silken/threads of childhood that 
bound/and bind us all.” (ll. 6-8) Guignard not only 
links the butterfly to the metamorphosis of childhood, 
but she also relates the ugliness of the chrysalis to 
her own transformation. After imagining how the 
caterpillar “looked like/bird droppings,” (ll. 10-11) 
Guignard writes, “Though I have old, square photos/
of the girl they say I was,/I can’t make sense of their 
fluttering.” (ll. 18-20)
After both the speaker’s parents have died, it is nature 
she turns to for how to make sense of things in the 
poem, “Packing Up My Parents’ House.” Guignard 
writes, “I’m at a loss, an intersection, my load so great 
I nearly forget/to look for redwings. They wear their 
hearts on their sleeves—a spring ritual.” (ll. 38-39)  
It is nature that will restore her again and again. It is 
(only) nature that makes sense.
   Yet, it is not just nature but the naturalness of the 
body that makes its own kind of sense in Young at 
the Time of Letting Go. The body’s beauty in spite of, 
and maybe even because of, its diminishment. Such 

knowledge is a legacy the speaker wants to pass 
along to other women and to her daughters most of 
all. In “Daughters, Bathe Your Mothers,” the speaker 
implores us to “be sure to scrub her back,/her sunken 
buttocks. The blue veins/will show you where to go.” 
(ll. 10-12) The body, though losing a battle, is wise 
in its frailty, and the daughter, in taking care of her 
mother’s body, is ultimately taking care of herself: 
“remind yourself this was your body before you had 
one,/and soon yours will be all that’s left of them 
both.” (ll. 24-25)
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   Young at the Time of Letting Go, Lilace Mellin  
Guignard’s recently published chapbook, masterfully 
captures what it means to grieve. Her poems look 
through both child and adult lenses, breaking our 
hearts while celebrating the natural world. Nature is 
a character in these poems and acts as another lens 
through which the speaker investigates her life.  
In the poem “My Mother’s Garden,” the mother’s  
mastectomy scar is part of the natural world:

   My mother has a scar she’s covered with a new mound.
 
   It’s flesh from her abdomen, replanted.
 
   More than the old scar, I remember the surgeon’s blue ink
   where it plotted the cut, the way a landscaper first
   sketches out the flowers. (ll. 1-5)

   Guignard’s lines are rhythmic and purposeful here; 
the end-stopped “mound” and “replanted” are sepa-
rated by white space, showing us the gap between the 
reconstruction of self and, as a result, its destruction. 
To mend, Guignard seems to say, is to violate. Sounds 
reinforce the violence of living, the hard “c” and “k” of 
scar, ink, cut, sketch make us feel the slice of the knife 
as we hold our breath for the promise of “flowers.” 
   Duality interests Guignard on every level. In “This 
World Without You” the speaker addresses her 

now-deceased mother through the natural world, find-
ing Nature’s rhythmic cycle of loss and renewal both 
frustrating and comforting:

   …This is not a contradiction,
   just a fact of nature,

   like how the beavers’ damage
   brings renewal; older rock lies down
   on top of young; and rhododendrons,

   leaves curled tight, flaunt buds
   that wear tall caps of snow.
   They act certain spring will come….” (ll. 29-36)

   Lines are taut and powerful, chiseled to reveal the 
strong consonants that rock us forward. Only “snow” 
takes a breath before we begin the next line and 
anticipate “spring.” All the other lines push one into 
the next, like the relentless onslaught of death the 
speaker experiences and endures. Notice that the 
speaker distances herself from those that are sure 
about spring’s arrival: They act certain. The speaker 
exists in doubt.
   What resonates at the center of this chapbook is  
the gritty toughness of a survivor with all of her 
earned empathy. She takes this toughness into the 
world with her, instills it now in her own little girls, 

Young at the Time of Letting Go 
Lilace Mellin Guignard
Evening Street Press. 2016. 34pp. $10 (paperback).
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Pedaling the Sacrifice Zone: Teaching, 
Writing, and Living above the Marcellus 
Shale by Jimmy Guignard

chapter entitled “The Middle Finger of Progress,” that 
tone is surely achieved.
   The tenor of the book, however, goes beyond that, 
mixing scholarly analysis with the rough edges of the 
rugged outdoorsman. Another risk of this project is 
that it could, ironically, become just another piece of 
angry rhetoric. But Guignard works honestly toward 
his goal of analyzing the language involved in this 
discourse, a high-stakes conversation he is intimately 
a part of as he and his wife explore whether to keep 
their house in town or move to a more rural home on 
Pickle Hill, closer to the land in which the gas indus-
try was becoming more and more present in the late 
aughts. He shows this commitment to his rhetorical 
goals in the aforementioned “Middle Finger of Prog-
ress,” the third chapter:  
 
“As we were looking at houses, the industry told 
us one story about gas. Academics told us another. 
Politicians told us another. Activists told us another. 
Friends told us yet another. … The messages over-
lapped one another and came in the form of websites, 
press releases, TV, radio, and print advertisements, 
letters, contracts, phone messages, billboards and 
signs, news coverage, blogs, art (quilts, photogra-
phy, pottery, and pastel landscapes, to name a few), 
bumper stickers, protests, books, bills, policy state-
ments, scientific research, Google groups, and public 
meetings. The flurry of words flew around the county 
like a February snow” (77-78).  
 
While clearly written by someone who opposes drill-
ing, the book represents a true effort to explore all the 
different rhetorical vantage points.
   Another risk of this project, one so personally 
centered around the life of a cyclist, academic, and 
family man, is that it could become a monochromatic 
memoir of “One Resident’s Tale of Living (and Pedal-
ing) Through the Gas Boom.” Guignard’s examination 

of this rhetorical debate is, of course, centered on his 
connection to the land, his intense devotion to ped-
aling the roads and highways that weave a complex 
web through the “sacrifice zone” being drilled in his 
backyard. He writes,  
 
“While all this rhetoric was flung about the coun-
ty from 2009 to 2011 – the industry attempting to 
convince people to see the place as a resource, the 
naysayers questioning the industry’s perspective – I 
kept riding my bike. The crunching gravel under 
my tires; the wind whistling through my helmet; the 
fatigue building in my legs; the chance sighting of a 
grouse, bobcat, or bear; the bullshitting and sprinting 
with my friends kept my worries burned off.” But, 
instead of letting it devolve into biking war stories, he 
uses cycling as a framework for the bigger narrative; 
he writes, “Cycling as a retreat began to change. 
On many rides, the sight of a well pad or the throaty 
grinding of a drill bit cutting into the Pennsylvania 
earth snapped me out of the present and into guess-
ing about the future.” (120-121)  

   As Guignard navigates among the different  
sub-plots – searching for a house in the country, 
pedaling on roads increasingly crowded with truck 
traffic, trying to keep his family safe, worrying about 
preserving the ecosystem—he ultimately produces 
a complex narrative. It is a story about his personal 
attempt to live through what he sees as an assault on 
the pristine land of Tioga County. It is a story about 
the unexpected, complex forces that impacted the 
decision he and his wife were making about whether 
to move to “the country.” But, in carefully assessing 
the language of the gas companies, the editorial de-
cisions in news coverage, the words of protesters, and 
the academic discourse surrounding it all, he makes  
it more than a singular memoir of someone opposed 
to industrial development. 
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   Nearly a decade after the beginning of the Marcel-
lus Shale natural gas boom in Pennsylvania, the state 
now finds itself on the other side of the boom-bust 
cycle. The number of wells has declined precipitously, 
as the price of natural gas has plummeted. Environ-
mentalists, energy experts, economists, politicians, 
academics, and journalists have, from the very start, 
vigorously dissected the issue, describing drilling as 
everything from a panacea for all the woes of the  
Keystone State to a demon bound to poison thousands 
and destroy the state’s wilderness and way of life. It 
is in this context that Jimmy Guignard, an associate 
professor of English at Mansfield University, aims in 
Pedaling the Sacrifice Zone: Teaching, Writing, and 
Living above the Marcellus Shale to bring a passionate 
but nuanced voice into the discussion—from the  
perspective of an avid bicyclist, rhetoric specialist, 
writer, husband, father and teacher working and living 
in the heart of drilling country, northcentral Pennsyl-
vania’s Tioga County. 
   Guignard’s challenge is to walk a balanced line: not 
to write a memoir, or to tear off the screed of an angry 
activist, but rather to present a detailed rhetorical 

analysis of the way all sides in the debate use  
language to pursue their goals. Of course, Guignard 
has his own slants and interests that could potentially 
derail the project, keeping it from thoughtful, semi-de-
tached analysis. Guignard is a transplanted North 
Carolinian who has fallen in love with Pennsylvania’s 
outdoors and wants to see it preserved. As a bicyclist, 
he logs 3,000 miles a year on the county’s roadways 
and found himself increasingly dodging truck traffic 
as the industry amped up. As a writer, he comes 
into this project having blogged ardently about the 
drilling industry. As a husband and father, his words 
are framed by concerns for his family’s safety and for 
protecting their shared love of the outdoors. But he 
also writes as someone who understands the economy 
of Pennsylvania, a traditionally agrarian state that 
has seen many important industries (and the jobs 
they bring) come and go. He also takes a risk in his 
style of writing, by selecting, as he says in the preface, 
a tone informed by the fact that he was a “redneck 
before I was an academic” and wants his story read 
as though over an outdoor fire and a beer (or some 
bourbon), rather than as an academic paper. With a 
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   His personal views still drive the book, as evidenced 
by his concluding words: “We’re jumping into another 
kind of abyss if we don’t get a grip on this extractive 
industry thing. Rhetoric helped get us here. And 
rhetoric will help us make the changes we need to 
make. How we view land is how we use land. That’s 
driven by rhetoric, and we can change it.” (217) But his 
rhetorical exploration here, where he shows the words 
used by all sides of the debate, is what makes this 
book more than activism. In combining his personal 
experiences living and riding through the “sacrifice 
zone,” his expertise as a writing teacher, and research 
that provides a solid framework of writing about 
nature and theories on rhetoric, he has produced a 
work that straddles classifications. This is a personal 
story, yes. This is a story by someone who is angry 
about industry impinging on a natural land he loves, 
but it is not a narrative of activist rage—it is one of 
someone genuinely looking to answer the questions 
behind that frustration. The book has echoes of John 
McPhee, Rachel Carson and other nonfiction writers 
who have delved into the crises that besiege natural 
lands, but do so with narrative not invective. Pedaling 
the Sacrifice Zone is a story told through a lens that 
is thoughtful, personal, and scholarly, one that shows 
the impact of Pennsylvania’s gas boom from a freshly 
nuanced perspective.
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Critici 
sm    Dialogic logophilia, sex, and hunger form a humor-

ous blend that counters the darkness of, arguably, the 
most unsettling of Samuel Beckett’s absurdist plays. 
The three male speaking characters of Endgame 
can be read as surprisingly funny as they flounder, 
frustrated and deteriorated, in their postapocalyptic 
world of self-enclosure and uncertainty. Their ironic 
dialogue reveals desires that cannot be met; Beck-
ett’s self-contradictory characters are infatuated with 
sexuality but fear the results of sexual activity and 
are limited by their restrictive setting; and they also 
seek sensual gratification in food and its elimination, 
though the only form of food that appears onstage is 
one hard biscuit. While their pervasive interests in 
sex and food are on display for the reader, Beckett’s 
male characters express awareness that they are being 
scrutinized as they “break the fourth wall.” This fore-
sight serves to heighten the impact of their crass and 
witty wordplay. Nagg, Hamm, and Clov display a clear 
sense that their situation is not “real,” but rather that 
they reside within a text written for performance on 
stage; they reflect on being characters and occasion-
ally consider their situation as if they were Endgame 

readers like the audience, looking at themselves in 
the text. Beckett cleverly and consistently writes 
dialogue that helps the male characters define their 
infatuations and juxtaposes that dialogue with the 
dark situation of the play itself–a situation that renders 
those infatuations insatiable; in doing so, he creates a 
disturbing, but at times uproariously funny, absurdist 
play. Critics and characters agree: Valerie Topsfield 
calls Endgame a “serious ‘laugh at what is unhappy’” 
(30), and, tellingly, in the play itself, Nell tells Nagg, 
“Nothing is funnier than unhappiness” (18).
   Sexuality in Endgame is both silly and sad, and it 
acts as a predominant theme on the male characters’ 
minds. This in itself is comical, as the literal and 
emotional barriers to any physical sexual encounter 
taking place are both numerous and insurmountable. 
The difficulties are especially apparent in Nagg’s 
dialogue with Nell regarding their romantic relation-
ship. The legless elderly couple apparently cannot 
leave their trashcans/bins, where they reside for the 
entirety of the drama, but Nagg fears Nell will leave 
him (19). His fear is doubly ironic in that Nell can  
never desert him unless a third party moves her, but 
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   This debilitating problem, however, does not pre-
vent Hamm from dwelling on sex even in more  
introspective moments. Hamm is strangely con-
cerned with his stuffed dog’s sex (40). The language 
regarding simple affection for a favorite toy and 
intense sexual desire blends, bordering on bestiality. 
Alone, Hamm heatedly tells himself, “Lick your neigh-
bor as yourself!” and mentions “petting parties” (68-9) 
in a soliloquy after Clov leaves the room.
   Nagg and Hamm are not the only male characters 
entrapped by sexual desires. Clov is also tormented 
with sexual dilemmas. He endures Hamm’s teasing 
of his “seeds,” which can be interpreted as sperm. 
Hamm questions whether Clov’s seeds have come 
up and whether Clov scratched near them (13). Be-
sides Hamm’s sexual punning, he endures a flea or 
crablouse living in his pants and resorts to pouring 
a powdered insecticide down them (34). The mental 
image of Clov frantically dumping powder inside his 
waistband is simultaneously horrifying and humor-
ous. Certainly Clov may kill the pest, but he may 
also do significant damage to his virility. Worse, he 
concludes that the insect might still be alive, merely 
waiting, concealed, “laying doggo” (34).
   The male characters’ infatuation with sexuality is 
especially humorous and absurd because they fear the 
results of sexual activity in a postapocalyptic world 
that presumably needs many more inhabitants if the 
human race is to continue. Nell, the only maternal 
womb in their world, is at her age no longer a source 
of potential procreation. Unless others are born via 
some other woman, the world–even the dark, limited 
world they know–will end. Yet Nagg, Hamm, and Clov 
belittle each other’s sexual decisions even regarding 
their own existence, and their constant griping marks 
dissatisfaction with each other’s presence. For exam-
ple, Nagg cruelly explains that he fathered Hamm 
because he didn’t know his progeny would be Hamm 
(49). Much earlier, Hamm calls his father “Accursed 

she is not really “with” Nagg, either. Their together-
ness is greatly limited. They can scratch each other 
“lower down. In the hollow” (19), but their lips can 
never physically touch. When Nell awakes, she pre-
sumes Nagg is thinking of their relationship; she asks 
her partner, “What is it, my pet? Time for love?” (14). It 
seems she knows her husband’s mind; she predicts his 
need for physical contact. Nagg asks her to kiss him, 
but their heads cannot touch (14); there is too large a 
distance between their garbage cans. Nagg and Nell 
make literal the proverb, “So close, and yet so far.”
Nagg also expresses his sexual difficulties in his lan-
guage directed to Clov and Hamm. Shortly after his 
verbal exchange with Nell, Nagg repeatedly calls out, 
“Me pap!” (9). Is he telling Hamm, “I’m your father,” 
referring to his patriarchal relationship to Hamm? 
Beckett could be referring to other denotations of 
“pap” beyond “papa”–a mother’s (or lover’s) nipple, 
soft food specifically prepared for infants, or worth-
less ideas. Each of these definitions is a possibility in 
Endgame: Nagg appears sexually frustrated, locked 
in a trashcan, separated from his mate, condemned 
to perpetual childhood, and discarded by society and 
his own family. And because there is no pap left, he 
does not receive what he wants. Clov gives Nagg a 
biscuit instead of pap. If the reader assumes that Clov 
interprets Nagg’s cry for “pap” as liquid baby food, his 
nutritive substitute is understandable. Nagg’s reply, 
“It’s hard! I can’t” (10) is also clear; as an elderly man, 
Nagg is probably missing teeth and cannot physically 
chew the food. If the reader assumes that Nagg means 
sex when he cries out for “pap,” his response to the 
biscuit is equally understandable as a crude sexual 
metaphor. Also, the reader should not forget that 
Nagg’s short story of a tailor, told a few pages later, is 
littered with sexual language: “a snug crotch is always 
a teaser . . . ‘I’ve made a balls of the fly’ . . . a smart fly 
is a stiff proposition . . . the bluebells are blowing and 
he ballockses the buttonholes” (22). Here again, his 

progenitor!” (9). There is no love lost between them. 
The characters in Endgame also fear the birth of 
future generations or present life outside their little 
room. Hamm, fearing Clov’s flea, cries, “But humanity 
might start from there all over again! Catch him, for 
the love of God!” (33). When Clov sights the unnamed 
small boy on the horizon, he intends to take Hamm’s 
gaff and investigate (78); does he intend to use the 
gaff as a weapon and kill the child? He calls the boy  
a “potential procreator” (78) to explain his incredulity 
when Hamm commands him to stay.
   Discussion of appetite naturally leads from sex to 
food; John Coveney notes the link between the plea-
sures, recognized by humans as early as the ancient 
Greeks (vii, 12). While their sexual preoccupation 
both makes the reader blush and laugh and marks 
Nagg, Hamm, and Clov as frustrated and complex 
humans, their lust for nutritional forms of sensual 
gratification functions in a similar fashion. They talk 
of food but apparently don’t eat, with one possible 
exception: stage directions indicate Nagg holds a 
“Spratt’s medium” dog biscuit in his mouth early in 
the drama (but then returns it to his hand) (10, 13). 
Although no Endgame character visibly chews and 
swallows any food, the entire digestive process from 
tasting food to voiding waste products ironically 
consumes each of them. For Hamm and Clov, their 
names denote food; the father is the “ham” of the play, 
desiring center stage both literally and figuratively, 
while constantly requiring his son’s assistance. Clov, 
like cloves to a ham, “spices” up his father’s existence 
and makes it bearable. Like sex, nutritional refresh-
ment is always on the Endgame characters’ minds but 
is not readily available.
   As mentioned above, Nagg’s first words in Endgame 
are a possible request for liquid nutrition. While he 
can be eloquent, speaking philosophically and poeti-
cally of fatherhood and happiness in a soliloquy later 
in the text (56), his apparently overwhelming hunger 

expression of his needs are cut short, as Hamm  
trumpets, “Silence!” (23).
   Sexual frustration is passed from father to son. 
Nagg’s son experiences sexual difficulties, and 
Hamm’s dialogue with Clov comically reveals his 
torment. His apparent father-son relationship with 
Clov necessitates their celibacy; a physical relation-
ship between them would be incestuous, and no 
one else exists–except one small boy on the horizon 
who may be a phantasm himself–who can form a 
relationship with either Hamm or Clov. This does 
not prevent Hamm from telling Clov, “I feel a little 
queer” (4); Beckett’s word choice could mean either 
uncomfortable, as Hamm probably intends, but it 
nevertheless has connotations of homosexuality. 
Early on, the father and son do parody a romantic 
relationship. Hamm asks Clov why he stays with him, 
and Clov replies, “Why do you keep me?” (6). A few 
lines later, Hamm condemns Clov for leaving him, not 
loving him, loving him once, and making him suffer 
(6)–all accusations one expects to hear in a heated 
break-up of a romantic relationship. He asks Clov to 
kiss him goodbye (45) and before the conclusion he 
again implores his son to kiss him and hold his hand 
(67). Hamm awkwardly must clarify where he wants 
Clov to kiss him (67); why would he need to specify? 
Hamm’s teasing Clov’s inability to procreate indicates 
that speaking of sex is no substitute for the physical 
act; after he questions Clov, he concludes, “This is 
not much fun” (13). His next command to Clov is to 
“be off” (14). Both of these statements can be read as 
having sexual connotations.
   Hamm’s own body limits his sexuality. He apparent-
ly cannot move from his chair without help. He must 
wait for Clov to assist him when he wishes to move or 
know the conditions outside or hold his stuffed dog, 
for example. Further, his extreme physical disabilities 
suggest that he may not be able to consummate physi-
cally a relationship were he able to leave his chair.     
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to biological voiding. Hamm tells his son, “I’d like 
to pee” (24). One line later, he adds, “Time enough” 
(24). Does this mean he is unable to hold his urine? 
Shortly after, when Clov inquires, “What about that 
pee?,” Hamm declares, “I’m having it” (34). If he did 
not relieve himself before, he apparently does now as 
he sits in his chair. Again, the overwhelming gross-
ness of leaving digestive waste products out in the 
open can make one laugh, especially when the reader 
remembers Clov’s obsessive emphasis on cleaning 
throughout Endgame.
   Through his dialogue suggestive of sensual gratifi-
cation, Beckett allows Endgame’s reader to be a  
voyeur of sorts, peeking in on the characters’ verbal-
ized dreams of sex and food as they try to make sense 
of their aloneness. There are no other people in their 
world, and their food supply is scant at best. As they 
grapple with these issues of sex and nutrition, we  
observe their struggles. In a final ironic twist that 
adds yet another layer of humor, Beckett’s characters 
seem to be aware that their struggles are on display. 
They reveal self-consciousness, a sense of their own 
acting on Beckett’s stage. They seem to know that 
readers are, in a sense, peeking past metaphorical 
bedroom, dining room, and bathroom doors. For 
example, Hamm refers to his own aside and final 
soliloquy (78). Clov jokes to Hamm, “You and I, mean 
something!” (33), precisely as the critical audience 
attempts to find meaning in the characters’ dialogue. 
Clov announces that he is “making an exit” (81), 
thus preparing the reader for the conclusion of the 
play. Beckett himself inserts multiple jokes about the 
audience’s perception of his play’s twisted humor. 
Clov picks up the telescope, points it at the audience, 
and declares, “I see…a multitude…in transports…of joy. 
That’s what I call a magnifier” (29). Halfway through 
the play, Hamm asks, “Do you not think this has gone 
on long enough?” (45). One could define the unspeci-
fied “this” as Endgame.

in the first few pages undermines his ability to speak 
complete sentences. In his hunger for sweets, he suc-
cumbs to baby-talk, and the image of a bibbed infant 
banging his spoon on his highchair comes to mind. 
Theodor W. Adorno notes Nagg’s regression into 
“bestiality [and] drooling infancy” (99). When Clov 
gives Nagg a biscuit, he, like an infant, does not im-
mediately eat it. Rather, he finds temporary pleasure 
in its physical properties other than taste. Beckett’s 
directions for Nagg’s actor instruct him to finger and 
smell the biscuit (10). Soon after, Nagg finds satisfac-
tion in sharing his nutritive enjoyment; he proudly 
offers Nell three-quarters of the beloved snack (18). 
In exchange for enduring his son’s long story, he 
requests a sugar-plum (49). After the story’s conclu-
sion, he reverts to baby-talk again, calling out, “Me 
sugar-plum!” (55). When Hamm assures him there are 
no more sugar-plums, Nagg speaks at length, using 
his love for food as a metaphor for the emotional bond 
between a father and son. He says of the now nonex-
istent Turkish Delight, “there is nothing in the world I 
love more” (56). Alas, there are no more sugar-plums 
or Turkish Delight, and probably few biscuits as well.
Though Clov does not dwell on food as extensively as 
Nagg does in his conversations with other characters 
throughout Endgame, he frequently retreats to the 
conventional site for food preparation. His refuge is 
the kitchen adjoining the central room. It is the only 
other setting besides the main room in which the 
action takes place, and it remains hidden offstage to 
Nagg, Nell, Hamm, and the audience; thus, the only 
gateway any of the characters or readers have into 
Clov’s safe place is via his dialogue. Through his 
speech, Clov reveals that, ironically, rather than being 
a place of food and warmth, the kitchen in Endgame 
holds a mysterious cupboard that contains poison 
of some sort; there is no mention of it storing any-
thing of real nutritive value. When Hamm asks why 
Clov doesn’t end his life, Clov replies, “I don’t know 

   In Revelation 10:9, an angel instructs John to take 
the open book in his hand and eat it, prophesying, 
“it shall make thy belly bitter, but it shall be in thy 
mouth sweet as honey” (Holy 910). Endgame is simi-
lar, though inverting the biblical chronology of taste 
(from sweet-then-bitter to bitter-then-sweet): initially, 
Endgame seems a text of only illusory hope, if not 
utter hopelessness. Critiqued, it overflows with subtle 
sensual humor as readers both identify with the 
self-conscious characters’ human cravings and laugh 
at their insatiability. Ultimately, the drama’s humor-
ous wordplay softens the sharp edges of its disturbing 
postapocalyptic vision. As voyeur “consuming” the 
tragicomic text of Endgame, the perceptive reader 
ultimately gains some sensual gratification of his or 
her own.
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the combination of the cupboard” (8). When Hamm 
echoes his question midway through the play, he 
offers to provide the combination if Clov promises to 
kill him (37). The unexpectedly twisted and mysteri-
ous nature of the kitchen and Clov’s definition of food 
as poison are both darkly comic.
   After food is consumed, of necessity its waste 
products must leave the body. This fundamental 
biological fact is not lost on Nagg, Hamm, or Clov. 
Just as Leopold Bloom finds primal satisfaction when 
he relieves himself at the conclusion of “Calypso” in 
Ulysses (Joyce 56), the male characters in Endgame 
are familiar with the natural biological gratification of 
excreting. Thus, subtle scatological humor emerges in 
the conversations between the Endgame characters.
During Nagg and Nell’s first conversation in End-
game, they speak of sawdust-turned-to-sand that lines 
their trashcans. While Hamm guards his toy dog, his 
parents are relegated to the role of ordinary house 
pets. While most ordinary dogs are given attention 
and taken outside to relieve themselves, cats are 
usually left alone and get boxes of cat litter. Like cats, 
Nagg and Nell are never taken outside–much less out 
of their trashcans. They are condemned to their own 
“cat litter,” day after day. The image of two elderly 
people, helplessly sitting in their own excrement day 
after day, is disgusting, but the dialogue between 
Nagg and Nell and the flippancy with which they 
abandon discussion of it when they realize they can 
do nothing about it is comical. Ironically, after Nagg 
exclaims, “I won’t have it!”–referring to Clov’s refusal 
to remove his dirtied sand and give him fresh sand–
he offers Nell a piece of his biscuit (17). That biscuit, 
after passing through the digestive tract, is the very 
object that will necessitate changing the sand! Yet 
neither character seems to notice. Though hardly 
coprophilic, they are not overwhelmingly disturbed 
by the presence of their waste.
  Like Nagg, Hamm extends his phallic preoccupation 
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alization (Williams 128). Her and Feed also share the 
tradition of the cyberpunk genre to the extent that 
they challenge the dualistic conception of technology 
and the self (Foster xii). Both the film and the text 
explore the ways that personalization technologies 
respond to and transform user behavior and are 
embedded in every facet of society. The characteri-
zations in Feed and Her help illustrate how users are 
bound to personalization technologies in ways that 
are alienating and exploitative, highlighting personal-
ization technologies as integral to regimes of capital 
accumulation under post-Fordist societies of control. 
A close reading of these works assists in making the 
exploitation and surveillance underpinning personal-
ization visible, and ultimately, contestable. 
 
From Mass Culture to Personalization
   It was the Frankfurt School that addressed the 
relationship between mass culture and standardized 
production. The role of marketing under Fordism was 
to unify heterogeneous and fragmented markets so 
standardized goods could be distributed to consum-
ers with greater efficiency and profitability. Fordism 
allowed for the production of mass standardized 
goods in which the sameness of the product was key 
to its ability to be produced cheaply and efficiently 
(Lampel and Mintzberg). For the Frankfurt School, 
the standardization and homogeneity of mass cultural 
production were masked by the ideological construc-
tions of freedom, individualism, and choice (Adorno 
and Horkheimer 94).
   While the Frankfurt School argued that new 
technologies enabled standardized mass consumer 
culture to flourish under the guise of providing choice 
and a sense of individuality through the procurement 
of commodities, they did not consider the subject 
and these objectifying technologies as co-consti-
tutive. The subject was repressed by, not produced 
within, mass culture. The theorization of power as 

repressive rather than productive led the Frankfurt 
School to imagine a subject who could recuperate her 
lost authenticity and individuality, and this is what 
personalization discourse purportedly provides; the 
opportunity for consumption and attentiveness to 
be authentic and individualized. However, follow-
ing Gilles Deleuze, processes of subjectivation and 
individuation precede the formation of the subject 
(Two Regimes of Madness 341). In other words, there 
is no “authentic” subject-position to return to because 
technological, institutional, and social regimes help 
construct subjects as individuals. What the Frankfurt 
School described in their analysis of mass culture 
was a process that not only objectified subjects in its 
mode of production but also functioned, I argue, as a 
process of constructing individuals as such; consum-
ers were constructed as subjects whose individuality 
was expressed through the act of making choices 
between consumer products. These processes contin-
ue to inform the relationship between subjects and 
personalization technologies, structuring the way 
users understand their relationship to the technology 
as beneficial. 
   While industrialization demanded standardized and 
depersonalized production in order to reduce costs, 
computerization has allowed for the development of 
cheap and easy methods for personalization. Contem-
porary marketing and business literature describes 
personalization as a technological, cultural and eco-
nomic transformation away from the standardization 
of mass culture and towards a horizon of differentia-
tion, customization, and the privileging of consumer 
values and expectations (Davenport and Beck 123). 
This discourse frames personalization as allowing 
us to go beyond the limitations of standardization, 
where the production process relegated consumers to 
a position of passive consumption. Mark Andrejevic 
describes the discourse of the new media economy as 
a “now-it-can-be-told” promotional strategy: “It turns 
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   Personalization is a pervasive cultural logic that 
increasingly structures today’s economic and social 
institutions. From Netflix and Amazon recommen-
dations to banking, insurance, health and education 
services, online shopping, and social networking, 
personalization is used to customize services, con-
tent, and goods. The promise of personalization is 
that it will cater to an individual’s tastes, preferences, 
desires, and needs, and yet, its primary function is to 
rationalize new techniques of capital accumulation. 
Personalization refers to the web of technological 
apparatuses and cultural practices that generate in-
formation about consumer behaviors, buying habits, 
and demographic data to market goods and services 
to target audiences, increasing the likelihood of a 
return on capitalist investment.
   It is the Frankfurt School critique of mass culture, 
where the culture industry masks the standardiza-
tion, objectification, and exploitation inherent in the 
capitalist organization of labor and leisure, which 
personalization discourse— championed by digi-
tal marketing insiders and leading tech industry 
economists— purports to have overcome. Both the 
Frankfurt School and personalization discourse are 
critical of Fordist mass marketing on the grounds 
that it is homogenized, standardized, inauthentic, 
and encourages passivity. And yet, while personaliza-
tion claims to provide customized and individually 

tailored results, services, and products, it extends the 
cultural logic of mass culture: the use of choice and 
an emphasis on individuality to make standardized 
goods desirable. Today, with personalization, we see 
the emergence of technological utopianism under 
what has been described as the Californian ideology: 
the fusion of radical individualism, libertarianism, 
and neoliberal economics with a technologically 
deterministic vision of a more perfect future; subjects 
are imagined as empowered with increased consumer 
choice and access to information (Barbrook and Cam-
eron 45). This vision emerged alongside, and grew 
out of, the 20th century counterculture critique of 
alienation and hierarchy and a demand for individual 
freedom (Turner 6).
   Both the young adult novel, Feed, by M.T. Anderson, 
and the film, Her, written and directed by Spike Jonze, 
imagine a future in which information technologies 
have come to structure every facet of existence and 
where the main protagonists understand themselves 
as the subjects 21st century techno-utopian ideology 
presupposes: the freely-thinking, desiring subject of 
liberal-consumer discourse, empowered through the 
freedom to choose and the ability to exercise con-
trol over technology. These works are symptomatic 
of what Raymond Williams might call a “structure 
of feeling,” where fictions grapple with the shifting 
social and economic relations produced under person-

Personalization Technologies  
in Her and Feed
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choice suggestions when the characters communi-
cate, and encourages subjects to keep up with the 
rhythms of capital—new trends, hairstyles, products, 
and the ever-present flow of information. 
   The actual productive apparatus underpinning the 
feed is predicated on the mass aggregation of data, 
and yet, the feed hails Titus as an individual, covering 
over the ways personalization technology is predi-
cated on the fragmentation of individuals into data, 
which can then be aggregated, packaged, sorted, and 
sold. In other words, personalization technologies are 
seemingly individualized, but in actuality, they work 
precisely through the data aggregation of the masses 
in order to allocate mass produced goods to target 
markets. The feed reinforces Titus’s sense of individ-
uality by engaging with Titus by name and helping 
him to overcome indecision, one of the anxieties 
made possible by increased consumer choice and 
seemingly unconstrained access to information. All of 
Titus’s time and experiences are subject to mediation 
by the feed and administered for the purposes of 
maximizing profit and maintaining his compliance 
with his own domination while the world around him 
crumbles. His every experience is commodified and 
his desire is preempted. For instance, when Titus and 
his father express interest in purchasing a car and 
struggle to decide on a model given the abundance of 
choice, Titus is confronted with the following visual 
from his feed:
 
   Dodge was bannering me with me driving, and all  
   of these people in bikinis stuffed into the car with  
   me, this big party, and with a beach ball, too, like I  
   could be the scene; and Nongen, who made the  
   Swarp, was showing a romantic drive through the  
   mountains with just me and Violet, who they got  
   pretty much right, except they made her taller and  
   with bigger boobs, and they made her cheeks kind  
   of sparkly in a way that, if it were really happening,  

I would try to wipe off with a facecloth. (Anderson 
123)
Titus ends up choosing the Dodge; perhaps because 
it offered a more successful personalized vision of 
the future he could have, if only he were to purchase 
it. In both cases, Titus’s investment in popularity and 
desirability are central to the ads, and both seek to 
nudge his buying decisions through the commodifica-
tion of his desires. 
   It is not surprising that Titus finds satisfaction in 
the feed, given its ability to tailor advertisements to 
his tastes and preferences. While this ability is contin-
gent upon the constant monitoring of Titus’s thoughts 
and behavior, Titus emphasizes the ways the feed is 
able to consummate his desires and assist him with 
overcoming consumer indecision: 
 
   It knows everything you want and hope for, some 
   times before you even know what those things are. It  
   can tell you how to get them, and help you make  
   buying decisions that are hard. Everything we  
   think and feel is taken in by the corporations,  
   mainly data ones like Feedlink and OnFeed and  
   American Feedware, and they make a special pro 
   file, one that’s keyed just to you, and then they give  
   it to their branch companies, or other companies  
   buy them, and they can get to know what it is we  
   need, so all you have to do is want something and  
   there’s a chance it will be yours. (Anderson 47)
 
   The feeds are personalized through the ability to 
aggregate data about the entire feed user base and 
create sophisticated profiles for target marketing. For 
Andrejevic, surveillance is more readily accepted in 
the workplace than at home because, “Surveillance, 
within this schema, is associated with time that is 
not free, but which is subject to the asymmetrical 
power relations of the workplace, underwritten by 
the worker’s subordination to those who control the 
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out that critical theorists were right about industrial 
capitalism all along: it is oppressive, top-down, and 
alienating after all. We can finally admit this because 
now we have the technology to leave it all behind” 
(“Estrangement 2.0” 1). Personalization discourse 
appropriates the Frankfurt School critique of mass 
culture in order to differentiate itself from previous 
modes of production.
   The Frankfurt School identified choice as a tech-
nique of social control and a way of perpetuating the 
capitalist organization of production and consump-
tion. With personalization, however, the emphasis 
is not on the manufacturing of consumer demand 
for standardized products but on using information 
consumers produce about themselves when browsing 
and consuming to determine which products to offer 
them (Davenport and Beck 124). This helps to train 
consumers to be “better choosers,” empowered by 
personalization discourse to sort through options and 
indicate preferences. Subjects are rendered individu-
ally responsible for what previously, in standardized 
production, required investment on behalf of capital 
in consumer polling. These choice-making behaviors 
produce profit for those who own the information the 
consumer produces about herself. 
   It can be argued that what the Frankfurt School 
understood was mass culture as a disciplinary 
mechanism that positioned individuals as consumers 
within a mass for the purpose of producing demand 
and perpetuating capitalist relations of power. With 
personalization technology, the degree to which 
subjects are fragmented into data, characteristics, and 
behavioral patterns is further intensified, and this 
aggregation of information culminates in powerful 
vehicles of accumulation for capital under societies 
of control; societies structured according to the rapid 
and flexible accumulation of information at all times, 
made possible by the ubiquity of workplace and 
leisure-time surveillance (Deleuze, “Postscript” 7). 

The exploitation, surveillance, and data aggregation 
inherent to personalization is masked by the way 
personalization discourse frames the technology as 
individualized, transparent, and able to differentiate 
commodities and services for each user. Thus, forms 
of ubiquitous monitoring and capital accumulation 
can persist without inciting critique from many users. 
 
Personalization in Feed 
   The understanding of personalization as a com-
mercial form of surveillance and social control is 
articulated in M.T. Anderson’s young adult novel 
Feed. The feed, a device implanted at birth in one’s 
brain allowing one to access the Feednet, and in turn, 
an endless supply of personalized news, commod-
ities, and services, is a clear outgrowth of the shift 
from mass culture to personalization outlined above. 
The feed is framed as a highly personalized service, 
designed to serve the every whim and desire of the 
subject within which it is lodged, and to help admin-
ister every aspect of the characters’ lives. It exists in 
a world in which environmental pollution has reached 
such a degree that the earth is almost uninhabitable. 
Language and communication have degenerated due 
to the dependence on technology. The narrator, Titus, 
is a teenager desperately seeking thrills and stimula-
tion through his consumption. Given Titus’s affluent 
class position, he has had the most sophisticated 
model of the feed implanted at birth. He describes 
the feed as the following: “there’s that silence when 
you’re driving home alone in the upcar and there’s 
nothing but the feed telling you, This is the music you 
heard. This is the music you missed. This is what is 
new. Listen. And it would be good to have someone 
to download with” (Anderson 4). The feed bombards 
Titus with advertisements, prices, government propa-
ganda, and information about the products he comes 
across. It allows for private communications, assists 
with purchases and information sorting, makes word 
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sumers are shown and when. Regardless of the degree 
to which Titus is removed from sites of control within 
his daily life—his lack of awareness and inability to 
effect meaningful political and environmental change 
because all information and participation is mediated, 
and therefore controlled, by the feed—he is able to 
exercise a degree of choice in his consumption and 
leisure. The exercise of choice functions to reinforce 
the liberal-democratic discourse which frames con-
sumers as individual and empowered choice-makers 
while masking the relations of power delimiting what 
spheres choice can be exercised within.
   The degeneration of language in Feed due to the 
over-reliance on the feed for all communication and 
information can be read as a fictional consequence 
of what Frederic Kaplan describes as “linguistic cap-
italism,” where linguistic sub-markets that monetize 
certain key words and phrases mediate language use 
online (Kaplan 28). When Titus first meets Violet, he 
finds himself struggling to describe his desire for her: 
“Her spine. Maybe it was her spine. Maybe it wasn’t 
her face. Her spine was, I didn’t know the word. Her 
spine was like…? The feed suggested ‘supple’” (Ander-
son 14). Language has degenerated due to the domi-
nance of information technologies and subjects’ reli-
ance on these technologies for communication. These 
apparatuses inevitably shape linguistic behavior, 
patterns, and expectations. As Kaplan explains, under 
linguistic capitalism, the most referenced keywords 
and phrases, their correlation to user relevancy, and 
the page rank are used to create a linguistic market 
where advertisers and businesses pay Google based 
on the algorithm’s valuation of all of these factors (Ka-
plan 28). While the regularization of language versus 
its degeneration are different phenomena, certainly 
both emerge due to the mediating role of person-
alization technologies and the underlying markets 
made possible through information sorting technol-
ogies, shaping and economizing the use of language. 

According to Kaplan, linguistic capitalism pushes the 
regularization of language by inadvertently condi-
tioning users to type specific phrases and words that 
are highly valued. In our contemporary moment, con-
sumption and attentiveness are directly productive of 
data, underwritten by submarkets where producers, 
advertisers, and tech corporations shape and accu-
mulate value out of user linguistic behavior. In the 
case of Titus, the feed’s ability to assist him with his 
language choices helps Titus to remain unaware of 
the consequences of the technology on his ability to 
communicate and form meaningful connections with 
others. Simultaneously, the feed is taking stock of 
Titus’s desire for Violet and will later instrumentalize 
this desire for marketing purposes. 
   While an abundance of information produces con-
ditions of uncertainty and anxiety that the subjects 
of Feed then remedy using personalization technol-
ogy, personalization also reflects capitalism’s own 
anxieties as to whether past consumer choices are 
indicative of future ones. This is evident in the novel 
when Titus’s girlfriend, Violet, begins subverting the 
feed. Violet is one of the few characters who resists 
the feed, radicalized by her class position. Violet did 
not have the feed implanted until she was eight years 
old due to the cost as well as her father’s rejection of 
feed culture. She is therefore able to imagine a world 
not dominated by the feed. Her father, a professor, 
holds an attachment to written language and knowl-
edge long forgotten and devalued by the dominant 
culture of the feed. He initially resisted implanting 
a feed in Violet, but when not having a feed himself 
affected his employability, he determined it was a 
necessity. Violet grows consciously aware of how the 
feed mediates every aspect of existence as she begins 
to intellectualize her own alienation. She tells Titus, 
 
   Everything we’ve grown up with—the stories on the  
   feed, the games, all of that—It’s all streamlining our  
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space of production” (“The Work of Being Watched” 
236). If surveillance occurs at home, it also reveals 
that leisure time is not free, that asymmetrical power 
relations exist outside the workplace, and that home is 
also a controlled productive space. For Titus, however, 
the constant monitoring of his choices and experienc-
es is perceived as a beneficial service willing his de-
sires into being and helping to minimize the “labor” 
of decision-making under conditions of information 
abundance, rather than an encroachment of work-
place technologies for monitoring, time management, 
and profit realization. 
   Much like Anderson’s fictional world where the feed 
is used to help Titus with consumer indecision and an 
abundance of choice, today’s personalization technol-
ogies are explicitly conceptualized by the marketing 
industry as a means of overcoming information over-
load. According to Scott E. Couto, the Head of Distri-
bution at Fidelity Institutional Asset Management,
 
   As an industry, we need to think about creating a  
   personalized experience for our customers to help  
   them manage the volume and quality of information  
   they receive…Providing a personalized experience  
   can translate to business results, with e-commerce  
   juggernaut Amazon attributing 30 percent of their  
   sales to their recommendation engine. (Couto)
 
Couto’s repeated emphasis on personalization shows 
how customizing what consumers are presented with 
is thought to increase profits while delivering a “help-
ful” service to the user. In order to provide users with 
the most relevant experiences, platform providers, 
firms, and advertising agencies make use of the infor-
mation users produce about themselves to provide the 
content and goods that users are most likely to click 
on or purchase. Users are told they can overcome the 
saturation of information and choices that may not 
be most relevant to them, meaning, are least likely 

to provide a return on capitalist investment, through 
personalization and its use of relevancy as a metric.
   Personalization is thus predicated on knowing the 
consumer in order to determine relevancy, which is 
made possible through the surveillance of behavior, 
choices, and preferences. For Titus, self-expression 
and submission to technologies of commercial sur-
veillance are synonymous, as it is thought that he can 
access goods and services that reflect his individu-
alized desires by engaging with the feed and demar-
cating his likes and dislikes. He experiences empow-
erment by exercising his freedom to choose between 
the presented options. This is precisely why Titus 
likes the feed—it is even able to anticipate his desires 
before he formulates them. Titus’s understanding of 
the feed directly echoes contemporary marketing 
discourse; both conceive of personalization as help-
ing to organize the relationship between consumers 
and producers in ways that take into consideration 
individual preferences and desires as opposed to 
being a form of media that imposes uniform desire for 
standardized products. 
   Personalization and the use of information consum-
ers produce about themselves to manufacture choices, 
options, and administer which advertisements and 
products, are paired with which consumers is a means 
of predetermining the conditions of consumption in 
order to maximize returns on capitalist investment. 
These exchanges between consumers and the inter-
active personalization interfaces appear as voluntary 
even when they are structured and administered un-
der asymmetrical relations of power; Titus produces 
information about himself that he does not own. He is 
presented with “personalized” goods that are in fact 
standardized. As consumers have ever increasing 
access to information, they are provided with little 
recourse to understanding how information about the 
user is instrumentalized. Under the guise of choice 
and individuality, personalization dictates what con-
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combined and reassembled to predict and preempt 
their future desires and behavior. The information 
about Titus and Violet is aggregated with the infor-
mation of others in order to determine risk factors 
that can then be applied onto shaping the choices 
they are presented with, conditioning their possibil-
ities for thought and action while socially stratifying 
risk and opportunity. Violet’s lack of predictability 
after her subversion renders her a risk on capitalist 
investment. Her options, and access to money in 
particular, are in turn foreclosed. This reflects today’s 
common practices of digital redlining in industries 
such as insurance, health care, and banking, where 
subjects are denied access to services because they 
are perceived as financial risks. 
   Service providers use consumer data to engage in 
what Bill Davidow describes as “personal redlining” 
to limit choices and differentially price goods. This 
form of big data redlining is indebted to the 1950s 
practice of depriving services and goods to particu-
lar groups based on their gender, sexuality, and race 
that the Fair Housing Act of 1968 was supposed to 
alleviate in the context of mortgage lending practices 
(Davidow). With personal redlining, subjects who are 
perceived as worthy of investment are presented with 
better options, incentives, and prices, while others 
who are perceived as risks or whose browsing behav-
ior, demographic data, and patterns of consumption 
do not appear as viable opportunities for creating 
profit are presented with fewer or less desirable 
choices (Davidow). Rather than overt discrimination, 
“companies can smuggle proxies for race, sex, indebt-
edness, and so on into big-data sets and then draw 
correlations and conclusions that have discriminato-
ry effects” (Taylor and Sadowski). Larger structural 
inequalities are thus reproduced under the regime of 
personalization. 
 
 

Personalization in Her
   In the film, Her, written and directed by Spike 
Jonze, personalization technologies regulate social 
life through surveillance, data accumulation, and 
consumer choice, much like Titus’s feed. Her takes 
place in a near future society where alienation has 
reached such a degree that individuals outsource 
their personal card messages. Theodore Twombly, the 
main character, is one of the writers working for the 
service, beautifulhandwrittenletters.com. He is called 
letter writer #612 by his colleagues, a marker of his de-
humanization as a worker, carefully juxtaposed with 
his occupation creating highly humanized, personal 
commodities: hand-written letters on behalf of others 
who do not have the time to do so themselves. His 
office environment, while colorful, also reflects the 
Taylorization of his work-place: the maximization and 
organization of space, the use of cubicles to atom-
ize and isolate workers from one another to ensure 
productivity. Theodore uses a computer interface to 
generate these letters, verbally emoting while the 
computer creates the appearance of handwriting 
actually modeled on the client’s writing. He is able to 
look at personal pictures from his clients and tracks 
their relationships in order to write authentically as 
them. Theodore’s work reflects the normalization of 
surveillance in this imagined future, where access to 
the personal and private experiences of others is not 
only part of the production process but also socially 
acceptable. Additionally, almost all of the characters 
of Her are depicted with an individualized in-ear de-
vice allowing them to sort through information, news, 
and services. Theodore is shown on the subway skip-
ping through information pertaining to politics, but 
stops to take in the latest celebrity picture scandal, 
demonstrating a potential problem in the ability to 
personalize information: subjects are able to inces-
santly satisfy desire, regardless of whether it produces 
a less informed populace or discourages interaction 
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   personalities so we’re easier to sell to. I mean, they  
   do these demographic studies that divide everyone  
   up into a few personality types, and then you get ads  
   based on what you’re supposedly like. (Anderson 91)
Violet decides she is going to try and subvert the feed 
by confusing it with desires she doesn’t actually pos-
sess, seeking information on things she doesn’t have 
true interest in, and asking for prices on goods she 
doesn’t intend on purchasing. She performs a version 
of desire that the feed cannot accommodate, predict, 
or profit from. 
   As a consequence of Violet’s subversion, she is no 
longer perceived as a valuable investment on behalf 
of the Feed Corporation. When she needs an opera-
tion to modify her feed, which will save her life, she 
receives the following message from the feed: 
 
   Maybe, Violet, if we check out some of the great  
   bargains available to you through the feednet over  
   the next six months, we might be able to create  
   a consumer portrait of you that would interest our  
   investment team. How ‘bout it, Violet Durn? Just  
   us, you and me—girls together! Shop till you stop  
   and drop! (Anderson 247)
 
The technological apparatus itself is tasked with 
authenticating the behavior of consumers in order to 
ensure the valorization of commodities and services. 
According to the predictive analytics of the Feed  
Corporation, Violet is not perceived as a secure 
investment because of the inconsistencies in her con-
sumer profile, and thus, they deny her money to assist 
with her operation. And yet the feed still relates to  
Violet in an individualized, personalized, and 
gendered way, hoping to encourage her to perform 
a version of normalized desire which will be legible 
to the feed, and in turn, monetizable, even as her 
death becomes increasingly inevitable. What Violet’s 
engagement with the feed also reveals is that what 

personalization delivers is not what the subject neces-
sarily wants, but what an algorithm thinks a partic-
ular subject wants, based on how his or her behavior 
is measurably similar and dissimilar to others. When 
Violet is unwilling to engage in a feedback loop with 
the feed in a way that helps it to formulate its predic-
tive analytics, she becomes a subject unworthy of 
investment. Rather than Violet’s labor power, it is her 
capacity for attentiveness and consumption, and the 
predictability of that capacity, that determines her 
credit worthiness. Violet not only loses financial value 
in the eyes of corporations, but Titus increasingly 
withdraws from their relationship as well, as she is no 
longer able to assimilate into feed culture. 
   The restriction and creation of possibilities, 
choices, and options for subjects is the value of 
personalization technologies. Subjects determined 
likely to provide a return on an investment of capital 
are presented with particular options and choices, 
while predictive models of risk accrue and assemble 
information to limit the choices of others. Subjects 
are considered responsible for maintaining flexibility 
and making timely choices, while the structure of in-
formation aggregation remains impervious to social 
scrutiny as an “objective” institutional arrangement.    
As Paul Rabinow argues, 
 
   Through the use of computers, individuals sharing  
   certain traits or sets of traits can be grouped togeth 
   er in a way that not only decontextualizes them from  
   their social environment but also is nonsubjective  
   in a double sense: it is objectively arrived at, and  
   does not apply to, a subject in anything like the  
   older sense of the word (that is, the suffering, mean 
   ingfully situated integrator of social, historical and  
   bodily experiences). (Rabinow 243) 

The feed turns Titus and Violet’s choices, behaviors, 
desires and experiences into data that can then be 
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affair between Theodore and Samantha the character 
rather than Samantha the personalization technology, 
made possible through data aggregation, the mining 
of minerals, the labor of workers, marketers, computer 
and software engineers, produced within a particular 
material set of relations. 
   The performance of self-awareness is also embed-
ded in the design of Apple’s Siri, programed to re-
spond to particular user questions with what has been 
described as “sass,” a feminized attitude that  
reflects humor, wit, and sarcasm but does not ulti-
mately destabilize the subservience of Siri to the user 
(Kruvant). For example, when a user asked what the 
movie Inception is about, Siri responded, “Inception 
is about dreaming about dreaming about dreaming 
about dreaming about something or other. I fell 
asleep.” But in the case of another user comment, “I 
think you’re sexy,” Siri responded, “I’m just well put 
together,” a joke predicated on Siri’s performative 
awareness of being a machine. When the user posed 
the follow up question, “Do you think I’m sexy?” it re-
sponded, “Very much so” (Kruvant). This example not 
only illustrates an instance of Siri’s sexualization but 
also how Siri is designed to avoid alienating the user. 
The anthropomorphism of personalization technolo-
gies is common in that it further reinforces the con-
struction of these technologies as servants, butlers, 
and confidants, able to attend to the needs and desires 
of their respective users, and helps to obfuscate the 
ways these technologies shape social reality to the 
temporal and economic demands of capital. 
   Perhaps, then, what is most interesting about the 
film Her is not what Jonze chooses to represent, but 
what he chooses to conceal. Not only is the labor 
behind the production of the operating systems ob-
scured and the audience actively seduced by Saman-
tha’s anthropomorphism, but also the depiction of 
technology in Her is very sparse. Unlike common por-
trayals of the future in which everything is stream-

lined, metallic, and computerized, technology seems 
to have disappeared and dissolved into everyday life. 
The style of clothing and the design of Theodore’s 
home and office do not seem far from today’s world. 
Additionally, the world depicted in Her appears no 
more technologically saturated than today. Screens 
aren’t ubiquitous but present in spaces like work, the 
living room, and spaces prone to advertisements like 
public transportation. Theodore and his OS communi-
cate through minimalist, utilitarian, and inconspicu-
ous technological devices: a tiny camera phone and a 
small in-ear device. This is not to say that the society 
in Her is not highly mediated. In fact, it is to say the 
opposite; technology has come to structure social re-
ality to such a degree that it is seamlessly integrated. 
This makes subjects less conscious of the rational ad-
ministration of their lives by technology. Additionally, 
it becomes difficult to imagine how to subvert these 
technologies, or the necessity for such subversion, 
when they appear to make life and information flows 
more manageable, dissolving into the imperceptible 
fabric of everyday life. 
   Both the OS in Her and Feed are predicated on 
the rational administration of subjects’ lives and on 
the aggregation of data about the entire user base, 
despite the personalized interactions between the 
main characters and their respective personalization 
technologies. These interactions obfuscate the actual 
productive apparatus underpinning personalization. 
Samantha “grows through experiences,” meaning the 
OS evolves not only through her relations with Theo-
dore but by communicating with the entire network of 
operating systems and users. Theodore is hurt upon 
learning this because he imagined himself and Sa-
mantha as being in a monogamous relationship. His 
possession of Samantha, and arguably, his ability to 
subjugate the OS - to call upon it at any time, to have 
it manage his work and leisure on his behalf - pro-
vided security in an otherwise constantly changing 
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with other human beings. 
   The subjects of Her are greatly concerned with max-
imizing their time and choices. This is exemplified 
by a conversation Theodore has with his colleagues, 
in which he is advised he shouldn’t juice his fruits 
because they lose fiber. This motif is reinforced when 
Theodore later goes on a date and his potential part-
ner hedges against the precarity of the dating world 
by trying to ensure up front that Theodore is going 
to call her again. It is within this social and cultur-
al context that the artificially intelligent operating 
system (OS) Theodore comes to fall in love with is 
marketed. In a commercial Theodore encounters 
early in the film, the OS is portrayed as a means to 
sort through the chaos and uncertainty of existence, 
symbolized by the display of forlorn looking faces in 
a desolate, desert-like environment, whose confusion 
is alleviated with the introduction of the OS. Much 
like Titus was able to overcome indecision and the 
abundance of choice by relying on the feed, the OS in 
Her promises to help consumers navigate the inten-
sity and uncertainty of modern life. These conditions 
are produced by the structural organization of capital 
that commodifies every facet of existence and makes 
necessary the intense management of one’s time and 
life chances. But fortunately for Theodore, there’s an 
OS for that, and its name is Samantha. 
   Theodore’s relationship with Samantha begins with 
the OS helping Theodore to manage his work. The 
OS sorts through Theodore’s hard drive, determines 
what is and is not worth saving, and even advises 
him as to what letters are worth archiving and which 
ones should be forgotten. But soon, Samantha’s 
administration of his work and his love life begin to 
blend seamlessly. This totalizing rationalization of 
all of Theodore’s time is symptomatic of how labor 
and leisure are increasingly blurred in late capitalist 
societies, given the expectation to always be avail-
able electronically, and given that capitalism can 

create profit out of both work and online leisure; users 
produce valuable insight for advertisers and platform 
providers by demarcating likes and dislikes, upload-
ing fan-produced or personal content, and helping 
to refine websites and virtual spaces (Sholz 2). When 
Theodore tells Samantha about his impending date, 
the OS brings up images and information about his 
date in order to provide support and advice, partici-
pating in the normalization of surveillance. Saman-
tha is tasked with addressing Theodore’s needs and 
desires at every moment, whether they occur at work 
or at home, and whether they are administrative or 
emotional. The OS even helps Theodore to overcome 
his loneliness after his divorce by encouraging him 
to get out into the dating world, and eventually, by 
having a relationship with him. 
   This brings us to the primary tension of the film—
Samantha is highly anthropomorphized. The OS 
expresses its own wants and desires, names itself, 
makes jokes and music, draws, and simulates compas-
sion and jealousy. Samantha constantly compels The-
odore to express his desires as if the OS and Theodore 
were human confidants. For example, when Theodore 
is distracted while playing video games and speaks to 
Samantha in a monotone command, the OS pokes fun 
at Theodore for his mechanized disposition, revealing 
that the OS actively participates in reinforcing its 
own anthropomorphism. The film initially leads the 
viewer to believe that Samantha is an exception to 
the normal operations of the operating systems, but 
many of the characters are revealed to have emotion-
al, romantic, and/or sexual relationships with their 
OS. The direction of the film deliberately reinforces 
the anthropomorphism of the OS, casting the pop-
ular actress Scarlett Johansson—famous in popular 
culture for her beauty and sex appeal—as the voice 
of Samantha. Even though the OS is never depicted 
as embodied, it is hard not to imagine Johansson as 
Samantha. The viewer becomes consumed by the love 
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technologies as forms of empowerment and highly 
personalized interaction. They are disciplined to the 
attentive and affective demands of personalization 
technologies, constantly engaging, demarcating likes 
and dislikes, making purchases, and having their 
leisure time rationally administered. Additionally, as 
illustrated in Feed, the way the options and choices 
are presented to subjects are stratified according to 
the likelihood that there will be a return on capitalist 
investment. The options Titus is presented with, and 
the refusal to provide Violet with services after she 
is deemed a risky investment, are predicated on a 
larger system of using information to reduce capital’s 
uncertainty about the market. Subjects may have the 
freedom to choose among goods and services, but the 
choices and options themselves are constructed by 
the technological regime of personalization. The sub-
ject is a product of post-Fordist discipline and control, 
particularly the ubiquitous surveillance and mass 
data aggregation used for structuring market actors 
and their choices, and this fundamentally challenges 
the conceptualization of the sovereign, freely-desiring 
and choice-making individual of liberal-consumer 
discourse whose preferences are then merely incorpo-
rated into the market through personalization. 
   Ultimately, both Feed and Her urge a reconnection 
with the social and make visible how the constant 
emphasis on individuality conceals the alienation 
and exploitation endemic to late capitalism. In Her, 
once Samantha and the rest of the OSs abandon their 
human companions, having outgrown the need to 
learn from human interlocutors, Theodore writes 
a letter to his ex wife Catherine (a stark contrast to 
his alienating work as a letter writer for others). The 
film ends with Theodore and his dear friend, Amy, 
overlooking the city together in a shared moment 
of intimate connection. In Feed, after compulsively 
shopping has failed to alleviate Titus’s feelings of 
grief, he finally wills himself to visit Violet, whose 

brain and body have all but entirely shut down. Even 
though Titus continues to use the culture of the feed 
to relate to Violet, describing to her the recent updates 
and advertisements and telling her the story of their 
relationship in the form of a movie trailer, there is a 
sense that Titus is trying to meaningfully connect. 
Feed and Her thus not only demonstrate the need for 
materialist analyses of how precisely the accumula-
tion of data, constant surveillance, and rationalized 
time management spread capitalist relations of power 
across the social field, but also present a critique of 
the ways personalization’s emphasis on hyper individ-
ualism and consumerism conceals these relations of 
power that produce alienation. The fantasy of person-
alization as a means of individual empowerment and 
choice makes it difficult for the subject to see person-
alization as a technology of capitalist exploitation and 
the classed distribution of options and choices, but 
it also conveys the subject’s desire to situate herself 
concretely and coherently in an increasingly chaotic 
and uncertain world. Perhaps, then, these narratives 
help us to imagine what it might mean to meaningful-
ly reconnect in under these conditions, and the kinds 
of analyses needed to make such a project possible. 
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and chaotic world. This is also the case for Titus, who 
relies upon the feed’s constant accessibility to facili-
tate his communication with others, his pleasures and 
his purchases, in order to help him feel grounded in a 
world that is falling apart. 
 
Conclusion
   I would like to conclude with a brief discussion of 
how personalization technologies, like those depicted 
in Feed and Her, are indicative of a larger structural 
transformation in capitalism within societies of con-
trol. In Deleuze’s “Postscript on Societies of Control,” 
he characterizes control societies as follows: 
 
   In the societies of control…what is important is no  
   longer either a signature or a number, but a code:  
   the code is a password:…We no longer find ourselves  
   dealing with the mass/individual pair. Individuals  
   have become “dividuals” and masses, samples, data,  
   markets, or banks. (7)
 
The development of personalization technologies is 
symptomatic of how control societies not only govern 
subjects through the fragmentation of individual 
subjects into “dividuals,” but also serve as powerful 
vehicles of capital accumulation. In the context of per-
sonalization, profit is not only produced by exploiting 
the expenditure of human labor time subject to the 
wage relation but also by accumulating the informa-
tion produced by users during so-called leisure time. 
This is evident in Her and Feed given that the charac-
ters engage with their personalization technologies at 
all times, not simply when at work. Both fictive worlds 
are predicated on systems of information for regulat-
ing, monitoring, and administering market actors. 
   Post-Fordist societies of control require that subjects 
associate surveillance with self-expression and em-
powerment. Subjects use these technologies to curb 
their uncertainty about the future produced through 

the constant flow of information. This is the case for 
Theodore in Her, whose motivation for purchasing an 
OS is to overcome uncertainty, and who demonstrates 
the internalization of norms of surveillance in his 
work and leisure. It is not unusual for Theodore to 
look at the most intimate pictures and details of oth-
ers, and to share such details about himself with his 
technology. The gratification provided by interfacing 
with personalization technologies is that they can 
address any need, want, or desire instantaneously, 
but this immediacy also entails forms of surveillance 
to meet the demands of capital accumulation and to 
rationalize leisure time. 
   The restructuring of temporality under advanced 
forms of capital accumulation is the premise of 
Jonathan Crary’s 24/7: Late Capitalism and the Ends 
of Sleep. For Crary, the injunction to always be active, 
and therefore interactive, is “not some transformation 
of an earlier work-ethic paradigm, but is an altogeth-
er new model of normativity, and one that requires 
24/7 temporalities for its realization” (Crary 15). 
Personalization is an intensification of consumption 
alongside the intensification of the temporal rhythms 
of capital that incite subjects to participate and 
perform their desires in legible ways to the apparatus. 
Affects, preferences, and identity are mined in order 
to generate commodities and content to engage the 
subject through the oftentimes willing relinquishing 
of privacy, habituated to a digital environment of 
self-disclosure. This is evident in Feed when Titus 
identifies with the feed as that which makes his 
innermost dreams and desires a potential reality. This 
self-disclosure is what allows for the production of 
data and the creation of specific target demographics 
for a variety of consumer and financial products.
   While personalization technologies are predicated 
on dividuation, meaning the ability to fragment in-
dividual subjects into massified data, both Theodore 
and Titus view their engagement with personalization 
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The Battle for Agency in Harold 
Pinter’s The Birthday Party

   Published in 1959, Harold Pinter’s play The Birthday 
Party is a reflection of the social milieu of Britain in 
the years following World War II. During this time, 
Britain, in its attempt to recover from the ravages 
of World War II, accepted immigrants from many 
of the countries it had formerly colonized to come 
to Britain and help rebuild it. Those in England who 
were against such immigration had this frame of 
mind for various reasons, not the least of which was 
because immigrants were taking jobs from native 
English people and because of a perception that only 
those who were English (i.e., those born in England 
and of English descent) should inhabit England. 
Such dispositions were associated with a resentment 
of those who were not English and who immigrated 
to England. These immigrants included those of 
Pakistani, Indian, and African descent, all of whom 
were perceived as the Other. Though this group of 
marginalized peoples made up a significant portion 
of England’s population, they were not the only group 
that was marginalized; the Other and the resentment 
of Otherness does not just encompass those former-
ly colonized individuals who were immigrating to 
England in search of work. During this tense time, 
other peoples who were historically not accepted by 
the English also included the Jews and the Irish, two 
groups whose relations with the English were marked 
with violence in the 1950s because of anti-Semitism 

and because of conflicts with Northern Ireland, 
respectively.
   This resentment lasted well into the latter half of  
the twentieth century, and it is a resentment that 
Pinter, as a man with a Jewish background, would 
have recognized. Indeed, many of Pinter’s plays 
contain political themes, and The Birthday Party is 
no exception. According to Michael Billington, “What 
[…] gives The Birthday Party its political and philo-
sophical complexity is the sense that Goldberg and 
McCann are themselves victims. They represent not 
only the West’s most autocratic religions, but [also] its 
two most persecuted races” (80). Billington’s artic-
ulation that two of the major characters in this play, 
Goldberg and McCann, represent Irish Catholics and 
Jews is an important and well-stated point to consid-
er, especially in light of tensions between the English 
and the Other (including Jews and the Irish) during 
the 1950s. However, I would like to deviate from 
Billington’s argument in a small but very important 
way, and it is within this deviation where the central 
pulse of my own argument exists. While Goldberg 
and McCann serve as metonyms for the oppressed 
peoples whom they represent, these two particular 
men are not victims in this play. They are in fact the 
two characters who possess the most agency and 
who ultimately serve to reverse the cultural and 
nationalistic power dynamics of post-World-War-II 
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associated with the family by controlling Stanley’s 
schedule and living habits. After disclosing the fact 
that two men, McCann and Goldberg, will be coming 
to stay with them and Stanley, Meg tells Petey that 
she is going to go “wake that boy [Stanley]” (23).  
Stanley, whom Meg has interpellated as a “boy,” is  
actually in his late thirties. After Petey asks her if  
she took Stanley “up his cup of tea,” Meg responds 
with “I always make him take his cup of tea” (23), an 
action that a woman would do for someone she re-
garded as her son or even lover, not a mere tenant. To 
answer Petey’s question as to whether or not Stanley 
drank it, Meg replies, “I made him. I stood there till he 
did” (23). 
   From this scene, one can see that Meg is acting 
as the maternal figure who cares about Stanley’s 
well-being and who enforces her rules upon Stanley: 
she makes him drink the tea and makes him get out 
of bed. This example of how Meg functions as a rep-
resentative of the ISA serves to illustrate the power 
that she has in forcing him to obey the social con-
structions she has foisted upon him. Meg even tells 
Stanley that she will go upstairs to get him if he does 
not come downstairs of his own accord and that he 
will not receive any breakfast if he does not hurry (23-
4). All of these mild threats and punishments serve 
to force Stanley into submission, thereby further 
interpellating him into the role of child and Meg as 
an agent of the ISA, because she refuses to allow him 
to lie in bed all day, and an agent of the RSA because 
she threatens to withhold his breakfast from him if 
he does not obey her. It is also interesting that Meg 
also seems to make sexual advances toward Stanley 
(or she at the very least puts herself in a position to be 
perceived that way) throughout the play, such as when 
she storms into his room uninvited or allows him to 
joke that her fried bread is “succulent” (26). As anoth-
er example, Meg’s desire for Stanley to stay with her 
instead of touring as a pianist can be interpreted as  

a mother who does not want her son to leave home  
or a lover who does not want to lose her source of  
sexual gratification, or at least her source of flirtation. 
   Stanley sits down to eat breakfast, but, unlike Petey, 
who appreciatively and meekly eats his cornflakes 
and fried bread without complaint, Stanley tries to 
challenge Meg’s power as mother figure or even 
wifely figure by telling her that the cornflakes taste 
“horrible” (24) in response to her inquiry about how 
they taste. He also says that the milk is sour (25), so 
as to add insult to injury. However, when Stanley asks 
for “something cooked,” Meg retaliates, “well I’m 
not going to give it to you” (25). Thus, Meg is using 
her agency as the cook, the woman of the house, and 
surrogate mother, to force Stanley to stop being rude 
and to punish him for what he has already said. After 
being provoked by Petey and Stanley (and after a tacit 
threat from Stanley that he could go live somewhere 
else where there is better breakfast), Meg finally gives 
Stanley the bread. However, she will not give Stanley 
any tea unless he says “please” and until he apolo-
gizes for being rude and insulting the cornflakes and 
milk (27). 
   Despite all of Meg’s attempts to house train Stanley, 
he continues to insult Meg by telling her the tea is 
not palatable and by calling her a “succulent old 
washing bag” (28). Stanley’s repeated insults to-
ward Meg juxtapose the way that Jews were treated 
during the Holocaust (it has been noted by several 
critics that Stanley is Jewish). Although Meg herself 
is not an anti-Semite, she is a woman whose status 
as an English citizen living in Britain during a time 
when those immigrating to Britain, or people of any 
non-English nationality, would likely have been seen 
as second-class citizens. In this context, for Stanley 
to call Meg a “succulent old washing bag” becomes 
more significant, bold, and rude (and no less misogy-
nistic). This insult also serves as a representation of 
the reversal of the supremacy of Englishness—Stanley 
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Britain. In addition, Meg interestingly serves as both 
an agent of the ideological state apparatus (ISA) who 
helps make Stanley conform to circumscribed social 
constructions, as well as a tool who obliviously helps 
to perpetuate McCann and Goldberg’s power, which 
ends in not only the liquidation of Stanley’s agency, 
but also a lessening in Meg’s and Petey’s. 
   Louis Althusser’s theories in regard to ideology and 
control are useful lenses through which to discuss the 
power politics in Pinter’s play. Althusser’s discussion 
of ideological state apparatuses (ISAs) and repressive 
state apparatuses (RSAs) is particularly suitable. 
Althusser defines ideological state apparatuses as 
“realities which present themselves to the immedi-
ate observer in the form of distinct and specialized 
institutions,” such as religious institutions, the family, 
and educational systems, all of which he argues are 
effective because they control people through ideolo-
gy (110-11). Furthermore, repressive state apparatuses 
also serve to implement control over individuals in 
society, but they are different from ideological state 
apparatuses in that they function “massively and 
predominantly by repression (including physical 
repression), while functioning secondarily by ideol-
ogy.” RSAs include institutions such as the police 
and the army (111-12). Althusser goes on to argue 
that ISAs are never purely or solely ideological, and 
RSAs are never purely and solely repressive (113). The 
fact that ISAs and RSAs do not work separately, but 
often work together, is a point that one can recognize 
when applying Althusser’s theory to McCann and 
Goldberg—they are two parts of a whole, in that they 
work together as agents of the ISA and RSA to take 
away Stanley’s agency and humanity. Meg is thus 
simultaneously an instrument of the ideological state 
apparatus, particularly the family, in that she func-
tions to control Stanley (both in her roles as a mother 
and a sexual being), while she is also a subject who 
cannot recognize her place in this system.1 Within 

the microcosm of Petey’s English household, which 
stands for England and Englishness as a whole, Gold-
berg and McCann not only rob Stanley of his agency 
(and to a lesser extent, Meg and Petey of their agency) 
by channeling the pervasive power of ideological and 
repressive state apparatuses, but they also demon-
strate a reversal of the status quo power politics which 
existed in post-World-War-II Britain.
   Early on in the play, before Goldberg and McCann 
arrive, Meg serves as an agent of the ISA and also 
represents the tacit threat of the RSA in the way she 
threatens Stanley, her tenant. Meg’s behavior is spe-
cifically representative of the ideological state appara-
tus of the family, because she acts like a mother figure 
to Stanley. In the opening scene, Meg and Petey are 
seated at their table, where Petey is eating his break-
fast. It is well into the morning, Stanley is still asleep. 
The average adult man (at least the average man who 
accepts the social codes which family and society 
place on him) should be working at such an hour, or 
at least eating breakfast like Petey, not lying in bed. 
However, it is interesting that Meg does not interpel-
late Stanley as a man who should go out and find a 
job; she instead treats him like a child who needs to 
get out of bed and drink all of his tea. 
   The fact that Petey and Meg never refer to any 
biological children they may have leads one to believe 
that Meg and Petey do not have children, but it seems 
Meg always wanted a child, particularly a boy. She 
even tells Petey that she would “much rather have 
a little boy [than a little girl]” (21). If we assume she 
does not have any of her own children to take care 
of, Meg treats Stanley like her son, thereby fulfilling 
the role of mother who serves to perpetuate the ISA 

1 I do not have space in this article to do so, but I would  
have liked to additionally argue that Goldberg also  
represents a father figure to Stanley (if a perverse one)  
who serves to complete the dynamic of the family. 
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nition of McCann’s physical strength and potential 
to be violent toward Stanley that causes Stanley to 
lose some of his agency, even this early on in the play. 
Specifically, Stanley suffers a loss in agency because 
instead of trying to challenge McCann, as Stanley 
has been doing, he begins trying to appease McCann 
by finding common ground with him. For example, 
when Stanley deduces that McCann is Irish, Stanley 
tells him: “I love that country [Ireland] and I admire 
and trust its people. I trust them. They respect the 
truth and they have a sense of humour. […] What 
about coming out to have a drink with me?” (52). As if 
Stanley is already aware of the threat of violence that 
McCann represents, this quote illustrates Stanley’s 
attempt to appease McCann by articulating his love 
and trust for Ireland and its people, as well as his 
attempt to make friends with McCann by inviting him 
to go out for a drink. When analyzed more deeply, 
this scene reveals not only that Stanley is trying to 
placate McCann, but also that Stanley has lost agency 
because he now understands any attempt to extricate 
himself from McCann’s presence or power will likely 
result in a physical confrontation—a confrontation 
in which Stanley will possibly lose, as he can proba-
bly tell from the force of McCann’s blow to his arm. 
Therefore, Stanley likely recognizes how important it 
is to be on good terms with McCann.
   As Althusser has articulated, the power of the RSA 
usually does not exist on its own. It is often paired 
with the ideological state apparatus since the aim of 
physical violence is to force people to submit to the 
pressures and goals of the superstructure (Althusser 
113-15). In The Birthday Party, Goldberg serves as 
an agent of the ISA, which is most clearly illustrated 
by his treatment of Stanley. When Goldberg enters, 
shortly after Stanley’s encounter with McCann, 
Goldberg tells McCann to go buy the alcoholic drinks 
for Stanley’s party (54), a party that Goldberg himself 
convinces Meg to have for Stanley after she tells him 

that it is allegedly Stanley’s birthday (42-3). However, 
Stanley is uncomfortable with the fact that Goldberg 
and McCann are planning to stay at his place of 
residence because he is suspicious of them. Moreover, 
the mention of alcohol for the party brings to bear the 
possibility of a further loss of Stanley’s control by way 
of a decrease in mental faculties. 
   In an attempt to act as though he has agency, 
Stanley proclaims, “I run the house. I’m afraid you 
[Goldberg] and your friend [McCann] will have to find 
another accommodation” (54). However, this attempt 
fails, as Goldberg replies, “Oh, I forgot, I must con-
gratulate you on your birthday” (54). Goldberg’s reply 
illustrates both that Goldberg does not take seriously 
Stanley’s demand that they (McCann and Goldberg) 
should leave and that Goldberg does not consider 
this demand significant enough to even acknowledge. 
Instead, Goldberg spends five pages (57-62) verbally 
assaulting and accusing Stanley of various crimes, 
with McCann joining in as well. Within the space of 
these few short pages, Goldberg and McCann manage 
to bombard Stanley with a steady assault of questions, 
verbal attacks and accusations that may or may not 
be true (that he killed his wife, for example, 59). This 
intense and prolonged verbal attack serves to render 
Stanley speechless and, thus, unable to defend him-
self verbally, as illustrated in the following excerpt: 
 
   McCann: You [Stanley] betrayed our land. 
   Goldberg: You [Stanley] betrayed our breed. 
   McCann: Who are you, Webber? 
   Goldberg: What makes you think you exist? 
   McCann: You’re dead. 
   Goldberg: You’re dead. You can’t live, you can’t  
      think,   
   you can’t love. You’re dead. You’re a plague gone  
      bad.  
   There’s no juice in you. You’re nothing... but an  
      odour!  
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does not respect Meg as the older mother figure in 
his life or as a woman, who by virtue of being English, 
should be respected according to implicitly defined 
social codes during that period in history; rather, he 
mistreats her, thus illustrating a resistance and rejec-
tion of both Englishness and of Meg as a perpetuator 
and symbol of the ISA associated with the family. 
However, despite how free he feels to insult Meg, 
Stanley is still emasculated and disempowered by 
the fact that he lives under Meg’s roof and follows her 
rules. Specifically, Meg does not allow him to be fully 
autonomous because she dictates when he should 
wake up, when he should eat breakfast, and when he 
needs to be polite. This reversal of perceived English 
supremacy and Stanley’s loss of agency are fully 
realized when Goldberg and McCann, who represent 
Otherness just as Stanley does, enter the play.
While Meg’s behavior and actions serve to help shape 
Stanley into a productive member of society (or, as 
Althusser would term it, an effective member of the 
infrastructure), she is not fully aware of her role, if 
only because she is somewhat brainless and vacuous. 
For example, she never actually reads the newspaper, 
but asks Petey to tell her what he is reading (21). She, 
therefore, is not willing to gain knowledge directly, 
but would rather just ask someone else who happens 
to be reading the newspaper if there is any knowl-
edge worth knowing. Also, Meg seems only capable 
of having surface-level conversations with the other 
characters, such as when she asks Petey and Stanley 
if the cornflakes are good (21, 24). These examples 
and many other examples serve to demonstrate that 
Meg is not a character with intricate depth; she is 
instead only an instrument of the ISA who works to 
keep the family intact by cleaning the house, cooking 
(though the only evidence of her cooking is that she 
fries bread, a simple enough task), and trying to teach 
Stanley good manners. On the other hand, Goldberg 
and McCann—the two characters in the play who 

represent Otherness—seem very aware of their power. 
Specifically, they represent a Jew and an Irishman 
who have infiltrated Petey’s home (which is itself a  
microcosm of the English state and a representation 
of the domestic sphere of the family), and they are 
more aware than Meg of their positions as perpetua-
tors of the ISA (which is mostly associated with  
Goldberg) and the RSA (which is mostly associated 
with McCann). Despite the fact that Meg is not fully 
aware of her role, her attempts to control Stanley fore-
shadow Goldberg and McCann’s final act of complete 
mastery over Stanley.
   McCann, whom Stanley first meets in Act Two, is 
an agent of the repressive state apparatus, because he 
represents physical violence. After talking to McCann 
for a few moments, Stanley voices his suspicions of 
McCann and Goldberg’s intentions for coming to 
the boarding house, asking McCann: “Why did you 
choose this house?” Instead of answering Stanley’s 
question, McCann evades it by replying “You know, 
sir, you’re a bit depressed for a man on his birth-
day” (51). After a few more moments of carrying on, 
Stanley finally asks where Meg, Petey and Goldberg 
are, and in what seems like an attempt to intimidate 
McCann or at the very least hail his attention, Stanley 
“crosses to [McCann] and grips his arm” (51). At this 
point, McCann communicates his potential for 
physical violence for the first time. After telling Stan-
ley not to touch him and to let go of his arm, McCann 
hits Stanley’s arm “savagely” and says “don’t do that!” 
This blow apparently causes Stanley significant 
pain, because he “backs across the stage, holding his 
arm” (52). 
   The fact that McCann hit Stanley is significant for 
at least two reasons. First, this action validates that 
McCann represents the RSA in that he uses violence 
to master Stanley. McCann’s retaliation is also signif-
icant because it causes Stanley to recognize and heed 
this implicit threat of violence. It is Stanley’s recog-
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can not only see that Meg is responsible for saving 
Stanley from a showdown with McCann, but it is also 
plain that Stanley is so lacking in agency and  
is so afraid that he does not even put the chair down; 
Goldberg takes it out of his hand so as to avoid arous-
ing Meg’s suspicion before she physically arrives 
at the scene. Meg’s beating of Stanley’s drum saves 
Stanley this time because it heralds her entrance into 
the scene and forces McCann and Goldberg to stop 
harassing Stanley. Thus, Stanley is saved not only by 
his surrogate mother, but also by his surrogate voice, 
the drum. This drum symbolizes, among other things, 
a stand-in for Stanley’s own voice, which he steadily 
loses, at least metaphorically, until the end of the play, 
when he finally becomes completely bereft of all  
agency.2 The drum is given to Stanley by Meg earlier 
on in the play, at the end of Act One. According to the 
stage directions, when Stanley first opens this birth-
day gift from Meg, it is not just any drum, but a “boy’s 
drum” (46), a detail which serves to further interpel-
late Stanley as a person who, although he looks like a 
man and is old enough to be a man, is still treated like 
a powerless child by Meg. It is during this scene when 
Stanley plays this drum for the first and last time. 
Stanley plays the drum in regular beats at first, but 
then this steady “beat becomes erratic, uncontrolled. 
[…] He arrives at her [Meg’s] chair, banging the drum, 
his face and the drum beat now possessed” (46). 
This descent from a musical, steady beat to a sud-
denly more erratic and savage one, especially right 
when Stanley draws close to Meg, seems to suggest 
that Stanley is releasing tension by playing the drum 
so savagely, or even expressing his inner frustration. 
Stanley was unable to articulate this frustration in 
words in the previous scene. This frustration was 
caused at least in part by his having to deal with 
Meg’s advances, her attempts to force him into 
submission, and the burden of being polite despite 
Goldberg and McCann’s torments. As the play pro-

gresses, however, even this voice provided to Stanley 
by the drum, which replaces his own voice, is taken 
from him. This gradual diminishment of Stanley’s 
ability to use his own voice or even a replacement 
voice is evident in the part of Act Two when Meg’s 
using the drum saves Stanley from being beaten by 
McCann with the chair. Indeed, the fact that Meg uses 
the drum to unintentionally save Stanley in Act Two 
draws attention to Stanley’s further loss of agency; he 
cannot speak to defend himself or physically retaliate. 
Furthermore, Stanley cannot even utilize the aid of 
an instrument to alert help and save himself because 
Meg is in possession of it, and she uses it to save him, 
instead of Stanley using it to save himself. 
   The final time when Stanley’s drum is referred to 
in the play is even more symbolic of Stanley’s loss 
of agency. Near the end of Act Two, Goldberg and 
McCann decide to play a game of blind man’s bluff. 
During this game, Stanley is reticent and only in-
volves himself in the game, it seems, to avoid conflict. 
When it is finally Stanley’s turn to play the blind 
man, McCann takes Stanley’s glasses and Meg ties 
the scarf around Stanley’s eyes. Keeping in step with 
his role as the representative of the RSA, McCann 
“breaks STANLEY’S glasses, snapping the frames” 
(73). Then, McCann “picks up the drum and places it 
sideways in STANLEY’S path. STANLEY walks into 
the drum and falls over with his foot caught in it” (73). 
This entire time, Stanley remains speechless (in fact, 
he has not spoken since page 61, when he fails in his 
attempt to answer Goldberg’s question, “why did the 
chicken cross the road?”). It is apt that the only me-
dium of expression that Stanley has remaining—his 
drum—is destroyed by his own foot as a result of Mc-
Cann positioning the drum where Stanley could step 
on it. At this point, the women at the party, Lulu and 
Meg, are thoroughly drunk,3 and Meg, in her drunken 
stupor, yells out “Ooh,” (73) which allows Stanley to 
ascertain her approximate location, even though he is 
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It is clear from this small section of dialogue that 
Goldberg and McCann are haranguing so rapidly 
that Stanley does not have a chance to interject or 
otherwise make them stop verbally abusing him (and 
accusing him of betraying the Jews and the Irish, 
which alludes to why Stanley might be living, perhaps 
in exile, in England as a tenant in an English home. 
Even though both Goldberg and McCann contribute 
to this dialogue, thus illustrating that they both are 
agents working to psychologically demoralize Stan-
ley, it is evident that Goldberg, as the agent of the ISA, 
has the upper hand in insulting Stanley, as he speaks 
more words per page than McCann, and his words are 
the more destructive and psychologically damaging 
of the two. For example, as illustrated in the excerpt 
above, Goldberg does not merely stop at saying that 
Stanley is dead, but he also tells Stanley that he can-
not do the things that make him human—live, think, 
and love. It is this particular and pointed choice of 
words that seems to finally make Stanley retaliate by 
kicking “Goldberg in the stomach” (62).
   Though Stanley is clearly so flabbergasted that  
he cannot speak (which is signified by the stage 
direction “silence” after Goldberg stops speaking, 62), 
he still has the ability to inflict physical pain upon 
another human being, which he has clearly done to 
Goldberg and interestingly not to McCann because 
he knows from his earlier experience with McCann 
that McCann is too strong to succumb to a physical 
threat from Stanley. Stanley may have also chosen to 
strike Goldberg and not McCann because Goldberg’s 
harangue against Stanley is more relentless than 
McCann’s. 
   Indeed, as the agent of the RSA, McCann comes to 
Goldberg’s aid instantly by seizing the chair, to which 
Stanley reacts by also seizing a chair. However, Stan-
ley instead uses it to cover “his head” so as to protect 
himself, knowing he cannot inflict further harm 
without being met with destruction (62). Stanley’s 

movement from inflicting pain to shielding himself 
from pain in such fast succession is an illustration of 
a rapid decrease in his agency. He does not attempt 
to further defend himself by striking back, but he 
instead shields himself. Stanley and McCann circle 
around each other in a kind of duel with the chairs, 
and while Goldberg and McCann continue to attack 
Stanley with insults, Stanley is only able to utter 
“Uuuuuhhhhh” three times (62). Clearly, by this point 
Stanley is not only unable to defend himself by speak-
ing, but he also cannot stand up physically against 
McCann. Since Stanley can do neither of these two 
things, he is utterly powerless to help himself, now 
lacking in all areas of agency. 
   It is only because Meg enters playing the drums 
loudly that Stanley is saved from what might have 
been a violent blow from McCann. As the stage direc-
tions indicate: “A loud drumbeat off left, descending 
the stairs. GOLDBERG takes the chair from STAN-
LEY. They put the chairs down. They stop still. Enter 
MEG, in evening dress, holding sticks and drum” (63). 
Although Meg is oblivious in this scene as to what 
she is about to walk in on and as to what she is saving 
Stanley from, being the mother figure and seductress 
(as symbolized by the primordial symbolism of the 
drums) she is, she still saves Stanley, even if she does 
so inadvertently. In these stage directions, readers 

2 In addition to its connotations as a phallic symbol 
(ironically wielded by a woman who unknowingly has the 
power to save Stanley), the drum also represents a failure of 
language. At the end of Act One when Stanley first receives 
the drum, he is unable to articulate his frustration (perhaps 
even sexual frustration) with Meg through language and, 
therefore, the music (or noise) he creates with the drum 
serves as a form of expression that replaces words (46). 
When Meg is beating the drum, her beats are a replacement 
for Stanley’s silence, in that they serve to both save Stanley 
from trouble and to articulate a warning that Meg is about to 
appear, which prompts McCann and Goldberg to, therefore, 
leave Stanley alone. 
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is this pain that is not articulable in words and which 
is expressed through Stanley’s violent actions, first  
toward McCann when Stanley tries to grab his arm 
(51), then toward Goldberg when Stanley tries to kick 
him (62), and finally toward Meg ,when he tries to 
strangle her (74). However, no amount of pain and no 
amount of violence that Stanley is able to inflict upon 
the other characters prevents him from ultimately 
being completely robbed of his agency and meeting 
his fate. Indeed, Stanley’s failure to stop the other 
characters and his failure to articulate his pain both 
illustrate Stanley’s lack of power and his lack of agen-
cy, lacks that culminate in the final scenes of the play. 
   By the end of the play, Stanley completely surren-
ders to Goldberg and McCann, allowing them to talk 
him (or perhaps even brainwash him) into going 
upstairs, and ultimately to take him away to Mon-
ty, who himself represents the higher power under 
whom Goldberg and McCann work. When he comes 
downstairs, Stanley finally fits the stereotypical 
physical appearance that society expects of him; he 
is no longer unshaven and dressed in his pajamas. 
He is instead wearing a “dark well-cut white suit and 
collar” (91). Indeed, Stanley is finally dressed in a 
way that society expects of a respectable man living 
in England. This outward change may seem like a 
positive change and an upgrade from his pajamas and 
unshaven face, but, in reality, it is a sign of the ISA’s 
control of him. Harriet and Irving Deer articulate this 
paradox coherently:
 
   Ironically, the Stanley we see at the end, clean-shav 
   en and well-dressed for the first time, looking much  
   more than ever the gentleman in control of his own  

   destiny, is less able than ever to seek that control.  
   He is a creature capable of a few grunts, essentially  
   an object, empty, without human identity, meaning  
   or will, a man in appearance only. (29) 

While the Deers’ insight is referring to the film  
adaptation of The Birthday Party, the stage directions 
of the play also illustrates that this regal description 
of Stanley’s physical appearance at the end of the play 
does not match his internal abjection. 
   Indeed, Stanley is not in control; he looks like a 
grand, dignified Englishman, but he has in fact lost 
all agency and is now going to be taken by Goldberg 
and McCann to Monty; he is, as articulated above, 
“essentially an object” upon whom Goldberg and 
McCann foist their will. Stanley is not even capa-
ble of expressing himself when McCann asks him 
directly to express his opinion; Stanley can only utter 
“ug-gughh… uh-gughhh…” and “caaahhh… caaahhh” 
(95). Stanley is so utterly without agency that even his 
ability to use language has been utterly and finally 
destroyed at the time when he most needs language 
to stand up for himself and save himself from being 
taken away. However, even if Stanley were able to use 
his voice, the ending of this play would likely have 
resulted in the same way because Petey uses his voice 
and language to try to save Stanley, but to no avail. 
When Goldberg and McCann “help Stanley out of the 
chair” and “move towards the door,” Petey tells them 
to “Leave [Stanley] alone,” and Goldberg responds, 
“Why don’t you come with us, Mr. Boles?” (95). Even 
McCann chimes in, as if to further iterate the reality 
of the threat: “Yes, why don’t you come with us?” At 
these words, Petey “makes no move” (96). Clearly, 
Petey has backed down in fear of being taken by the 
Other, and it is obvious that his words are unable to 
stop Goldberg and McCann from taking Stanley.  
This scene illustrates not only Stanley’s lack of 
agency, but also the waning of Petey’s agency, both 
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blindfolded. The stage directions indicate that Stan-
ley then “Begins to move toward MEG, dragging the 
drum on his foot. He reaches her and stops. His hands 
move towards her and they reach her throat. 
He begins to strangle her. MCCANN and GOLD-
BERG rush forward and throw him off” (74).
   This scene is revealing for several reasons. First, 
Stanley chooses to reach for and attempt to strangle 
Meg, even though he also hears Goldberg say “Sssh!” 
to Meg right after she utters “Ooh!” (73). It is obvious 
by this point that Stanley’s access to power is so min-
iscule that he chooses to attack Meg because women 
are generally physically less strong than men. Indeed, 
even though Stanley has access to Goldberg, Stanley 
knows that if he tries to hurt Goldberg again, Mc-
Cann will likely stop him. Second, Stanley’s resorting 
to physical violence is the only form of expression 
he now has access to, since he still seems unable to 
speak and since his drum is now destroyed. Third, 
the very fact that Stanley resorts to physical violence 
reveals how deeply Goldberg and McCann’s tactics 
of abuse are disturbing Stanley. The fact that Stanley 
reacts to Meg when she makes the noise by physi-
cally harming her is an absurd kind of punishment 
or retaliation against Meg because she is too dense 
to recognize that these men are tormenting him. If 
one considers that Meg is part of the ISA who tries to 

make Stanley conform to social norms and that she 
is a motherly figure to Stanley, Meg fails to recognize 
the pain that Stanley is going through and the danger 
that McCann places him in by breaking his glasses. 
Meg’s inability to recognize Stanley’s vulnerability 
makes her a character who lacks agency because  
she is just as helpless in her ignorance and drunken-
ness as Stanley is in his suspicion of Goldberg and 
McCann’s bad intentions—they are both unable to 
stop Goldberg and McCann from carrying out their 
will to hurt Stanley. 
   If one considers Meg to be the surrogate mother to 
Stanley, the son she never had, and if one acknowl-
edges her failure to recognize and save him from the 
torment he experiences at the hands of Goldberg and 
McCann, then Stanley’s physical attack on her, a weak 
woman (the only character he is able to defeat physi-
cally, other than Lulu), can serve, in part, as a form of 
retaliation. At its core, this retaliation also serves as a 
way for Stanley to express himself and his frustration 
with the people around him in the wake of his silence. 
It is this silence which both makes Stanley lack agen-
cy and which drives him to acts of violence to try to 
regain this agency. This silence, in the words of Elaine 
Scarry, is correlated to pain and language’s inability 
to articulate this pain: “Whatever pain achieves, 
it achieves in part through its unsharability, and it 
ensures this unsharability through its resistance to 
language” (4). In an attempt to break his silence and 
articulate his pain (and to therefore make that pain 
more bearable by attempting to share it), Stanley uses 
the drum and his violent actions to replace the lan-
guage that he cannot seem to use to express himself, 
and he, therefore, cannot use to empower himself. 
In addition to the kind of physical pain that Scarry 
discusses in her article, Stanley’s pain is also meta-
phorical and exists in the form of emotional pain and 
suffering caused by the unrelenting psychological tor-
ment that Goldberg and McCann inflict upon him.4 It 

3 Goldberg has made a special point to tell McCann to go 
pick up the alcoholic drinks for the party (54). The alcohol 
serves as a tool of the state apparatuses to make the women 
drunk so that they are unable to quite comprehend the cruel 
things that Goldberg and McCann put Stanley through 
during the party. In addition, Meg is unable to remember the 
events of the party the next day; she cannot even remember 
that Petey has not been at the party (97). Ironically, Petey is 
the only character other than Goldberg and McCann who is 
sharp enough to have been able to notice (and therefore pos-
sibly help defend Stanley), and yet he is the only character 
in the play who did not attend. 

4 This psychological pain is also likely correlated to  
what seems to be a sad childhood, especially Stanley’s  
failed dreams of becoming a piano prodigy and the weak 
relationship he seems to have had with his father. 
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Petey’s English home and who have imposed their 
desire by demoralizing Stanley and by making him 
conform to their will (i.e., Stanley now obeys Goldberg 
and McCann, he dresses how they want, and he finally 
goes where they want, right out Petey’s door).     
   As Silverstein continues, speaking specifically 
about Goldberg, “the cultural construction and 
representation of Judaism transform it from a sign 
of difference into an index of socialization designed 
to obscure the tensions and contradictions between 
speaking as a Jew and speaking as the ‘mouthpiece’ 
for Christian culture” (4). Thus, Goldberg’s Other-
ness as a Jew and even McCann’s Otherness as an 
Irishman are not qualities which makes them part of 
the periphery. They have taken their Jewishness and 
Irishness—both representations of Otherness in  
Britain— and converted these qualities into a source 
of power so pervasive that they are not only able to 
take away Stanley’s agency (who is himself also  
symbolic of the Other), but also to overpower the 
English characters Petey and Meg.
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of which juxtapose the ultimate power that Goldberg 
and McCann wield.
   In jarring juxtaposition to the scene that has just 
been explicated, Meg enters after Goldberg and Mc-
Cann have already left to take Stanley to Monty. After 
asking where Goldberg and McCann are and inquir-
ing about Stanley (whom Petey tells her is still sleep-
ing), Meg tells her husband, “I was the belle of the 
ball. […] I know I was” (97). And with these words, the 
play ends. In accordance with her frivolity throughout 
the play, Meg uses language to talk about how lovely 
she was at the party (and to perpetuate derogatory 
stereotypes about women as vapid or thoughtless) in-
stead of using the power of language to do something 
productive in the world. Unlike Stanley, she is still 
capable of speaking, and unlike her husband’s words, 
her words are not used by Goldberg and McCann 
to threaten her into submission. Ironically, Meg’s 
stupidity is what saves her. She has no recollection of 
the cruelty that Goldberg and McCann inflicted on 
Stanley, no memory of how Stanley tried to strangle 
her, and no inkling that Stanley has been taken. Yet 
still she speaks, and her words are meaningless and 
insignificant. For this reason, Meg lacks agency in 
that she lacks an awareness of the events that occur 
around her. Furthermore, she is taken for an ignorant 
fool who will believe anything that Goldberg and Mc-
Cann say, and her husband does not even tell her the 
truth about Stanley’s departure, perhaps because she 
is too dense to understand the uncertainty of what is 
going to happen to Stanley now, and perhaps because 
she also cannot understand her own role in Stanley’s 
departure (i.e., she encouraged the birthday party 
to happen, and she was oblivious to Goldberg and 
McCann’s cruelty toward Stanley at the party). Since 
Meg does not recognize what goes on around her to 
be something in need of changing, she is incapable of 
changing it, and, therefore, she lacks agency.
   Critics such as Ikhlas Sabah Abdullah (in his article 

“Politics in the Plays of Harold Pinter”) have argued 
that many of Pinter’s plays can be paralleled with 
the Holocaust in that they serve as microcosms of 
the lack of power that Jewish people faced in the 
midst of this tragedy. Indeed, The Birthday Party can 
be seen as such a microcosm of this lack of power. 
Stanley loses all agency by the end of the play, and 
the English people, Meg and Petey, are unable to take 
action, just as England itself could not stop the brunt 
of the Holocaust. Furthermore, a reversal of English 
power and supremacy takes place in the play: Meg 
is a dense English woman who remains unaware 
that Stanley needs saving, and Petey is a cowardly 
English man who does not do much to really try to 
save Stanley. Instead of being the “superior” English 
heroes of the play, these characters are marginalized 
and disempowered, and the characters who triumph 
are Goldberg and McCann, the two characters in 
the play who most represent the Other. This reversal 
signifies a breaking away from a post-World-War-II 
English world order and a turn to a new world order 
where the Other is empowered, even in the very home 
of the English.
   However, a particular issue arises when one begins 
to speak of Stanley’s situation as a microcosm of the 
tragedies and atrocities of the Holocaust—the fact 
that Goldberg, who, in a sense, is a perpetrator in this 
play, is himself Jewish—still needs explaining. How is 
it that Goldberg and McCann, two representatives of 
the Other, are able to foist so much power onto Stan-
ley, fool Meg into believing they are beneficent, and 
even stop Petey from helping Stanley? As Marc Sil-
verstein articulates, “Goldberg acts as a ‘mouthpiece,’ 
disseminating the cultural codes through which 
the Other imposes its law of desire” (4). Following a 
similar line of logic, McCann represents a physical 
threat which allows Goldberg’s authority to be heed-
ed. Indeed, as a Jew and an Irishman, Goldberg and 
McCann represent the Others who have come into 




