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Short Description

One of the keys to effective human relations is the ability to see different points of view and to develop empathy and u...
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INTRODUCTION People love to write, and yet it’s amazing how many people are not aware that they love to write. Instead, they focus on writing as though it were a desert to be crossed alone, barefoot, and without water, or a big, rough rock to climb where every ledge is also home to a small den of poisonous snakes. And yet the urge to write and the need for it, are so powerful that people will risk death as they text and drive, and cross busy streets without looking up as they type on their smartphones. Rather than claim that writing is a dying art, I’d like to suggest that it is a constantly metamorphosing exercise, which produces not just communication, but an entire construction of a self, which is used in both formal and informal settings. Writing in today’s world is a powerful act of self-invention, and a reification process wherein people posit and then retract ideas they have about themselves, and they use the writing process as a socialization process to teach values. They also use it as a community-building device in order to bring individuals and groups together. It all boils down to speaking and writing effectively, which is to say that you are able to be persuasive, and to use texts (written, symbolic, and more), to achieve your overall communication goals. There are many ways to be effective. Some approaches are more painful than others: you may force yourself to write in a way that mimics another, and thereby lose your authentic voice. Or, in your zeal to preserve your own sense of self, identity, and voice, you could be completely out of touch with your audience. This text encourages you to try all kinds of approaches, and to assume an attitude of proactive experimentation. In other words, this text is a guide that provides you with all kinds of tools to help you invent, reflect, and revise. It also provides you with a wide array of reflective creative non-fiction, with the goal of encouraging you to write freely and from the heart and the contemplative mind, as you observe the world and try to make sense (or, even nonsense) of it. Writing is a tool for sustained and sustainable thought, and it is also a tool for breaking apart old assumptions, and peeling off thick husks of fear, resistance, and deliberate self-deception.
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So, as you read through the text, consider it a guide for exploring ways to learn about yourself and the world around you, and how to think in new ways – ways that will open doors and add clarity to your thoughts and perceptions. Preliminary thoughts and aphoristic statements: **What we allow to “count” as facts and evidence in our arguments often depends on our agendas (whether acknowledged or unacknowledged / conscious or unconscious). **Self-awareness requires an outside view; a third-person perspective. How do you know the outside perspective is really outside? **”I seem to have forgotten my umbrella”: this fragment from Nietzsche demonstrates how strong the impulse to read metonymically can be. **Interpretation spawns more interpretations; the validity of the interpretations themselves demonstrates the strength or viability of the text. **The work of writing is to generate text which both trigger and engender narratives; the narratives then construct scaffoldings for the socializations and belief. **Writing is more about learning how to think fluidly and “behind” the arguments than simply following templates or pre-structured arguments. **Thinking “behind the argument” involves asking the following questions – “which are the most likely outcomes? Who decides? What are the stakes? Are there “yes/no” answers and why?” **Writing effective arguments requires a flexible approach and a willingness to employ tactics to keep the reader on his/her toes, and turn things inside out. Open, close the umbrella, then open it again. **”I bring my umbrella with me everywhere.” As I consider that statement, it suddenly becomes the most profound thing I’ve said today – or perhaps ever.
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UNIT 1: INVENTION: GETTING THE IDEAS FLOWING Upon successful completion of this unit, you will be able to: • • • • •



generate ideas on potential topics for a paper develop potential topics for body paragraphs list possible evidence to support your thesis discuss strategies for engaging the reader consider potential audience or readership



Audience Analysis Before you write, during the writing and revision process, the key to an effective presentation is understanding your audience. MISSION-CRITICAL FACTORS Who is your audience? Who, specifically, are they? As you prepare to write, you need to have a good idea of your audience. This will probably involve more than one stage of contemplation. Of course, you know who your primary audience is likely to be, particularly if it is an instructor or an editor. But who are the secondary audiences likely to be? Why? Demographics of the audience As you define your audience, you need to have an idea of their basic characteristics. Where do they live? What gender are they? How old are they? What is their income level? What is their education level? What are the demographics that specifically apply to your topic? That will influence the questions you ask yourself as you try to obtain an accurate idea of the dominant characteristics of your audience. For example, if your paper is on gun control, it is useful to know if your audience is likely to be comprised of gun owners or members of the NRA. How will they receive your message? What is the medium? Printed or written discourse? Internet? Graphics? Film? Television? The medium of the message has a definite impact on audience impact. For example, if they read your article in a newspaper, they will respond to it in a different manner than if they read it on typed pages. If your message is on the Internet, you need to keep in mind such factors as design, color, accessibility, loading speed, etc. If your message includes graphics, how are they printed on the page? In color? Black and white? If the medium is film or television, what are the production values? What are other factors, such as music, set design, mise-en-scene, direction, camera angles, etc.? All these are non-narrative elements that have an impact on your audience because each element carries with it meaning. The mind makes meaning from each of the elements, and, like it or not, it will impact the spoken or written part of the discursive package. What are the core values of your audience? How can you affirm those while making your point? Of course, you will probably never know all of them, but if you understand a bit about the  
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religious, ethnic, group, and/or demographic background of your audience, you may have a fairly good idea about how the audience members respond to certain issues. What do they believe is the appropriate role of government and the state? Is the human being inherently good, bad, or neutral? Is the human psyche malleable or rigidly programmed? The key is to identify the core values that pertain to your primary thesis and the topics in your paper. If you affirm your audience’s core beliefs, you can help convince your audience of your credibility and they will be more likely to pay attention. When do the attitudes and values of your audience shift? This is a key opportunity, but why? What are your audience’s situational attitudes? This is an often overlooked and underestimated element in audience analysis. And yet, it is precisely this area that holds’ the most promise because these are the points where you may actually be able to wield influence. When the attitudes and values of your audience begin to shift due to a changing situation, or a different speaker, then you know you have an opportunity to create a more effective argument, and one which actually has a chance of working. This is not to be overlooked. Why will your audience read your document? What’s in it for them? In constructing your paper, you need to keep in mind that your audience is not likely to read past the first line unless they perceive that there is some benefit or utility in continuing to read. With that in mind, you need to structure your paper so that you “positively program or condition” your audience by making the paper readable, relevant, reliable, and rewarding. What are audience expectations? Narrative expectations? Generic expectations? Because of the nature of narrative and form, your audience will begin to develop the expectation that your paper will follow along these lines. You must analyze your paper very carefully and decide what basic narrative form it is following. If it is a story, is it a Cinderella story? Romeo and Juliet? A revenge story? If it is a report, is it a sales pitch? An expose? A recommendation? A informational review? Does it take a position and argue a point? Generic expectations have to do with the genre or type of paper that it is. If it is a paper that takes a position, you would hardly expect it to read like an instruction manual. Thus, you need to keep in mind how your audience will typecast your paper and just accordingly. What are your audience’s preconceptions about your topic? The “major players” in your topic? Is your audience likely to have preconceptions about your audience? If they do, you need to address them. If you do not acknowledge the preconceptions, your audience will think that you are not very well informed. In addition, it is important to determine who the “major players” are and that they manifest themselves as subtopics, statistics, case studies, images, or individual characters. Who do you consider yourself to be? Who are you, and, more importantly, where are you in relation to your audience? What are the power hierarchies? Who and where is the “Other” in relation to you and your audience, and how does it change the way they approach you, each other, the text? As you read your paper, think about how you would respond to your audience if you were meeting them face-to-face, then explaining the topic to them. How do you envision them assessing you? Your response to this is a key indicator of how you perceive yourself, and whether or not you believe yourself to be speaking to a group of peers, or to a group of individuals or an individual with  
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more or significantly less power than you. It’s absolutely indicative of the post-colonial (and postfeminist, if one discusses the phenomenology of oppression) mindset, and it indicates how you know your own reality, and how you prioritize your perceptions. If you can manage to think in an “Other"-centric way, you will have achieved what Kenneth Burke referred to as “consubstantiality,” or the ability to “get under the skin” of your audience. Pit Bull Brainstorming http://www.beyondutopia.net/writing-survival-guide/pit-bull-brainstorming/ Brainstorming is an invention strategy for composition that can take many forms. While some find it useful to use diagrams, outlines, decision trees, and clusters, those tactics tend to focus on the “what” instead of the “how” and the “why.” In order to approach deeper issues, and to trigger chains of thoughts, a very powerful technique is to develop series of questions. Video resource: Goal-Setting: http://youtu.be/L-hovUcWfDQ Video resource: Getting Started: http://youtu.be/ghkNV7PxJPE Paper #1: Develop a series of questions (10 – 12) and do a freewrite on any topic that follows the format of Pit Bull Brainstorming. You may also respond to a hypothetical situation. http://www.writingsurvivalguide.com (click on Pit Bull Brainstorming) Example: You have been asked to plan a Halloween Open House / Fundraiser at your local animal rescue organization. Please develop questions to help gain insight into team members and to find out what their talents, strengths, needs, and experience might be. This will be the “concatenation of questions” of Pit Bull Brainstorming. After you do that, please write for 20 minutes on what you learned about yourself and/or your teammates, and how you can contribute toward the success of this event. Target: 10 – 15 questions Freewrite: 200 – 500 words Listen to the downloadable audio file: http://www.beyondutopia.net/podcasts/pit-bulls.mp3 Brainstorming is an invention strategy for composition that can take many forms. While some find it useful to use diagrams, outlines, decision trees, and clusters, those tactics tend to focus on the “what” instead of the “how” and the “why.” In order to approach deeper issues, and to trigger chains of thoughts, a very powerful technique is to develop series of questions. This brainstorming exercise revolves around questions that trigger questions. It is a chain of questions, or, one could say a “great concatenation of questions.” This approach is extremely useful for causal essays, as well as basic argumentation. One topic that certainly helps illustrate the technique is that of the American Pit Bull Terrier. It seems that attacks by pit bulls just keep increasing. Why is it happening? What are we doing about it? Are some dog breeds being labeled “bad breeds"? I’m using the question about whether or not communities should have “breed bans” as an example. Use this approach for any topic – you’ll be surprised how effect it is, especially as you try to get started, and you are not sure how to see multiple sides of the same issue.  
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Audio: I listened to an interesting report on National Public Radio entitled, “Targeting Aggressive Dog Breeds in California.” I accessed it through the National Public Radio website located here: http://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=5012365 I was able to listen to the show using Real Player, which I had downloaded for free from the Internet. Alternatively, I could have listened to it using Windows Media Player. Questions immediately came to mind. I thought about the general questions, and I found my questions were helping me narrow my topic. The questions can also be thought of as cluster analysis questions, and can be used in conjunction with mind-mapping. The perplexing questions first: Why do pit pulls attack people, and how can such a tiny dog be so dangerous? Who says they’re bad? Why are they saying it? What do some people want to do? Where? Why? History and background thoughts: Why are pit bulls aggressive? Were they bred that way? What is a pit bull, and what makes it so dangerous? Who uses the ultra-aggressive pit bulls? Who might need such an aggressive dog? The other side of the coin: What is good about a pit bull? Why do some people say the breed is very loving? Can pit bulls be friendly, happy dogs? Let’s get personal: What would I do if I had a pit bull? Training, conditioning, behavior modification Are there any business opportunities here? Yes! one can specialize in deprogramming dangerous dogs; also, let your city become the pit bull dumping ground next to a major metropolitan area (all dogs must be muzzled, though) Dog chow for ultra aggressive dogs (make them more aggressive) – is there and ethical issue here? Pacifying dog chow (calm down and tranquilize the dogs) Pit Bulls and Dog Fighting: Current Issues What Is it About Pit Bulls? http://www.moderndogmagazine.com/articles/what-it-about-pitbulls/17294 Arguments For and Against Breed-Specific Bans http://dogbitelaw.com/breed-specific-laws/arguments-for-and-against-breed-specific-laws.html Impact of Breed Bans on Human Owners – “An Actor’s Death Puts a Spotlight on Breed Bans and Grieving Over the Loss of a Pet” http://www.vetstreet.com/our-pet-experts/an-actors-death-putsa-spotlight-on-breed-bans-and-grieving-over-the-loss-of-a-pet?WT.mc_id=Outbrain_6413183 Vick on Course for Animal Empathy: http://viviangrant.wordpress.com/2007/10/04/vick-oncourse-for-animal-empathy/  
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Trained to be Killers, Vick’s Pit Bulls Now on Death Row: http://www.nydailynews.com/sports/football/2007/08/30/2007-0830_trained_to_be_killers_vicks_pit_bulls_no.html My Pit Bull Brainstorming “cloud” – make connections Pit Bull Rescue Central: http://www.pbrc.net/ pit bull terriers, composition strategies, brainstorming techniques, concept mapping, clusters of thoughts, invention techniques, first year composition, mad dog, mauling dogs, 76-year-old-woman mauled by pit bull as grandchildren watch in horror, Denver bans pit bulls, Nederland, Colorado becomes aggressive breed haven, new kennel accepts cast-off killer canines Useful Websites for Information Pit Bull Primer: There are two sides to the pit bull banning debate San Francisco Chronicle, October 30, 2005 http://www.sfgate.com/cgi-bin/article.cgi?f=/c/a/2005/10/30/CMGTAF0PGA1.DTL Pit Bull Mix Mauls 60-Year-Old Man http://www.norwichbulletin.com/newsnow/x1412423997/Pit-bull-mix-mauls-60-year-oldConnecticut-man#axzz23vTafv5v Pit Bull Attack Places Breed Ban in the Spotlight Suburban Chicago News, November 20, 2005 http://www.suburbanchicagonews.com/couriernews/top/3_1_EL20_A1PITBULL_S1.htm Miami Votes to Keep Ban on Pit Bulls August 16, 2012 http://www.opposingviews.com/i/topanimalrights/miami-votes-keep-ban-pit-bull-dogs
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UNIT 2: SELF AND OTHERS: TEAM-BUILDING The goal of this unit is to use writing to gain a sense of self and others. As you engage in selfevaluation, you will also learn to appreciate the unique attributes and qualities of others as they relate to the accomplishment of a goal. Upon successful completion of this unit, you will be able to • • • • •



Write a paper that describes a team assembled for a particular purpose Describe team members from the perspective of psychological theories Explain how the team will work together to achieve a goal Discuss possible clashes Explain how you might use the unique attributes of team members to resolve the clashes



Who Am I? Who Are You? Gaining self-knowledge, and knowledge of the strengths and tendencies of people in your team, will help you be successful in your workplace, community, and family. The psychologist Carl Gustav Jung founded analytical psychology, which incorporated his ideas of archetypes, the collective unconscious, oppositional tendencies in human personality, the complex, and synchronicity. Influential writings include Man and His Symbols and The Archetypes and the Collective Unconscious. Jung’s ideas have been very influential in management, team-building, marketing, promotion, and community-building. In order to make Jung’s ideas more accessible, Isabell Myers Briggs and her mother, Katharine Briggs, developed a psychometric instrument which consists of a series of questions that will help you determine your preferred methods of using perception and judgment, and your most comfortable way of relating to the world. Excerpted with permission from the MBTI® Manual: A Guide to the Development and Use of the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator® Favorite world: Do you prefer to focus on the outer world or on your own inner world? This is called Extraversion (E) or Introversion (I). Information: Do you prefer to focus on the basic information you take in or do you prefer to interpret and add meaning? This is called Sensing (S) or Intuition (N). Decisions: When making decisions, do you prefer to first look at logic and consistency or first look at the people and special circumstances? This is called Thinking (T) or Feeling (F). Structure: In dealing with the outside world, do you prefer to get things decided or do you prefer to stay open to new information and options? This is called Judging (J) or Perceiving (P). Your Personality Type: When you decide on your preference in each category, you have your own personality type, which can be expressed as a code with four letters.  
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Readings: Understanding Team-Building Using the MBTI http://www.slideshare.net/malpascoe/mbti-team-dynamics What is the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator? http://www.myersbriggs.org/my-mbti-personality-type/mbti-basics/ Concept of Archetypes http://www.carl-jung.net/archetypes.html Collective Unconscious http://www.carl-jung.net/collective_unconscious.html Video Resource: Telling Your Story / Writing Your Life http://youtu.be/oJxhVnXxNOA Building the Team Today’s work teams Assemble the team / team roles Storming, Forming, Norming Describe team members’ strengths Team member opportunities (not weaknesses) Readings: All About Team Building: http://managementhelp.org/groups/team-building.htm Team Building http://www.teamtechnology.co.uk/tt/h-articl/tb-basic.htm Team Building Activities http://wilderdom.com/games/InitiativeGames.html Audience Analysis Before you write, during the writing and revision process, the key to an effective presentation is understanding your audience. Readings: Audience Analysis http://www.beyondutopia.net/writing-survival-guide/audience/ Avoiding Plagiarism http://www.beyondutopia.net/writing-survival-guide/plagiarism/ Revision Guide http://www.beyondutopia.net/writing-survival-guide/revision/
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Writing Assignment Paper #2: For paper #2, you will work with individuals who have come together to plan and launch the First Annual Halloween Open House and Fundraiser for your local animal rescue shelter. You have five people on your team. The team members are volunteers, and chances are, they are new volunteers and you do not know them. So, to develop the event, you will need to develop the team. Important Note: You may select a different fund-raising event. If you do so, be sure to describe the ultimate goal, the reason for the event, and some historical background of the event and the sponsoring organization. The team-building will be the same. For this paper, follow these steps: a) Develop questions to gain an idea of the strengths and needs of your team members. You will use Myers-Briggs Type Inventory to help you. b) Write a description of yourself and how you envision yourself contributing to the success of the event. List your attributes, experience, skills, and resources. Then, develop a paragraphlong profile for each of your five team members. c) Develop a list of tasks and assign team members based on their strengths and skills. d) Finally, in a brief paragraph, discuss how and when clashes and conflicts might arise, and how an understanding of different types / preferences can help you resolve your problems. e) After the paper is written, revise it using procedures recommended in revision guides.
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UNIT 3: CREATIVE PROBLEM SOLVING For this assignment, you will write an essay that identifies an issue in which there is a community problem, and then proposes a solution. Instructions In a Word document, write an essay an which you o Identify a community problem o Describe the problem using statistics, cases, and examples o Use creative techniques such as mind-mapping or active questioning to propose solutions o Explore different ideas about how and why people behave in certain ways o Write an executive summary that will contain the main points of your essay Like many of society’s troubling issues, the explanations are murky at best. Yet, despite the lack of clarity, we want to untangle motives, influences, factors, and possible deterrents. When postulating a cause and effect relation, it is important to examine the nature of explanations and the argument for possible bias, logic flaws, faulty assumptions. You may wish to follow this flow chart for guidance. Your topic can be on any topic. Writing Requirements • Your essay must be two to three pages. Your cover email should be brief and clear. • Your document must be double-spaced using a 12-point font with 1-inch margins and include your name at the top of the first page. • Proofread your document to eliminate mechanical and grammatical errors. • For citations, follow APA format. FLOWCHART Why Do Kids Kill? It is difficult to explain why there have been so many cases in the United States of kids killing parents, relatives, schoolmates, and total strangers. This essay flow chart helps students recognize how to support an argument and to avoid flaws in their logic. Like many of society’s troubling issues, the explanations are murky at best. Yet, despite the lack of clarity, we want to untangle motives, influences, factors, and possible deterrents. When postulating a cause and effect relation, it is important to examine the nature of explanations and the argument for possible bias, logic flaws, faulty assumptions. http://www.beyondutopia.net/writing-survival-guide/extended-definition-killer-kids/
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Components of the Essay: Engaging the Reader. Start with an illustrative scene, or details cases or examples. Your goal is to engage the reader and to have him/her ask questions. Omaha Killer’s Troubled Past: http://www.theaustralian.news.com.au/story/0,25197,22889325-2703,00.html Massacre at Virginia Tech: http://www.cnn.com/SPECIALS/2007/virginiatech.shootings/ Colorado New Life Church Killer: http://www.rockymountainnews.com/news/2007/dec/09/shooting-reported-new-life-churchsprings/ James Holmes Shows No Emotion in Court Appearance: http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2012/08/17/james-holmes-court-appearancevictims_n_1795932.html Statistics and History. It is very persuasive to provide statistics and background. However, statistics can distort the situation and shape the reader’s perception of events. Statistics can reinforce negative stereotypes, in addition to providing a realistic view of things. Nature vs. Nurture. Are some people born violent? Or, alternatively, does the environment make a person violent? Are individuals socialized into violence? Nature vs. nurture arguments are easily accepted by most readers, but if one is not careful, an argument can be biased and simply reinforce already existing opinions, ideas, and political stances. Possible Cause #1: Television Violence (emulatory behavior) Psychologist Albert Bandura conducted ground-breaking experiments which suggest that children imitate violent behavior seen on television. This argument has been expanded to suggest that children will behave violently after being exposed to media of all kinds, including video games, multiplayer interactive computer games, violent images, television, and even music. Cautionary note: Does the author have a hidden agenda? Are the statistics being used to support underlying bias? There can be faulty assumptions, too. Does every exposure to violent behavior result in violent action? Does this assumption lead to damaging stereotyping? Possible Cause #2: Brain Chemistry Are some people born with brains that are “wired” to be violent? Brain scans that demonstrate differences between the brains of violent criminals and ordinary law-abiding individuals have been used to support the notion that organic differences in the brain and nervous system are responsible for violent behavior. Cautionary note: Whose research is being used? How did they conduct their research? Is there hidden bias? Be alert to socio-economic, ethnic stereotyping which masks itself as “biology."  
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Possible Cause #3: Culture of Killing Do some societies develop a “culture of killing” that rewards people who are violent in certain ways? Are kids who kill transformed into anti-heroes, or cult figures? Does this lead to copycat acts? Which sociological and psychological theories and theorists can be used to weigh in on both sides of the argument? Cautionary note: Is the writer’s bias getting in the way of objectivity? Are things what they seem to be? Do appearances deceive? Possible Cause #4: Warped Values Can children’s violent acts be attributed to a general decline in morality and values? This argument is often used by individuals who are promoting a particular agenda. In using this argument, it is very important to define morality, values, and the ideal. It is useful to also refer to philosophical ideas about the common good and ethical behavior. Possible Cause #5: Conditioned to Kill? Numerous studies have suggested that individuals can be conditioned to do violent acts, and that they do so partly because they’ve been conditioned to do so. They may also kill if they believe that they are under orders to do so. Dave Grossman, author and expert on psychological issues involved with soldiers and killing, argues that adults and children can be conditioned to kill through a number of behavioral and cognitive techniques, including operant conditioning. (http://www.killology.com/article_trainedtokill.htm) Possible Cause #6: Child Soldiers – Stunted Emotional Development? Never Developed Empathy? There are many ways to exploit children, from child labor to trafficking. In armed conflict (wars, including drug trafficking), children are often used as soldiers and assassins. What made it possible to induce a child to kill in the first place? Do young minds not consider the people they’re killing to be “real”? Does it seem unreal? At the same time, do they kill out of fear? or pleasure? There have been an number of in-depth studies of child soldiers in Africa, and it’s worthwhile to take a look at what people have observed. Young Blood: Children of War http://library.thinkquest.org/06aug/01032/impacts.html?c5 **************** Useful Websites: Statement made by children participating at the North American Regional Consultation for the UN Study on Violence against children, Toronto, 3 June 2005. http://www.crin.org/violence/search/closeup.asp?infoID=5761 Dave Grossman: On Conditioning Kids to Kill (co-author of On Combat: The Psychology and Physiology of Deadly Conflict in War and in Peace, WSG Research Publications, 2004) http://www.killology.com/article_trainedtokill.htm  
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Kip Kinkel: The Killer at Thurston High (PBS Special) http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/kinkel/ Albert Bandura, et al. "Transmission of Aggression through Imitation of Aggressive Models" http://psychclassics.yorku.ca/Bandura/bobo.htm Imitative Violence: An overview from India and Indian film "The Trend of Violence on the Indian Screen & its Influence on Children" http://www.bitscape.info/research/screen_3o.htm "TV Violence and Brainmapping in Children,” by John P. Murray http://www.psychiatrictimes.com/p011070.html Why They Kill: The Discoveries of a Maverick Criminologist, by Richard Rhodes http://www.csudh.edu/dearhabermas/tchessay61.htm Bullying in high school: Of Bullies and the Bullied (Psychology Today) http://www.psychologytoday.com/articles/PTO-19930101-000010.html Child Trauma Academy, Bruce D. Perry, M.D. Articles on the relationship between childhood neglect, trauma, and brain development http://www.feralchildren.com/en/pager.php?df=perry2002 More Examples: Lionel Tate: “Wrestling Case” Draws Life Sentence http://www.cbsnews.com/stories/2001/03/09/national/main277536.shtml Tate case profile: http://www.karisable.com/ymltate.htm Red Lake Ojibwa Reservation school shootings: http://www.csmonitor.com/2005/0323/p01s01-ussc.html
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UNIT 4: SOCIAL JUSTICE Being able to write about social injustice is often the first step to developing a strategy to take action and correct it. For this assignment, you will write an essay that identifies an issue in which there is social injustice, and then proposes a solution. Instructions In a Word document, write an essay an which you • • • • • •



identify a situation in society that reflect social injustice explain the situation and the context / setting describe the people who are involved propose a potential solution develop action steps discuss potential pros and cons of the solution



Examples include human trafficking, child labor, control of women’s reproduction health, elder abuse. Prepare your document for delivery as an attachment to a brief email written to a prominent blogger who has the power to publicize the situation and to provide exposure. Writing Requirements • Your essay must be two to three pages. Your cover email should be brief and clear. • Your document must be double-spaced using a 12-point font with 1-inch margins and include your name at the top of the first page. • Proofread your document to eliminate mechanical and grammatical errors. • For citations, follow APA format.
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UNIT 5: ANNOTATED BIBLIOGRAPHY Being able to conduct research for your essays and papers, as well as analyzing the validity and the usefulness of your source for your paper are very important. It is also important to be able to summarize the For this assignment, you will develop an annotated bibliography. Instructions In a Word document, list 10 reliable sources that you intend to cite. They can be from: • • • • • • • • • •



Peer-reviewed journal articles Government publications Corporate or not-for-profit whitepapers Newspapers Research reports Books / monographs Encyclopedias and dictionaries Blogs Internet sources Personal communication



List your sources. For each source, write a paragraph that: • Summarizes the article • Discusses the way it relates to your topic • Describes who wrote it / why • Who was involved • When • How it is important Writing Requirements • Your annotated bibliography must contain 10 sources. • Write clear paragraph descriptions. • Proofread your document to eliminate mechanical and grammatical errors. • For citations, follow APA format. One-sentence summary of the articles covered in the paper: This paper summarizes recent research findings in the following area: _____________ General Subject Area: The general subject area I am investigating is the following: ______________________________________ My purpose for being interested in this is: Some of the contributing reasons for interest in this topic are: ______________________  
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Summary and/or overview of the articles I focused on: This is a one-paragraph overview. Article Overview & Analysis – Follow this structure for each article: a. This article reports findings from (who, where, when, what, why). b. Meaning and major significance (quote should be followed by a parenthetical citation, with Works Cited to follow. Inside parentheses: Author followed by year). c. Most important aspect of the study and why. d. What this means to me in the world at large and to the field. Personal Opinions and Conclusions: These are my thoughts and ideas after reading the articles, doing more investigations on the topic, etc. Recommendations, Insights, Ideas for Future Study: Did I learn much from these articles & my subsequent research? What was it? What will I do next? What recommendations would I make to the researchers? My conclusions... NOTE: Citing Sources – APA Style for Electronic Sources Online periodical: Author, A. A., Author, B. B., & Author, C. C. (2000). Title of article. Title of Periodical, xx, xxxxxx. Retrieved month day, year, from source. Online document: Author, A. A. (2000). Title of work. Retrieved month day, year, from source.
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UNIT 6: RESEARCH PAPER You will need to write research papers in your academic career, both in undergraduate and graduate courses. For this assignment, you will write research paper on a topic of your choice. You will use APA style, and the length will be 5 – 7 pages. You may use the following guidelines for developing your paper: Getting Started • • •



Define your research problem Make a list of key words that you can use in a keyword search Make a preliminary list of relevant authors and researchers in this field



Step One: Keyword Searches • Internet search: try search engines for searches for material on the web, but be very discerning as to the suitability of the material for your paper • Journal search: determine the field of study you need to research. Is it in the Humanities? Earth Sciences? Life Sciences? Social Sciences? Search in the appropriate databases • Monograph and book search: go to the online library and conduct a keyword search, and also search based on the results found in your journal and Internet searches (authors, titles, journals) Step Two: “The Concept” • Write down what you consider to be the major concept encapsulated in your research problem; that is, the key results or contributions that your research will yield • Look through the material that you have found in your earlier searches and make a list of authors, new keywords, journals • Search again, filling in the gaps so that you can find articles that clearly articulate aspects of the concept of your research problem, either in previous times or currently Step Three: Finding “Evidence" • What constitutes “evidence” that backs up your research problem? Make a list of the types of evidence – does it consist of statistics? Of passages from books? Of artworks? Of critical articles or critical analyses? • Make a list of the key individuals who have generated the types of evidence you need to find. These may be a) researchers; b) authors; c) writers of critical theory or criticism; d) scientists. • Return to journals, Internet, and library indices and find additional articles or works that you can use as evidence. Be sure to keep track of all the information you will need to create a proper citation. Step Four: Chronicling the History and Development of Ideas Pertaining to Your Research Problem  
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• • • •



Write down what you consider to be the primary research problem, and list the evolution of ideas pertaining to it. Who were the first people to write about the problem, as it existed in its nascent form? What was your research problem topic or theme called in earlier times? Did it have the same name? Who gave it that name? What were the socio-political implications? Return to your sources and create a timeline that traces the evolution of ideas, research activities, theories, and propositions relating to your research problem.



Step Five: Researching “The Opposition” • Are there any articles or books that you have come across in which the author takes a position that is diametrically opposed to your own vis-à-vis your research problem? • Who and why do they have different ideas concerning the same research problem or topic? • What are their ideas? • Research these and list them. Step Six: Putting It All Together • Review your paper and underline the passages that require support or substantiation. Find the appropriate reference and place it there. • Add a “Definitions” section. Define your terms from the articles you have found. Cite them properly. • Add a “Backgrounds” section and describe the history and evolution of ideas regarding your research problem. Be sure to include the dissenting views (the “opposition") to provide a balanced approach. • Review the correct style guide and make sure that you are following the proper citation style. If it is in the area of humanities, it will probably follow MLA or Chicago style; if the social sciences, APA. If the topic is science, consult the discipline and find out the appropriate approach and the rationale for it so that you understand precisely why the references are listed as they are. Be sure to differentiate between Internet sources, journals, newspapers, interviews, and monograph/books. Examples / possible subjects: • Human trafficking in the U.S. • Intervention strategies for domestic abuse • Trends in women’s incarceration • Social justice issues emerging from recent U.S. Supreme Court rulings Writing Requirements • Your essay must be five to seven pages in length. • Your document must be double-spaced using a 12-point font with 1-inch margins and include your name at the top of the first page. • Proofread your document to eliminate mechanical and grammatical errors. • For citations, follow APA format.
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RESEARCH PAPER SURVIVAL GUIDE Structuring your paper to guide the reader to your findings, encourage active dialogue, and to clearly present your original analysis. I. Brief presentation of your primary thesis, your research problem, three major sections of your investigation, and the solution / findings / recommendations that you will be making. Overview: In this section, you present a clear, brief, and eminently lucid summary of your problem and subsequent investigation. The description of your primary thesis should not be more than one sentence in length. In a subsequent sentence, you will describe three major aspects that you investigate in your paper. You should briefly state why this is important, and that you are taking a unique approach to the problem. Keys to Success: Be brief, clear, and direct. You should engage the reader’s the interest by indicating what makes your work worthwhile, unique, potentially useful. Keep in mind that you are laying down the foundation for rest of the paper, and creating a category that your reader can easily manage and archive. You are preparing a pathway for your reader and facilitating the process of making relevant connections, and the application of the reader’s own experience to the points you are making. You are also creating an ethos or tone that is highly credible, which will place your reader in a frame of mind that is receptive and accepting of your “evidence” and “proofs." Example: This paper examines the use of utopian narratives in Native American science fiction and explores how they function to a) propose new visions of a world which incorporate traditional Native views of the human’s relation to nature, b) propose an alternate vision of science fiction, and one that does not primarily concern itself with a dialectic between the human and the machine, and c) envision communities of the future that incorporate Native-based systems of governments. Although there have been a number of studies of Native American writers, none have looked at this aspect of writing, nor have they examined the cultural beliefs, underlying assumptions about human nature and the proper role of government, or the ethics of technological innovation vis-a-vis a core sense of humanity. This investigation focuses primarily on the work of three Native American writers, and approximately 25 collections of their novels, essays, short stories and poems. II. Definition of key terms and concepts. Cite references. Overview: In this section, you will provide definitions and descriptions to terms that are central to the development of your paper. This is not the same as a glossary, but is more of a definition and discussion of how you use the term in your paper. For example, one could say “Holman’s Handbook to Literature defines a ‘utopian narrative’ as ‘xxx xxxx xxxx xxx’ (Holman 762)” Only define the terms that the average reader is not likely to understand, or the terms that have a special application for your paper. Keys to Success: Make a list of key terms and concepts that you are addressing. Look very closely at terms that may be in common parlance, but which have a special and specific meaning or application for your research paper. Be clear, and explain the specifics when necessary. Cite sources.  
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III. The research problem, further described. An in-depth look at your research problem, which describes what it is, with an illustrative scenario or example. This a synthesis and should be original work, therefore it may not be necessary to cite sources here. If there are controversial elements, mention them briefly. Overview: This gives you a chance to re-address the topic you introduced in the first section and to go into more detail. You may be able to simply describe the issues and why there is a sense of urgency about the topic. If your topic is an exploration of a social issue, or a proposed method, you may wish to further describe your topic with an illustrative example or scenario which shows rather than tells the reader the central issue. Keys to Success: Develop this section well so that your reader has a clear idea of the depth and complexity of the research problem, and an understanding of the major issues. Select your illustrative scenario very carefully so that it does not set up contradictions or conflicts with later sections of your paper. Without becoming sentimental, or generating bathos, this section can evoke an emotional response which can be helpful in persuading your reader of the importance of the study. IV. History of research on this topic. Explain why your research is unique and needed. Give a brief chronology of research, and the history of ideas. Provenance, antecedents, etc. Cite sources. Overview: This section is invaluable, not only to your reader but also to yourself because it compels you to research your topic very carefully and to trace any evolution of ideas that might have occurred. In addition, it makes your argument solid and gives it credibility. It demonstrates that you, as a researcher, are well aware of the work that has been done in the area. Keys to Success: Keep the lines of investigation clear and focused. Do not list articles that digress or do not specifically refer to your primary thesis and the research problem. Try to find the source of some of the key ideas and trace the evolutionary unfolding and adoption of the ideas as they relate to your primary thesis. V. “Evidence” section. Supporting statistics, examples, case studies, citations, supporting passages from key texts. Explain why the statistics you cite are valid. Present counter-arguments and opposing viewpoints. Cite carefully. Overview: In this section, you present supporting findings from credible sources. These generally take the form of refereed journals, books by respected publishers, monographs, and online journals. In the case of online references, you will need to be very careful to assure yourself that the source is credible. If in doubt, ask your advisor or librarian. This is where you present statistical support for your idea, and/or the results of any research, surveys, laboratory investigations, etc. Be sure to discuss methodology as well as addressing who conducted the research, when it was done, why or what primary objective was served, where it  
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happened, what results were obtained. If research was conducted that refutes or calls into question this work, be sure to describe it as well. Keys to Success: Make certain the statistics are directly relevant to your research problem, and clearly describe how they relate to the primary thesis and/or the sub-topics or aspects explored. Set the stage to be able to refer back to this supporting evidence when making points in later sections of the paper. VI. Expanded “Evidence” – Further case studies or examples. Minimum of three: supporting your thesis statement, one that takes your thesis statement in a new direction or explores the subtopics, and one that makes one think of new aspects of your thesis and research problem. Use citations, and intersperse your thoughts and analysis throughout. Overview: This is part of the research paper where your analytical abilities are put to the test. This is also where you have a chance to show the reader the key elements of your argument, and elements those elements with examples. It is necessary to be very careful in citing sources. Your mission here is to demonstrate that your ideas and insights are rock-solid, and if they dare doubt, you have the facts to back it up! Keys to Success: Find good examples or case studies that clearly illustrate the points you want to make. Do not quote passages that are too long: make it short, pithy, and relevant. Be sure to discuss the quote, and do not place two block-quotes together, or one after another in concatenation. Your discussion should make connections between your primary thesis, the subtopics, and any new or interesting insights you have or discoveries that you have made. Be sure to cite your sources. VII. Debate points or controversial aspects. Discuss the issues and present new ways of looking at the primary thesis, and its three or four primary sub-categories. This is your original work. Begin to undermine or question the underlying assumptions that may problematize your investigation, and your conclusion, approaches, solution. Overview: This is the “fun” part of the paper. Here you have a chance to bring up all the controversial points, points of debate, and potential conflicts and/or contradictions. A good way to get started is to address any stereotypes or myths that might be associated with your topic, and which get in the way of a clear-headed, down-to-earth, and rational analysis of the facts. You may also wish to dig into the underlying assumptions in your work. These can be cultural assumptions, or underlying ideas about the nature of people, ideas about society and government, or ethical issues. In addition, you have a chance to explore the impact of current trends or ways of thinking and explore those. If there are troubling and potentially contradictory underlying issues that often come to the surface as you are thinking about your research problem, please be sure to address them here. If they occur to you, they will most certainly occur to at least some of your readers. By addressing them, you are making a concession to them, and demonstrating that you are in full command of the facts and the issues. This will help your credibility. In addition, you have a chance to explain why the approach you used is the most appropriate, and why you selected the case studies and/or examples that you did. You can also explore the implications that the subject you explored have on the future.  
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Keys to Success: Be direct, and don’t be afraid to address controversy. Lay your cards on the table. Demonstrate why this topic is fascinating, and why your research problem is so intriguing that you would choose to devote a good segment of your valuable time and resources to it. If you’re excited, your audience will be excited, too. VIII. A concluding summary that is more than a conclusion. Insights, recommendations, probable issues vis-a-vis the future. This can include a vision of the future, an illustrative scenario. Overview: In this section, you bring together your research, your analysis, and your insights, and you lead your reader to a brief contemplation of where they have been as they traveled through your paper. You have a chance to explain why this paper is relevant to future studies and investigations. If you are making a recommendation which would require the reader or someone to take action, then you can develop action steps, and even develop an illustrative scenario to help the reader envision your ideas. Keys to Success: Do not be too reductive or narrow. Instead, reinforce the importance of the research. Be specific, and avoid being too universal or general. IX. References. Please be sure to refer to the Longman’s Writing Guide or another commonly accepted style guide and clearly cite all sources: journals, books, reference materials, Internet-based information.
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UNIT 7: MISSION/VISION/CAREER If you are able to articulate your personal mission and vision, you are much more likely to communicate your core values and capabilities to a potential client or employee. You will also be more likely to be able to create a resume that responds directly to the job description in a job opening. For this assignment, you will write a brief essay that describes your vision and mission, and addresses the following questions: • • • • •



What is my core vision? What are my basic values? How will I make this a reality in my world? What are the steps that need to be taken? How will I modify my resume to highlight my experience, abilities, and values that align with the needs expressed in a job description or help wanted ad?



You may wish to include actual job posts or help wanted ads. Writing Requirements • Your essay must be two to three pages. Your cover email should be brief and clear. • Your document must be double-spaced using a 12-point font with 1-inch margins and include your name at the top of the first page. • Proofread your document to eliminate mechanical and grammatical errors. • For citations, follow APA format. Example 1: Cruella DeVille Mission Statement My goal is to create ideal environments for perfectly proportioned spotted dogs (Dalmations), and to improve my own life and that of a few (very few) “friends” by identifying the strengths I possess that relate to designing fur coats and distributing them after I have worn them to the point I am bored with them. My Core Values: Results-Oriented: I value competent henchmen who can capture dogs with spotted coats, and the ownership of a spooky mansion that has lots of places to hide. A Patterned Reality: Everything goes my way. All the time. Organization: I value the ability to create order out of chaos, to deal with the unexpected, and to develop a structural framework that allow me to perform effectively and stay on task. For example, I developed an app that delivers a mild electrical shock if I am running slightly behind schedule, and which delivers an incapacitating jolt of electricity directly to my central nervous system if I am seriously out of sync.  
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Example 2: Mission Statement My goal is to create ideal environments and to improve the lives of individuals and community members by identifying my strengths and building on them. My Core Values: Imaginative: I value the ability to envision a positive outcome, and then to develop the action steps required to achieve that vision. For example, I was a part of a team the developed an innovative way to train volunteers to hold a fundraising event. Organization: I value the ability to create order out of chaos, to deal with the unexpected, and to develop a structural framework that allow me to perform effectively and stay on task. For example, I developed an app that delivers a mild electrical shock if I am running slightly behind schedule, and which delivers an incapacitating jolt of electricity directly to my central nervous system if I am seriously out of sync. Example 3: What is my core mission / vision? My Mission: My mission is to encourage creativity in all walks of life in order to build bridges and help solve what seemed, in the past, to be intractable problems in human relations, technology, economics, politics, and in one’s sense of self and destiny. Creativity, coupled with action and hard work, can, with luck and perseverance, open doors and expand access to education, economic life, and social groups, in order to strengthen one’s ability to have a purposeful, enfranchised, examined, and courageous life. HOW DO I ACTUALIZE MY MISSION AND VISION? Tactic One: List and Describe Core Values Creativity: I like the way that thinking creatively requires the willingness to put unexpected things together, and to look at a set of things, circumstances, or concepts from multiple perspectives. Sometimes it’s necessary to explore biases and blind spots in order to avoid confusing the status quo with the truly creative, or simply using new ways to reinforce old biases. Creativity, in the ultimate sense of the word, should be generative and life-supporting, as well as psychologically freeing. Perseverance: I value staying with a project until it’s done. If the project is on the wrong path, I think it is perfectly acceptable to drop it. Nevertheless, the ability to envision the outcome, and to stick with it, is something I have always respected. Teamwork: Working alone is efficient, at least for awhile. Teams are better. They bring energy, diverse perspectives, and multiple skillsets to a challenge, task, or problem. Being in a team is also vital for feeling enfranchised and that you have a sense of belonging. Connecting the Previously Unconnected: I like the idea of taking two or three things that never worked together and seeing how they might connect. It’s a great way to approach problems, and can lead to breakthroughs of engineering. It’s also a great way to energize a team or group problem-solving  
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group – there are usually moments of absurdity and humor that encourage the open exchange of ideas and create a supportive, non-punitive atmosphere. Tactic Two: Describe the World as It Is Now, Describe Potential Vision for the Future (key example of this tactic: Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.’s “I Have a Dream” speech) I see the world as a place where, despite the eternal self-fashioning and energizing transformations of technology, commerce, and human invention, the majority of the world’s peoples still behave as though they were approaching end times, “slouching toward Bethlehem” (as in the great Yeats poem, “The Second Coming”), and they interpret the events and activities around them as signs of decline, rather than opportunities for creative, energizing, empowering growth. The fear-driven mind finds apocalypse in the random words, signs, and acts that surround it. For the fear-driven mind, the future is a predetermined horrorscape of chaos, equivocation, and snarling despair. The end is predicted to be ugly and inescapable, and there is no way to protect oneself from it. The hope-driven mind may find apocalypse to be in our future, but instead of suffering and horror, the vision and hope-driven mind finds generative patterns, and pathways to growth. The end of the world signals Dionysian transformation, a necessary death phase that one goes through in order to be reborn, revitalized, regenerated. The vision-driven mind may have a mystical inclination, and the “dark night of the soul” is the test of faith that ushers in a state of union, of intuitive knowledge, of the achievement of great things. I would like to work toward a future that allows individuals to find a balance between their feardriven and hope-driven minds, and which provides a strategy for overcoming short-term, immediate anxieties by recognizing that working through the negative emotions is a necessary part of growth, and simply seeking to avoid pain will mean that one will remain in pain because no major changes have been made. In the future, I would like to see a world where people understand that they may transform themselves, and that the barriers that once existed can be eliminated. It may take some time, cooperation, and willingness to learn another language, computer skills, philosophy, or higher-order math. It might also require one to examine one’s own internal resistances to change, and to read works of literature and creative non-fiction in order to understand the mindsets of others vis-à-vis one’s own. The young child born into cold, hard streets of despair and abandonment has the same future as the young scion of a social media billionaire. It’s not enough to scoff and say that they share the same ultimate destiny, to die and be forgotten. It’s imperative to nurture the spark of life and imagination that drives one person to reach a hand out to another, without expectations or preconceptions, but simply to invite another to go on a journey together. The journey will strange, unpredictable, and yet infinitely worthwhile. I’m reminded of “Woyaya” by the South African song written by Osibisa, performed by Art Garfunkel in the early 1970s:  
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We are going Heaven knows where we are going We ‘ll know we’re there…
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UNIT 8: PROPOSAL FOR PROGRAM FOR COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT If you are able to write a compelling proposal, you may find that you are able to obtain funding for your ideas, and then develop a proposal. For this assignment, you will write a brief essay that describes a proposal to correct a problem in your community and addresses the following questions: • • • • • • •



What is problem in the community? What are the key issues? Who is affected? What can you do to correct the situation? Who will be a part of your team? What are your action steps? What is the end result or goal?



You may wish to include actual statistics and demographic information. You may also wish to include examples of successful programs in other communities, especially if they resemble the problem and proposal that you intend to cover. Writing Requirements • Your essay must be two to three pages. Your cover email should be brief and clear. • Your document must be double-spaced using a 12-point font with 1-inch margins and include your name at the top of the first page. • Proofread your document to eliminate mechanical and grammatical errors. • For citations, follow APA format. “MEET THE FRACKERS” Human Relations Solutions in the Conflicted Territory of Shale Plays and Hydraulic Fracturing A Program to Improve Communication, Enhance Knowledge of Technology and Environmental Impacts, and Establish Positive Community Relations in Regions Affected by Increased Oil and Gas Operations, with a Focus on Hydraulic Fracturing Submitted by: Susan Smith Nash, Ph.D. November 3, 2012
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BACKGROUND Communities and industry are often at odds when faced with increased rates of drilling for oil and gas, especially in the case of shale plays, which involve horizontal drilling, multi-stage, multilateral well completion and stimulation, a process which involves hydraulic fracturing. Advances in technology have made previously uneconomic resources economically viable, but the nature of the plays, which often involve tens of thousands of acres, together with the new technologies, which require using significant quantities of water, chemicals, sand / proppants, infrastructure, and produced fluids disposal, cause misunderstandings that can lead to extremely destructive actions and reactions between communities, companies, and regulatory agencies. Land owners and community members are concerned with: • • • • • •



Environmental degradation Damaging the aquifer Induced seismicity Pollution Destruction of infrastructure Noise pollution



Operating companies misinterpret communities are concerned with: • • • •



Obstructing stonewalling (financed by competitors) Deliberate misinformation to sway public opinion (financed by competitors) Extortive tactics to extract largest possible payments from companies Opportunistic seeking of mass torts



As a result, relations can be tense, and constituency groups can be confrontational. With the program, “Meet the Frackers,” openness is the key, presentations that answer questions / educate, Q&A that encourages tough, honest questions. WHAT IS NEEDED It is important to find a way for the various sides of the issue to communicate in an honest and productive way in order to identify perceptions, prejudices, fears, and business objectives. • • • • •



Establish a place to communicate real fears and beliefs Conduct research and present facts that can help allay fears Explain the state of the art processes and procedures, and discuss pros and cons Examine deeply held beliefs about regulatory agencies and industry, and discuss why they persist Explore the atmosphere of mistrust and cynicism to see if there are ways to correct it, and develop solutions



“Meet the Frackers” can help correct misperceptions and help educate all stakeholders and constituency groups so that they fully understand each others’ positions, and also have access to the latest technology, science, legal framework, and community impact.  
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The ultimate goal is to create safer, more efficient, more cost-effective, and more cooperative oil and gas operations and to respect all stakeholders while actively seeking and encouraging their involvement. NEEDS ASSESSMENT Identify communities with new, invigorated, or expanded / revitalized activity in the oil and gas areas of shale plays. Oklahoma: • • •



Mississippian / north OK / Enid Hunton dewatering Woodford



The U.S. • • •



Marcellus Eagle Ford Bakken



The needs assessment will determine the following: • • • • • • •



Which communities are at greatest risk of conflict over hydraulic fracturing? Where are the producing formations? What do the communities need? How should you get the word out? Who are the interested/concerned parties? Stakeholders? Where are the areas of greatest suspicion/mistrust between the constituency groups? When is the best time to establish programs?



HOW TO ACHIEVE OBJECTIVES



 



•



Develop structure for series of Town Hall meetings to establish dialogue; establish materials for local facilitators



•



Determine underlying assumptions and publicize them in several ways (Town Hall meetings, social media, blogs, websites) for debate and discussion



•



Develop repository of information on hydraulic fracturing – open information



•



Open Mini Courses: Information, with assessment (quiz with printable certificate with score)



•



“Meet the Frackers” video vignettes in Reality TV format (videoed using smartphones), uploaded to YouTube, with use for courses, etc.
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•



Develop objects (videos, audio, graphics) that can be archived for multiple purposes in the future



•



Develop additional educational activities for download upon request (or upon registration)



•



Create social media presence



•



Engage worldwide audience / target groups relating to shale plays / affected regions



•



Develop reach of at least 20,000 hits; 1,000 individuals using quizzes; 250 schools using materials



PLAN / ACTIVITIES •



Form team



•



Conduct needs assessment



•



Identify communities, companies, experts, regulatory types



•



Develop survey instruments to identify deeply-held beliefs



•



Create plan for events: Town Hall, “Meet the Frackers” reality tv-type vignettes, social media launches



•



Develop activities for community/industry relations



•



Reality TV using smartphone with 2 - 5 minute snippets: develop storyboard / script



Story Board / Video Snippets Develop the narrative Discuss the flow of the video snippets “Meet the Frackers” Video vignettes snippets: Corporations and Hydraulic Fracturing Experts • • • • • •



What’s a frac fluid? What’s in it? What’s a proppant? What’s going on down there anyway? Water: What is it used for? Produced Water: Where does it go? What happens? Produced fluids (not water): What are they? What should be done?



Video snippets: Community members •



 



What are the concerns? (shadowing community members)
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•



Experiences in the community – what are they? (earthquake! Induced seismicity / any connection?)



EVALUATION PLAN Formative evaluation Needs assessment Summative evaluation •



Number of attendees



•



Findings (underlying assumptions on both sides of the issue)



•



Number of hits



•



Social media dissemination



•



Downloads of quizzes and instructional materials



•



Types of questions / answers



KEY PERSONNEL •



Project director



•



Social media / web coordinator



•



Events coordinator



•



Research assistant



•



Instructional designer / materials development



•



Subject matter experts



BUDGET ITEMS



 



•



Key personnel



•



Research materials



•



Web licenses / space



•



Instructional materials



•



Event costs: travel / catering / meeting rooms 40  



•



Donation to community libraries for space / materials / digital matls licenses



•



Donation to school systems



•



Overhead



LETTERS OF SUPPORT / COMMITMENT •



From the university / not-for-profit organization



•



Government office / official (Governor’s office?)



•



Department of Commerce



•



Environmental Protection Agency



•



Corporate support



•



Community agency support



TWO VERSIONS •



Full version: o 6 locations in the U.S. for facilitated “Town Hall” meetings o Quizzes and instructional materials o “Meet the Frackers” snippets, etc. o Social media blitz



•



Lite version: o One location in the U.S. for a facilitated “Town Hall” meeting o Fewer sets of quizzes and instructional materials o Social media blitz o “Meet the Frackers” snippets



OUTCOMES: •  



400 attendees at Town Hall meetings 41  



•



100 responses to surveys: Results of surveys posted, clarification of underlying beliefs / attitudes / assumptions



•



Beliefs vs. Facts Page (where the industry jumps to erroneous conclusions; where community members hold inaccurate beliefs)



•



25,000 hits on social media / main sites



•



Develop reach of at least 20,000 hits for repository of materials; 1,000 individuals completing quizzes; 250 schools using materials (downloads after registering



**************** OPTION 2 Here’s a streamlined approach to the proposal – you may put together an outline, and then prepare a paragraph for each element in the outline. Proposal to Form a Summer Tennis Camp for Disadvantaged Children, Ages 5 - 9 1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 8. 9.



Need for the camp, and the benefits to individuals and the community Who would attend? Who would run the camp? Who would instruct? Where, when, how long, how much will it cost the participant? What is the camp’s schedule? Any activities? What happens if someone is extremely gifted and talented at tennis How much will it cost to hold the camp? How to get the word out (media, tennis aficionados, etc.) How to cover costs (fundraiser program? sponsors?)



*************
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UNIT 9: CONFLICT RESOLUTION Being able to write coherently and fairly about a conflict, and to propose approaches to viewing the issues, and to list the issues, the key points of conflict, and the reasons for multiple points of view, will help you be able to propose creative solutions. For this assignment, you will write a brief essay that describes a conflict and proposes solutions. Imagine that you are writing this essay as a blog post on a news site that receives a significant level of traffic. Your article should be written to appeal to the readers of the news site, and it should address the following questions: • • • • • • •



What is primary conflict? What are the key issues? Who is affected? How can you restate the conflict so that it is recast as an opportunity? How can conflict lead to better communication and team-formation? Where can you add creative solutions? What are your final thoughts about how the solution makes sense for the future?



You may wish to include examples, analogues, and case studies. Be sure to make connections to each of the problems / possibilities. Examples / possible subjects: • • •



• • •



creating a “no build” zone in a prime strip of land in order to preserve the habitat of the Karner Blue butterfly changing the laws in order to reflect that a fetus is a person upon conception (“personhood” laws) drilling injection wells to encourage neighboring states to ship their frac fluid flowback, produced water, and produced chemicals from oil and gas operations and to pay you to dispose of them in deep wells outside your community requiring uniforms in your community’s high schools registering all people in “end of life” care requiring water rationing and gray water reuse in all homes in your community



Writing Requirements • Your essay must be two to three pages. • Your document must be double-spaced using a 12-point font with 1-inch margins and include your name at the top of the first page. • Proofread your document to eliminate mechanical and grammatical errors. • For citations, follow APA format. *****************  
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CONFLICT MANAGEMENT / RESOLUTION ACTIVITY Conflict: Hijab at Wild & Wacky Amusement Park Scenario: You are the manager of The Smoothest Smoothie shop next to the gift shop at the Wild & Wacky Amusement Park. One of your best and most reliable employees, Aisha, has a special request. “May I wear my head scarf to work? It’s the Muslim New Year, and I’ve made a recommitment to my faith to practice hijab.” Your first question is to ask her what hijab means. Aisha quietly explains that it means “to cover” and to maintain modesty. She would like to wear her head scarf at work. You notice she is wearing one today, and it’s attractive. You wonder how much a scarf like that costs – it seems to be of very nice silk. “Sure, no problem,” you reply. In point of fact, you’re relieved. It’s hard enough to get your employees to wear hair covering (hair nets are a total “no go” but even cute cotton uniform caps are tough), and this is one less battle. Aisha wears her scarf, works a shift, and everything goes smoothly. At least that’s what you think until Matt, your manager asks you to meet in his office. “What’s going on?? We’re getting complaints from customers that Wild & Wacky is hiring terrorists. This sounds really crazy to me. What’s happening?” You explain Aisha’s situation. Matt sighs. “Good grief. The law is really clear on this. We have to make accommodations. But, how do we keep from losing our clients?” You respond. “Do we really need such ignorant clients?” “That’s not a question for us to answer. It’s a business, and we have to think this through.” You and Matt sit down and map out options. 1. Tell Aisha she can wear a head covering, but it can’t look as though it’s a part of a religious affiliation or organization. 2. Make Aisha work in the back where no one can see her. 3. Make all female employees were what looks like a hijab head scarf so that everyone is the same. 4. Try to educate the public (but you don’t know quite how). 5. Call corporate and ask how they’ve dealt with this issue in the past.  
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1. Think of a way to make it a media event, which will help educate the public plus result in free publicity. Matt is wary of this one. He thinks it can backfire. What would you do? 1. What are the pros and cons of each of the suggested solutions? 2. What are some examples in real life? What have other companies or organizations done? 3. How would you speak to Aisha? 4. How would you talk to the next level of management or human resources? (or would you at all)? 5. What are some ways that this could, in fact, turn into a positive situation? How can you help keep Aisha from becoming a target and a spectacle in the meantime? 6. Other thoughts and concerns. Write your responses to the question, OR, develop your own scenario, and then turn it in through the dropbox. REFERENCE Gossen, K. (2012) Female Muslim student uncovers her fears. The Panther. Oct 15, 2012. Retrieved Nov. 12, 2012 from: http://www.thepantheronline.com/a-e/female-muslim-student-uncovers-her-fears
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UNIT 10: PLANNING A BETTER WORLD THROUGH WRITING Developing an effective proposal that will help you attract funding and qualified, enthusiastic team members is a very important skill. The proposal can be for distribution via email or download via the web. It can also be a part of a website, or social media sites that focus specifically on your project, or which list proposals and projects in general. For this assignment, you will write a brief proposal in essay form designed for distribution as an attachment to an email, or as text for a website or blog post. Your proposal should contain the following points: • • • •



Executive summary Full proposal 140-character tweets about the main points Mini-summary for independent funding sources such as indiegogo.com and kickstarter.com



Your proposal should be meaningful to a broad audience, and it should address a social or community concern or need. It should address the following questions: • • • • • • •



What is primary goal of the proposal? What is the need? Why is it important? What will be done? Who will do it? How will you accomplish your goal? Money? Resources? Talent? How can individuals participate or contribute? Are there any analogues or examples?



Examples / possible subjects: • • • •



Setting up a not-for-profit pet adoption center Information center for teen moms Academic survival center Environmental “help” days



Writing Requirements • Your essay must be two to three pages. • Your document must be double-spaced using a 12-point font with 1-inch margins and include your name at the top of the first page. • Proofread your document to eliminate mechanical and grammatical errors. • For citations, follow APA format.
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REVISION SURVIVAL GUIDE Are you perplexed? Perplex no more. This revision guide will help you smooth, expand, and tighten your paper. Be happy. Be proud. Success is at hand. It’s easy and painless. You don’t believe us? Just relax and try the revision method we have here. Revising your paper: Don’t panic! You can get help from the most unexpected sources... Structural Revisions • Look at the basic structure of your paper. Are you missing key sections? • Pay careful attention to your first section. Does it cover the material you have presented in the body of your paper and in the discussion? • Confused? Refer back to the Writing Papers Survival Guide Undeveloped Ideas Expansion • Read each section carefully • Where you find an unsubstantiated point, write in the margin “Need Evidence." • Where you find an unclear chain of ideas, or a clear exposition of antecedents or the evolution of your research problem, write “Need History of Ideas Backup" • Where you need to expand your explanation or definitions of terms, write, “Need Definitions or Clarification" • Where you need to develop a connection, insight, or conclusion, write “Expand My Own Thoughts Here !!! Cool Stuff!! My ideas!!" • Where you find yourself rather confused, write, “Clarify, Please!" Repetition Elimination • Read each section carefully • Do you repeat phrases or words within a paragraph? Circle these in red. • Do you repeat entire concepts or discussions from section to section? Circle the repeated or redundant passages in red. • Do you use one example or source too much, and do you overlook others? Note this on the side in the margin. Organizing and Repositioning Sections • Do your paragraphs flow? Do they make sense logically? If not, indicate where they should be repositioned. • Are your points presented in a consistent manner? Does your evolution of ideas flow in a chronological manner? • Do you need information from one section in order to understand another? Be sure to put your foundations paragraphs before the ones that include conclusions or analyses dependent upon information in certain passages.  
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Grammar and Style • Read carefully for a) verb-subject agreement; b) sentence fragments; c) run-on sentences (comma splices). • Make certain your citations are correct. • Read carefully to assure yourself that your style and tone are consistent throughout. • Ask another person to read carefully and find copy-editing problems (spelling, typographical errors, inconsistencies) or tone / ethos problems.
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WRITING FLOWCHARTS / WORKSHEETS



PERSONAL HISTORY THE ARCHEOLOGY OF FAMILY Worksheet 1 4-Step Process



Generational Generosities Most families have stories of the astonishing generosity and self-sacrifice of one family member. Sometimes the family member has been a rescuer of beleaguered a fellow family member who needs assistance. The generosity can be material, but it can also have to do with a generous gift of time, and the willingness to be a mentor or a guide. In other instances, the generosity of one family member can confound the others. Why is this family member donating so much time and money to a certain cause? What purpose did it serve? In other cases, the generosity of the family is a point of pride, and it animates the core vision and hence direction that individual members will put to their lives. Such community generosity can also influence career decisions as members of the family are inspired to keep the dream alive, and to build upon what has been established.



Step 1 5 minutes Step 2 10 minutes Step 3 10 minutes



Step 4 20 minutes



 



Profiles of Generosity: Example Jot down examples of generous acts or deeds in your family. What made them noteworthy? Motivating Drivers of Giving: Sacrifice? Need? Why did the person give of his or her time, money, imagination? What were the underlying ideas and/or motivation? If it is something of a mystery, jot down how and why it is a mystery. Exploring the Free Associations & Mental Connections One a blank sheet of paper, or in a mind-mapping or graphics program, write down key words from your family’s generous acts and deeds. If there are causal chains, map them out. Then, engage in a free association activity as you write down words that come to mind as you consider the words, the ideas, and your thoughts. Free write on the generous acts and deeds that you know of in your family history. Put together the elements that you’ve explored so far in this activity. Do not stop to reflect, revise, or censor. Do not worry about making sense or being coherent. At this point, just let the thoughts flow, and let your ideas move forward in a selfgenerative, flowing way. Don’t stop to read or reread – just keep writing. We’ll revise and shape the narrative later.
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More than meets the eye? Y/N Indicate with “Y” if you have more on the matter.



PERSONAL HISTORY THE ARCHEOLOGY OF FAMILY Worksheet 2 4-Step Process



The Meaning(s) of Success Success means different things to different people. Success is vital to the development of a positive self concept, both at the individual and the collective level. Every family thrives on success, even if it means that the weaker or more conflicted family members have an ambivalent stance toward it, and may devolve into jealousy or even self-destructive patterns. In most cases, success is a wonderful double-edged sword. It cuts a swath of future possibility, and enables one to gain material security. At the same time, it puts pressure on the individual, or others in the family to repeat the success. It raises expectations, and then obliges people to live up to them. The challenge is an opportunity, and how one tells oneself the story of success is vital.



Step 1 5 minutes Step 2 10 minutes Step 3 10 minutes



Step 4 20 minutes



 



Preliminary Examples: Illustrative profile of a success story in your family. Where did it happen? When? How? Why? Components of Success – what led up to it? Jot down the elements of success, and the chain of events and contributing factors to the success. Develop a bullet point list that profiles the individual who achieved the success. Exploring the Free Associations & Mental Connections One a blank sheet of paper, or in a mind-mapping or graphics program, write down key words from the stories of success in your family. If there have been colossal, countermanding failures, don’t hesitate to mention them as well. If there are causal chains, map them out. Then, engage in a free association activity as you write down words that come to mind as you consider the words, the ideas, and your thoughts. Free write on success stories in your family. Put together the elements that you’ve explored so far in this activity. Do not stop to reflect, revise, or censor. Do not worry about making sense or being coherent. At this point, just let the thoughts flow, and let your ideas move forward in a self-generative, flowing way. Don’t stop to read or reread – just keep writing. We’ll revise and shape the narrative later.
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More than meets the eye? Y/N Indicate with “Y” if you have more on the matter.



PERSONAL HISTORY THE ARCHEOLOGY OF FAMILY Worksheet 3 4-Step Process



Stories of Origins



Where did you come from? Where are you going? These are questions that have inspired individuals in all cultures over all times. Stories of origin are important in the stories that comprise a family’s history because they are pivotal in the formation of a collective and an individual identity. In addition, they point to key elements in the formation of a collective family mythology. For some families, a family mythology is not very important. However, for others, the mythology starts to override individual memory, and the family myth influences the way that decisions are and have been made. In extreme cases, the family myth can negatively influence individual choice, because it makes it a matter of obligation to follow the models provided by the myth. On a positive note, family mythologies can be a source of enormous strength and forbearance. Step 1 5 minutes Step 2 10 minutes



Step 3 10 minutes



Step 4 20 minutes



 



The Story of Origin: Highlights Jot down the essential elements of your family’s story of origin. Where did your family come from? Where? When? Why? The Importance of the Place of Origin Sometimes the place of origin leads to a family culture as well as a family myth. For example, if your family thinks of itself as achieving its main identity once it established and operated a large ranch in West Texas, many family traditions and attitudes will reflect the attitudes and practices of that place. Mind-Mapping to Uncover Connections One a blank sheet of paper, or in a mind-mapping or graphics program, write down key words associated with your family’s stories of origin. Then engage in a free association activity as you write down words that first come to mind in response to steps 1 and 2. Free write on stories of origins. Put together the elements that you’ve explored so far in this activity. Do not stop to reflect, revise, or censor. Do not worry about making sense or being coherent. At this point, just let the thoughts flow, and let your ideas move forward in a selfgenerative, flowing way. Don’t stop to read or reread – just keep writing. We’ll revise and shape the narrative later.
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More than meets the eye? Y/N Indicate with “Y” if you have more on the matter.



PERSONAL HISTORY THE ARCHEOLOGY OF FAMILY Worksheet 4 4-Step Process



Survival Stories



Every family history contains stories of triumph against adversity. They may even contain accounts of darker times – when the survival of an individual or the entire family was at risk. This worksheet gives you a chance to explore the stories, the experience, and to find the significance of them.



Step 1 5 minutes Step 2 10 minutes



Step 3 10 minutes



Step 4 20 minutes



 



Illustrative Profile Jot down two or three situations that come to mind when a family member or entire family unit was in peril. Who was involved? What was the situation, in a nutshell? The Context Take a moment to reflect on one (or all) the situations. List the circumstances and the “danger factors”: Names / locations / dates / the “danger” context – what made the situation a matter of survival? Was it something about the times? The world at large? Or, was the survival situation triggered by a change in the family, or a personal crisis? Mind-Mapping: Exploring the Free Associations & Mental Connections One a blank sheet of paper, or in a mind-mapping or graphics program, write down key words from the “at risk” situation(s). Then engage in a free association activity as you write down words that first come to mind in response to steps 1 and 2. Exploratory Freewrite Free-write on one or all the survival stories that you’ve explored above. Let your feelings and impressions guide you, and do not worry too much about “making sense.” Just get the words down. We’ll revise it later.
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More than meets the eye? Y/N Indicate with “Y” if you have more on the matter.



A 5-Step Process



REVISION GUIDE



When you think of revisions, do you think of proofreading and doing a spelling and grammar check, and then calling it a day? Does revision strike you as vaguely punitive rather than constructive and affirming? Use this guide to find how revision can point you to places to expand your narrative, to add concrete detail, and to discover directions and connections. Step 1



Finding the Main Ideas Reread the writing you have done so far in this course. Underline the main idea in each one. Comment on whether or not you feel now you were on the right track, or if it feels really “off” somehow.



Step 2



The Main Building Blocks of Your Paper Take a moment to reflect on the main sections of your paper. Circle and label them. How well do they tie to your main ideas? How can they be shaped or reordered? Put an asterisk * next to areas that could be moved or deleted. Comment on which ones seem too brief or off the topic. Expansion Draw an arrow from the parts of your essay that merit expansion. Next to the arrow write • more details • more background (family, community, demographic, scientific) • need a more vivid example or scene New Directions Draw an arrow to the parts of your essay that seem to be going in a new direction, or which break new ground. At one end of the arrow, write a list • related scenes or stories • related people, places, or things • related historical events



Step 3



Step 4



Step 5



 



Revision and expansion.
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More than meets the eye? Y/N Indicate with “Y” if you have more on the matter.



PERSONAL HISTORY MY IDENTITY & THE WORLD AROUND ME Worksheet 1 4-Step Process



Step 1



More than meets the eye? Y/N It’s amazing how profoundly technologies have changed Indicate our lives. They have changed the way we think of ourselves with “Y” and others. if you have However, we rarely take a step back and look beyond the more on functional aspects of technology to consider how they have the affected our sense of who we are, and how we are in relation matter. to others. This writing activity will give us an opportunity to do so. Illustrative Profile Think of a technology (or technologies) that affected your life in a profound way. What was it? How did it change the way you go about your daily life? How did affect your relationship to others? How have you used it to re-invent yourself, or to structure a new identity? Changing Times and You: New Technologies



Step 2



Characterizing Event Describe a scene or event that illustrates the way the technology affected your life. How does it affect your sense of self, of who you are? Think of cell phones, smartphones, social networking, fax machines, genetic engineering, cloning – anything!



Step 3



Mind-Mapping: Exploring the Free Associations & Mental Connections One a blank sheet of paper, or in a mind-mapping or graphics program, write down key words about the new technology (or technologies) that have affected you, then write the words that illustrate the change. Then engage in a free association activity as you write down words that first come to mind in response to steps 1 and 2.



Step 4



Free write on how technological changes have affected you. Put together the elements that you’ve explored so far in this activity. Do not stop to reflect, revise, or censor. Do not worry about making sense or being coherent. At this point, just let the thoughts flow, and let your ideas move forward in a selfgenerative, flowing way. Don’t stop to read or reread – just keep writing. We’ll revise and shape the narrative later.
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PERSONAL HISTORY MY IDENTITY & THE WORLD AROUND ME Worksheet 2 4-Step Process



More than meets the eye? Y/N Geopolitics affect us in major ways. There are ripple effects, Indicate and they often make us reexamine ourselves in a momentwith “Y” to-moment way as our sense of safety, security, and place if you are eroded. have more on Explore the small ripple effects that have accompanied the the great “sea change” geopolitical changes in our world(s). matter. Examine how they affect your sense of self and the world. Changing Geopolitical Landscapes



Step 1



Illustrative Profile Jot down details geopolitical events that have affected you. You might initially think of 9-11, the fall of the Soviet bloc, space travel, etc. But, try to think of minor events as well. Focusing on a less obvious event will help you keep from getting caught up in the vast, overwhelming “maelstrom” or “rip-current” narratives that often accompany the “big events.”



Step 2



Characterizing Event Think of a single event that happened that would be a vivid illustration of geopolitical change that affected you, your sense of security and safety, and your feelings about the future. Where did it take place? When? What happened?



Step 3



Mind-Mapping: Exploring the Free Associations & Mental Connections One a blank sheet of paper, or in a mind-mapping or graphics program, write down key words about the geopolitical events that have affected you, then write the words that illustrate the change. Then engage in a free association activity as you write down words that first come to mind in response to steps 1 and 2.



Step 4



Free write on how technological changes have affected you. Put together the elements that you’ve explored so far in this activity. Do not stop to reflect, revise, or censor. Do not worry about making sense or being coherent. At this point, just let the thoughts flow, and let your ideas move forward in a selfgenerative, flowing way. Don’t stop to read or reread – just keep writing. We’ll revise and shape the narrative later.
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PERSONAL HISTORY MY IDENTITY & THE WORLD AROUND ME Worksheet 3 4-Step Process



Music & Movies & Markers in My Life



Music and movies have the power to directly influence your feelings. They can introduce a sense of magic and mystery; while they can also help reinforce your beliefs, sense of self, and ideas about meaning in the world.



Step 1



Movies and Music: Impact List movies and music that come to mind. Which ones made an impact on you, your sense of what it means to be alive in the world, or which helped you create order / make sense of the world and your feelings?



Step 2



Triggered Thoughts As you list the top movies and music that resonate with your core sense of self and identity, what are the thoughts that come to mind? List them.



Step 3



Mind-Mapping: Exploring the Free Associations & Mental Connections One a blank sheet of paper, or in a mind-mapping or graphics program, write down key words about movies and music that have affected you, then write the words that illustrate how your relation to others has been affected. Then engage in a free association activity as you write down words that first come to mind in response to steps 1 and 2.



Step 4



Free write on how music and movies have shaped your sense of identity. Put together the elements that you’ve explored so far in this activity. Do not stop to reflect, revise, or censor. Do not worry about making sense or being coherent. At this point, just let the thoughts flow, and let your ideas move forward in a selfgenerative, flowing way. Don’t stop to read or reread – just keep writing. We’ll revise and shape the narrative later.
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More than meets the eye? Y/N Indicate with “Y” if you have more on the matter.



PERSONAL HISTORY MY IDENTITY & THE WORLD AROUND ME Worksheet 4 4-Step Process



Mass Media and My Memory



Without mass media, what would we know about the historyshaping events in our world? What would we know about our great leaders and the great ideas? At the same time, how have we been harmed by mass media? When does mass media trivialize our existence, and make us question our own identities and the directions we have chosen for our lives? Step 1



Illustrative Profile List examples of mass media events, reports, or programs that have affected you. Then list times it might have affected your attitudes toward something, your behavior, your decisions, and your sense of self.



Step 2



Triggered Thoughts What are some thoughts and feelings triggered by events or spectacles delivered to you via mass media? Do you remember specific scenes or events? List them.



Step 3



Mind-Mapping: Exploring the Free Associations & Mental Connections One a blank sheet of paper, or in a mind-mapping or graphics program, write down key words about the influence of mass media on your sense of yourself and the world, then write the words that illustrate when, where, and how. Then engage in a free association activity as you write down words that first come to mind in response to steps 1 and 2.



Step 4



Free write on how mass media has affected you. Put together the elements that you’ve explored so far in this activity. Do not stop to reflect, revise, or censor. Do not worry about making sense or being coherent. At this point, just let the thoughts flow, and let your ideas move forward in a self-generative, flowing way. Don’t stop to read or reread – just keep writing. We’ll revise and shape the narrative later.
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More than meets the eye? Y/N Indicate with “Y” if you have more on the matter.



A 5-Step Process



REVISION GUIDE



When you think of revisions, do you think of proofreading and doing a spelling and grammar check, and then calling it a day? Does revision strike you as vaguely punitive rather than constructive and affirming? Use this guide to find how revision can point you to places to expand your narrative, to add concrete detail, and to discover directions and connections. Step 1



Finding the Main Ideas Reread the writing you have done so far in this course. Underline the main idea in each one. Comment on whether or not you feel now you were on the right track, or if it feels really “off” somehow.



Step 2



The Main Building Blocks of Your Paper Take a moment to reflect on the main sections of your paper. Circle and label them. How well do they tie to your main ideas? How can they be shaped or reordered? Put an asterisk * next to areas that could be moved or deleted. Comment on which ones seem too brief or off the topic. Expansion Draw an arrow from the parts of your essay that merit expansion. Next to the arrow write • more details • more background (family, community, demographic, scientific) • need a more vivid example or scene New Directions Draw an arrow to the parts of your essay that seem to be going in a new direction, or which break new ground. At one end of the arrow, write a list • related scenes or stories • related people, places, or things • related historical events



Step 3



Step 4



Step 5



 



Revision and expansion.
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More than meets the eye? Y/N Indicate with “Y” if you have more on the matter.



P ERSONAL H ISTORY T HE P EOPLE I N M Y W ORLD Worksheet 1 4-Step Process



More than meets the eye? Y/N When you think of your parents, what are the first things that Indicate come to mind? Is there a specific event you can point to that with would encapsulate what they mean to you? Or, would it “Y” if require a series of scenes? Alternatively, is there a specific you possession that your mother or your father owned that have captures an essential element of who they are or were? Was it more on a special music box? A Brunton compass? A hand-decorated the birdfeeder? Describe it. matter. My Parents



Step 1



Illustrative Profile Jot down details about your parents (one or both). This can take the shape of an outline or bullet points. Name Place and date of birth Their hometown Their occupations Pastimes, hobbies, avocations Characteristic piece of clothing // vehicle // pet



Step 2



Characterizing Event Think of a single event that happened that would be a vivid illustration of your parent(s) and their personalities, values, and worldview. Where did it take place? When? What happened?



Step 3



Exploring the Free Associations & Mental Connections One a blank sheet of paper, or in a mind-mapping or graphics program, write down key words from your description your parents and the characterizing event, then engage in a free association activity as you write down words that come to mind as you consider the words, the ideas, and your thoughts.



Step 4



Free write for 10-15 minutes on the event. Do not write a factual account in which you simply report the events. Include concrete descriptions of your parents, then write an emotional response to it, and then make connections to your life and events at the time, your family, then to things that would occur in the future, or beliefs that you would come to hold quite closely.
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P ERSONAL H ISTORY T HE P EOPLE I N M Y W ORLD Worksheet 2 4-Step Process



More than meets the eye? Y/N It’s amazing what an effect on the imagination that neighbors Indicate can have on you when you are a child. You might have lived with in an area with an entire constellation of unforgettable “Y” if characters, ranging from a mysterious recluse to the kid with you lots of noisy friends who were constantly skateboarding on have the sidewalk or chasing their unruly dogs. You might have more on had a friend with whom you played video games and texted the when you finally had to go home at night. All in all, the matter. memories are vivid; the feelings are strong. How can you write about them? A Childhood Neighbor



Step 1



Illustrative Profile Jot down details about your neighbor. This can take the shape of an outline or bullet points. Name Your age when you knew them Their age Their typical activities Their home (description) and lifestyle



Step 2



Characterizing Event Think of a single event that happened that would be a vivid illustration of your relationship with your neighbor, or which illustrates your neighbor’s personality. Where did it take place? When? What happened?



Step 3



Exploring the Free Associations & Mental Connections One a blank sheet of paper, or in a mind-mapping or graphics program, write down key words from the description of your neighbor and/or the illustrative event. Then engage in a free association activity as you write down words that first come to mind in response to steps 1 and 2.



Step 4



Free write on the topic of your neighbor. Let your feelings and impressions guide you, and do not worry too much about “making sense.” Just get the words down. We’ll revise later.
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P ERSONAL H ISTORY T HE P EOPLE I N M Y W ORLD Worksheet 3 4-Step Process



An Unforgettable Stranger



Have you ever had an encounter – however brief – with a total stranger, and you never forgot it? Does that person seem so vivid in your memory that it almost seems as though you had known that person for years? In a certain way, the fact that you’ve continued to have that person in your mind means that you have had a relationship with them (albeit completely one-sided and in your mind). What does that unforgettable stranger tell you about yourself? Step 1



Illustrative Profile Describe the stranger you met, but could never forget Where did you encounter the person? When? where? what were you doing? What made that person unforgettable? Include your personal situation at the time (your age, location, activities).



Step 2



Triggered Thoughts What are the thoughts that remembering the stranger triggers? What kinds of association are triggered? List them.



Step 3



Exploring the Free Associations & Mental Connections One a blank sheet of paper, or in a mind-mapping or graphics program, write down key words from the encounter with the stranger. Then engage in a free association activity as you write down words that first come to mind in response to steps 1 and 2.



Step 4



Free write on the unforgettable stranger. Let your feelings and impressions guide you, and do not worry too much about “making sense.” Just get the words down. We’ll revise later.
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More than meets the eye? Y/N Indicate with “Y” if you have more on the matter.



P ERSONAL H ISTORY T HE P EOPLE I N M Y W ORLD Worksheet 4 4-Step Process



A Life Guide: Teacher, Coach, Big Sister



When you think of the people who gave you confidence to grow, flower, and form your own identity, who do you think of? Perhaps it was a coach, a teacher, or even a big sister or a big brother. Use this flowchart to explore the relationship and to see how / why you formed into the person you are today, and how their influence continues to shape you. Step 1



Illustrative Profile Describe a person who, in retrospect, was an important life guide for you. What was their name? Where did they live? What did they do? What made their influence important to you at the time? Include your personal situation at the time (your age, location, activities).



Step 2



Triggered Thoughts What are some thoughts and feelings triggered by the memory of life guide? Do you remember specific scenes or events? List them.



Step 3



Exploring the Free Associations & Mental Connections One a blank sheet of paper, or in a mind-mapping or graphics program, write down key words from your relationship with a life guide. Then engage in a free association activity as you write down words that first come to mind in response to steps 1 and 2.



Step 4



Free write on your life guide. Let your feelings and impressions guide you, and do not worry too much about “making sense.” Just get the words down. We’ll revise later.
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More than meets the eye? Y/N Indicate with “Y” if you have more on the matter.



A 5-Step Process



REVISION GUIDE



When you think of revisions, do you think of proofreading and doing a spelling and grammar check, and then calling it a day? Does revision strike you as vaguely punitive rather than constructive and affirming? Use this guide to find how revision can point you to places to expand your narrative, to add concrete detail, and to discover directions and connections. Step 1



Finding the Main Ideas Reread the writing you have done so far in this course. Underline the main idea in each one. Comment on whether or not you feel now you were on the right track, or if it feels really “off” somehow.



Step 2



The Main Building Blocks of Your Paper Take a moment to reflect on the main sections of your paper. Circle and label them. How well do they tie to your main ideas? How can they be shaped or reordered? Put an asterisk * next to areas that could be moved or deleted. Comment on which ones seem too brief or off the topic. Expansion Draw an arrow from the parts of your essay that merit expansion. Next to the arrow write • more details • more background (family, community, demographic, scientific) • need a more vivid example or scene New Directions Draw an arrow to the parts of your essay that seem to be going in a new direction, or which break new ground. At one end of the arrow, write a list • related scenes or stories • related people, places, or things • related historical events



Step 3



Step 4



Step 5



 



Revision and expansion.
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More than meets the eye? Y/N Indicate with “Y” if you have more on the matter.



P ERSONAL H ISTORY E SSENTIAL I DENTITY : R EDISCOVERIES Worksheet 1 5-Step Process



A Remembered Event



When you think of your childhood, what is the first image that comes to mind? What is the first event? Sometimes the way we remember the events of our childhood reveals a great deal about how we formed our personalities and how we know the world. The remembered event becomes a door we can open, and we cross the portal and enter a world where identities and knowledge are fluid, and realities can be forged and reforged.



Step 1



Getting Started Jot down details about the event. This can take the shape of an outline or bullet points. Where did it take place? How old were you? What happened? What made it significant?



Step 2



List the concrete details that come to mind. Include street names, city names, flowers, trees, shrubs, events that were occurring at the time, contemporary sports figures, name of candies and sweets, restaurant menu items, etc.



Step 3



One a blank sheet of paper, or in a mind-mapping or graphics program, write down key words from your description, then engage in a free association activity as you write down words that come to mind as you consider the words, the ideas, and your thoughts.



Step 4



Free write on the event. Do not write a factual account in which you simply report the events. Write an emotional response to it, and then make connections to your life and events at the time, your family, then to things that would occur in the future, or beliefs that you would come to hold quite closely.



Step 5



Review and revise to create a single document that satisfies you.
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More than meets the eye? Y/N Indicate with “Y” if you have more on the matter.



P ERSONAL H ISTORY E SSENTIAL I DENTITY : R EDISCOVERIES Worksheet 2 5-Step Process



An Affirming Moment



Describe an experience you had in which you felt a great deal of satisfaction; you had achieved something that meant a lot to you, ad you were recognized by people whose opinions you respected.



Step 1



Getting Started. Jot down details about the event. This can take the shape of an outline or bullet points. What kind of recognition did you receive? Where did it take place? How old were you? Who was with you?



Step 2



List the reasons why the moment was affirming: What was the recognition? What did it involve? What made it special?



Step 3



Mind-Mapping. On a blank sheet of paper, or in a mind-mapping or graphics program, write down key words from your description, then engage in a free association activity as you write down words that come to mind as you consider the words, the ideas, and your thoughts.



Step 4



Free write. Do not write a factual account in which you simply report the events. Write an emotional response to it, and then make connections to your life and events at the time, your family, then to things that would occur in the future, or beliefs that you would come to hold quite closely.



Step 5



Review and revise to create a single document that satisfies you.
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More than meets the eye? Y/N Indicate with “Y” if you have more on the matter.



P ERSONAL H ISTORY E SSENTIAL I DENTITY : R EDISCOVERIES Worksheet 3 5-Step Process



The Clothes Make the Man? An outfit I loved when I was a child Was there an outfit or a piece of clothing that, as a child, you absolutely loved? Was it something that your mother liked equally well? Or, was it something she hated, or at best, felt ambivalence about, but which you absolutely adored? What was it about it that you liked? How did that outfit reveal something about your essential being? Here is an opportunity to explore.



Step 1



Getting Started. Jot down details about the outfit. What were the individual pieces of clothing? What were the essential accessories? What kind of activity was associated with this outfit?



Step 2



Take a moment to reflect on the main details of the items: What were the key pieces of clothing? Describe their construction: fabric, materials, color, details. What condition was each piece in? How did each piece of the outfit feel? (tactile) How did they make you feel emotionally?



Step 3



Mind-Mapping. One a blank sheet of paper, or in a mind-mapping or graphics program, write down key words from your description, then engage in a free association activity as you write down words that come to mind as you consider the words, the ideas, and your thoughts.



Step 4



Free write on the outfit or piece of clothing. Do not write a factual account in which you simply expand your description. Write an emotional response to your memories of the outfit and some of the scenes that come to mind. Then make connections to your life and events at the time, your family, then to things that would occur in the future, or beliefs that you would come to hold quite closely.



 



68  



More than meets the eye? Y/N Indicate with “Y” if you have more on the matter.



Step 5



A 5-Step Process



Revision and expansion.



REVISION GUIDE



When you think of revisions, do you think of proofreading and doing a spelling and grammar check, and then calling it a day? Does revision strike you as vaguely punitive rather than constructive and affirming? Use this guide to find how revision can point you to places to expand your narrative, to add concrete detail, and to discover directions and connections. Step 1



Finding the Main Ideas Reread the writing you have done so far in this course. Underline the main idea in each one. Comment on whether or not you feel now you were on the right track, or if it feels really “off” somehow.



Step 2



The Main Building Blocks of Your Paper Take a moment to reflect on the main sections of your paper. Circle and label them. How well do they tie to your main ideas? How can they be shaped or reordered? Put an asterisk * next to areas that could be moved or deleted. Comment on which ones seem too brief or off the topic.



Step 3



Expansion Draw an arrow from the parts of your essay that merit expansion. Next to the arrow write • more details • more background (family, community, demographic, scientific) • need a more vivid example or scene



Step 4



New Directions Draw an arrow to the parts of your essay that seem to be going in a new direction, or which break new ground. At one end of the arrow, write a list • related scenes or stories



 



69  



More than meets the eye? Y/N Indicate with “Y” if you have more on the matter.



• • Step 5



 



related people, places, or things related historical events



Revision and expansion.
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THE HEART JOURNAL



THE HEART JOURNAL: PURPOSE, GOALS, RAISON D’ETRE, AND MORE



http://youtu.be/x5eVuVoML1c Purpose of the Heart Journal: To process emotions, explore what is going on with ourselves by connecting things with emotions and what triggers the emotions.



http://youtu.be/FzwKlp9zpIY What the Heart Journal is all about:
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•



Helping you understand yourself: Once you start to understand your emotions and what triggers them and so you’re free to not to have to act in a knee-jerk way about your feelings and emotions.



•



Behavior control / cognitive awareness.



•



Teaching you to work with your thoughts and let your emotions flow.



Main goal: Through self-expression and by connecting everyday events, things, people around us, we’re able to experience emotions because we can unfreeze ourselves. We don’t have to be fearful of what will happen if we feel—i.e. for fear of vulnerability or getting stuck in a negative emotion.



Dark Beginnings http://youtu.be/UZbecOUMqxc The Heart Journal is a kind of class that deals with creative writing, journaling, and memoirs—not in the sense of looking at your family history, but in essence mapping what is going on in your daily life, what triggers emotions, where, why, and when do you feel something going on in your heart. Mosaics http://youtu.be/0mLlEaiLyTg Knowing what your expectations are allow you to manage them better so life doesn’t deal so many crushing blows. You can learn more about the nature of your expectations by keeping a log of all the times you feel a twinge of disappointment or when you feel ecstatically happy or just pleasantly surprised.
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GETTING STARTED



http://youtu.be/fCDGBj1yFbY Objective: To start a Heart Journal. Buy a journal that reminds you of your heart, your feelings, your emotions. Get something that you can keep with you every day, where you can log emotions, events and assignments. Keeping Many Books, Many Possibilities (or Keeping Several Journals) http://youtu.be/x-6-jbMPJTg Should you keep one journal or two? What happens often is you find that with your Heart Journal, one is just not enough. You might be in a certain place when you forget the journal or there are certain types of emotions or memories that you’d like to dedicate to one journal and not the other. It seems a good idea to keep a physical Heart Journal that actually triggers emotions in you and also to keep two separate journals that trigger two different types of emotions or serve different purposes. Maintaining a Log of Triggered Memories http://youtu.be/KjF0P5XHxo0 Objective: When and how to write in your Heart Journal.
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•



Walk into your favorite coffee shop and order your favorite drink. Once you’re relaxed at your table, open your Heart Journal and let yourself think about the memories that flood in while you’re at that familiar place.



•



Jot down all the memories that come to you without stopping or censoring any of them – just write down or type (if you have your Heart Journal in your laptop or tablet) everything as fast as you can.



•



Once you have a good collection of triggered memories, think about the emotions – let the emotions flow, connect the memories to the emotions.



•



Afterward read and observe what happens – whether you have any new insight into yourself or not.
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READING THE NEWS Exercise 1 http://youtu.be/D6vbPWLlL_U Objective: Keeping in touch with your heart by discovering what your authentic emotions are. Oftentimes emotions are manufactured by the thoughts that you put in your head first; it only happens later that emotions correspond to the thoughts. •



Find a newspaper headline and write down the initial emotion that comes to mind.



•



Think about the headline, read the entire article, then after thinking about it for 20-30 minutes, come back and write down the emotions you feel and see if they are different—it is most likely that they are.



Exercise 2 http://youtu.be/eCnf3TPg8vA Objective: Uncovering the origin of feelings triggered by current events. Headline news is designed to trigger emotions because that’s how it captures audience. If we let ourselves respond to these outside triggers without being aware that we’re being manipulated, what does that do to us? How does that distance us from our authentic feelings? We have to ask ourselves where our feelings came from and what triggered them because they wouldn’t actually come from the current event or headline news, but probably triggered by something back in our personal experience/s. •



Scan through headline news until you see something you have an emotional response to and write it down.



•



After giving it some thought, write down your emotional response and try to uncover the memory that it triggered or the emotion that you had attached to it.



Exercise 3 http://youtu.be/SxXh6BbRLmo Objective: To explore headline news and their emotional triggers. •



 



Make a list of two or three topics that you continually go back to in the headline news because they elicit a certain emotional response. What topics (for example, crime, immigration, politics, etc.) do you read all the time and why? More importantly, what emotions do you seek to replicate, trigger, or feel by means of going back to certain news topics or celebrities? And why? 77  



•



Next, write down what that emotional response is. It could be something as lighthearted as humor—but here you will understand what makes you laugh, why you find certain topics, people, or scenarios amusing.



Exercise 4 http://youtu.be/N55FH_6HX-8 Objective: To distance yourself from your feelings and your heart. To look at the emotions and the context and intellectualize so as to distance yourself from the initial emotions. This isn’t about whether you have a belief in something, it’s just about the emotion. This assignment is about connecting your initial impression and feelings, then your later reflections in response to newspaper articles and/or current events. •



Find five different news articles (around 200-300 words). Read the headlines and maybe just glance at the images.



•



Write down the headline, then your immediate emotional response to it.



•



Go back and read each one carefully. And contemplate on them 20-30 minutes.



Names of the Articles



Initial Response



Delayed Response



1. 2. 3. 4. 5.



•



 



After writing everything down, try to see if there are any differences between your initial and delayed responses.
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EXPLORING RELATIONSHIPS Significant Others http://youtu.be/aS8QIq7kZ4Q Objective: To find parallels between those family members and their actions/your actions and what you consciously or unconsciously construct in your later life. •



Trace the relationship you have had with at least 2 or 3 family members. Think of your childhood and who in your family influenced you the most.



•



Write down the person (e.g. your mother, etc) and your earliest memories of what they were doing or certain events involving them. Focus on actions—your actions and their actions. Family member: ________________________



Your actions



•



 



His/her actions



On a separate page, start with your father or stepfather, or male figure that’s a different gender.
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Family member: ________________________ Your actions



His/her actions



Family Members http://youtu.be/u7DpsvKVuVA Objective: To discover complexities and the paradoxes in our existence—since we are the source, the be-all and end-all of our emotional responses to everyone else. •



Write down family members, their names, gender, etc. then write a one-sentence or a short paragraph description of them.



•



List down any conflicted emotions you have even if you think them inappropriate or paradoxical.



People in their contexts and surroundings http://youtu.be/0VOM2cHo07I Objective: Look into your relationship with immediate or extended / de facto family who you only see sporadically and how they influenced your life. Write down the person’s name and the context of which you related to that person. For example, it could be a cousin who used to come over during summer so you went swimming together or an uncle who employed you for the summer.  
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THOUGHTS AND EMOTIONS Sunsets http://youtu.be/PDfXb2hjXeo Objective: To explore the cause-and-effect relationship between thoughts and emotions. The truth is we can go on for years without knowing our hearts. We respond to dogs barking and birds chirping by perceiving things and intellectualizing. As we process them, we begin to feel in a certain way. But how do we really feel? Are we working ourselves into a frenzy with our thoughts, so we’re whipped up, angry, or indignant? Do we realize these are all artificial emotions generated by obsessive thoughts and not really our hearts? The Sound of One Dog Barking http://youtu.be/gBaYpdq7BsM Objective: Working through the process of feeling and understanding the feeling in response to thoughts. Do we really know our hearts? Do we really understand how we feel when it comes to our reactions? Are the feelings authentic or are they generated by thoughts and then the feelings come later? For example, you have an emotional response to the sound of a dog barking, but it’s not one that you can really process. If you sit around and think about how the dog is barking all night or all afternoon and how it’s affecting your life, then those thoughts start to trigger feelings that are not necessarily the original feelings, but what you have created through the action of your mind through repetitive and perhaps obsessive thoughts/thinking. Sound of Two Dogs Barking http://youtu.be/IrY5XSRRIRw What is the difference between dogs barking and letting yourself to be distracted by them or by any other thing in the outside world? Objective: To understand how and when you allow the “barking dogs” in your life to keep you from understanding your heart. •



•



 



Write down the things you encounter today that keep you from feeling – for example, distracting things like the noise, dogs barking, people engaged in random, aimless chatter, etc. Try to remember what you were on the verge of feeling before you got sidetracked and started thinking about the distractions – write that down, too.
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Life is a Journey http://youtu.be/WmC7ec5MOmQ Life is a journey. It is a journey that we understand by means of language (i.e. how we experience things) and also by means of images as we communicate more and more through images, like different types of signs or logos via internet as well as audio. Objective: To translate your Heart Journal responses into other media, like keeping an audio log and maybe incorporating some music and also including images you can capture with your cellphone or video camera. •



Start thinking of how you can add multimedia to your Heart Journal.



•



Walk around and as you do so, open yourself to the associative power of ideas connected to the heart.



http://youtu.be/vyGs25AoFzw Snapshots and Associated Emotions Objective: Using snapshots to delve into your emotions.



 



•



Create a Heart Journal only for emotions and feelings, not triggered memories.



•



Grab snapshots from an album or go through your Flickr online or Picasa repository for photos you’ve taken over the last couple of years.



•



Select a few and begin tying them to emotions that you feel upon looking at them. Keep in mind that emotions are not rational. For example, if you feel giddy-happy about seeing a picture of a car, now isn’t the time to analyze why. Just jot it down. You can print out the images from Flickr or Picasa and annotate them or write down your thoughts, using concrete descriptions, to describe what is going on in the photograph.
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•



Once you have written everything down as quickly as you could and connected emotions to the images, you can see what image or details in those pictures jumped out at you and also what emotions you were processing at the time.



Listing Associations http://youtu.be/GDt_xRedHNs Objective: Understanding how your mind makes meaning and associations. •



Write down the impressions and sensations that you feel while recording basic experiences and perceptions. Go ahead and follow that chain of thought and its associations.



•



Ask yourself what your mind does when you are confronted by certain perceptions – and write that down. For example, when you hear a bird of prey and the sound of twittering, a falcon pursuing another bird may come to mind, but when you hear cattle in the background you think of contentedness.



In the Locked Boxes and through the Smoky Mirrors http://youtu.be/wATZCBT6JMA Objective: Exploring the secrets you keep even to yourself and keeping you from thinking about what is troubling you and what is inspiring you. Look through frosted glasses or smoky mirrors. The key is to relax and not worry even when things are not quite in focus. Keep moving ahead with your Heart Journal. Eventually, you will see something. Screens http://youtu.be/TIOWFknrYyk Objective: Accessing emotions through metaphors that best express what is going on in your life without trying to interpret it.



 



•



Look at screens and try to see how you live your life behind screens and the patterns on the screens – what are they about and how do you see life and experiences filtered through the screens? You can also look mirrors, or mirrors that reflect the screens. The screens upon mirrors upon reflections make you wonder if you ever actually get a clear picture of where things are and what they really are.



•



Observe the light, which is also a source of illumination, but could be considered false because it’s artificially generated. Looking again on the reflection of the screens within a reflection within the empty field that doesn’t have any person in it yet the interpretive act is all about personhood and your identity. 83  



•



Think about how you can start to approach yourself, your life, the metaphors, the patterns, and the obstructions that constitute the Heart Journal.



Heart Journal – Places http://youtu.be/njyJwJroWC0 Objective: To go through the repository of places and associations that populate your mind and to make meaning of it without trying to interpret them. The goal is to simply gather information from your heart.



 



•



Make a list of ten places – places that maybe you’ve been to or not.



•



Now write 2-3 sentences on (1) the immediate emotional response when you think about that place, (2) the tastes, the smells, the textures, the colors, the concrete descriptors that come to mind when you think of that place, and (3) after some reflection, jot down how your emotional response maybe heightened, intensified, or altered in some way.
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DAILY LIFE



http://youtu.be/0WJNMttLCno Objective: To keep a record, at the end of the day, of what makes you feel whatever feelings you have. A Heart Journal takes you into your everyday life. It goes through your kitchen, hits your stove and your sink, your antibacterial soap, your blinds, and here’s where you say: “Is there anything here that’s triggering an emotion? Do I feel anything? Do I feel comfort? If I do, let me write that down.” Weather Conditions Triggering Memories and Emotions http://youtu.be/sHnwglsyhfg Objective: Connecting your heart with weather conditions. Different types of weather and seasons trigger certain kinds of memories and sensations in the heart.



 



•



List five types of weather (e.g. gray foggy day, thunderstorm, hurricane, bright windy day, snowy or rainy day) and talk about each one.



•



Go back to each weather condition and write about the first emotion you have when you think about that weather.



•



Now connect each weather condition to a specific experience in your life.
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ESSAYS / READINGS



THE SEMPITERNAL TOURIST This is a contemplation of the nature of travel writing, and seeing through the eyes of a tourist – or at least an outsider whose perceptions have been mediated by travel brochures, gothic romances, and Graham Greene-esque spy novels. Jane Austen’s Northanger Abbey suddenly has the ring of an eternal verity. Colonial times… It will be a the perfect “recuerdo de XXX” photograph – I’m on a street-corner in the romantic colonial town of La Antigua, Guatemala, founded in 1543 to be the political and commercial center for what is now Chiapas, Yucatan, Guatemala, El Salvador, Honduras, Nicaragua, Belize, and Costa Rica. Now Antigua is on the worldwide register of historical treasures. I’m not sure of the official name of that list – only that I’m familiar with a few of them, including the ancient walled city of Baku, Azerbaijan, which includes the fascinating Maiden’s Tower. It’s a good place to take pictures and feel a part of some sort of virtual National Geographic experience. “Smile!” commands my friend. I obey, even as I’m aware that I’ll come out looking like a rather weird “gringa” – rumpled silk blouse over wrinkled khakis and absolutely not for walking on cobbled streets Italian black pumps. I also have the obligatory “mochila” (backpack) making me a bizarre variant of the “mochilera” enrolled in any one of the 80 or so Spanish language immersion courses offered here, in a university-sponsored in-depth study of Mayan culture, or simply an extended vacation between semesters. “This will be perfect!” says my friend, a civil engineer who has specialized in stabilizing buildings in this earthquake-prone land. “The balloons are in the picture, also the colonial architecture.” A neatly-dressed street vendor clutching an enormous bouquet of helium-filled balloons greets us. He’s merely being polite. We are wasting his time. We aren’t prospective customers – no children are accompanying us. I imagine how the photograph is likely to turn out. Me, blonde, rumpled and pale, juxtaposed with the explosion of color created by the balloons – it will be a delightful photograph – something that could be blown up and converted into a lively acrylic painting or pastel. I once met an artist who had a second career as a flight attendant. His job was perfect, he said. It allowed him to fly for free to locations where he could paint lively compositions featuring flowers, fabrics, and folklore. Ecuador and Guatemala were ideal, he said. You could stay at a bed and breakfast for around $25 per day, and the scenes were fantastic. I went online and took a look at his virtual gallery. He was right. In painting pictures of indigenous women, marketplaces, local architecture, volcanoes, vegetation, he had captured the energy of the exotic.
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Did he ever paint the processions associated with Lent, or the bright “carpets” made of colored sawdust? He said those things made him uncomfortable. He was a member of a small Assembly of God congregation and he viewed Central and South American Catholicism as somewhat dangerous. “Did you know that some people literally re-enact crucifixion?” he commented to me. “They also mutilate themselves.” “Are you talking about the penitentes?” I asked him. There were many isolated towns in northern New Mexico, as well as in the Philippines where individuals re-enacted the last few days of Christ’s torment, from crown of thorns, to lashes on back and side, and nails in hands and feet. “Yes,” he said in a hushed voice, appalled. It would definitely take a strong stomach to paint such scenes. To capture the images may even put one in danger. What struck me at that moment, though, was not the sublime nature of penance, but that so many of the world’s cultures – even those ostensibly diametrically opposed to each other – practiced similar rites. In observing the penitentes I could not help but think of Shia sects in southern Azerbaijan and northern Iran where the devout whip themselves with heavy metal chains. For the sempiturnal tourist, the exotic is no longer exotic. It symbolizes pure gaze – observation, projection, fantasy – with no real contact with people, politics, or feelings. The tourist learns to package the experience in a way that can be “sold” to his or her audiences – in receptions, meetings, restaurants or bars where relatives, coworkers, individuals become part of the “sale.” Sometimes other tourists will swap stories. When this happens, the narrative becomes spun around the needs of the community and becomes a place to explore and reinforce cultural or cross-cultural values (or prejudices). But those possibilities mean little to me as I stand on the street corner in Antigua, Guatemala. I wonder where the next “photo op” will present itself. Will it be of a wedding party standing outside the newly restored cream-yellow cathedral? My friend informs me that it’s very popular these days to be married in Antigua. “Very romantic,” I say. I really cannot imagine a more gorgeous setting. “What do they think of all the tourists milling around and staring at them?” “Maybe that’s part of the allure,” he observes. I think about it and I agree. Any work of theater craves an audience. To be married in Antigua on a Saturday afternoon is to guarantee a kind of celebrity. Your image would be preserved in any number of photo albums shelved in offices and in homes all around the world, but mostly in Europe, the U.S., Japan, and Australia. But what emotions show in the tourist’s face? What are my emotions? No matter what the location, the tableaux is essentially the same. I smile. I wonder if my face is flushed, if my eyes are closed. Nowhere to be found are the emotions I often feel as I travel. I learned long ago to turn my face into either a) a bland, smiling mask; or b) a joyous mask (suggesting I am in the throes of a neoplatonic awakening as I establish a sense of unity with the “other”). I do not allow my deeper feelings to surface.  
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So, when this photograph is developed, you won’t see the wealth of emotions I experience when I travel. You won’t see the sadness I feel at being reduced to an object or a symbol (of America, of Americanism). Masked is the curiosity I feel about how people live their lives, day to day. Veiled are the almost violent emotional awakenings when I am able to sit down with individuals from other cultures and talk about what it means to be human. Invisible (I hope) is the amusement I derive from practicing Spanish, but mildly butchering it as I experiment with different inflections, accents, phrasings – Brooklyn, Savannah, Chicago – and then, throwing in sounds (and sometimes words) gleaned from other languages – Russian, French, Portuguese, Swahili, Guarani. The result is a weird gallimaufry or pastiche, I suspect. Oh, the games we play. But – everyone likes to have contact with the exotic, ne-c’est-pas? The balloon vendor moves down the street. We make our way up the cobbled street to the Palacio on the Plaza Central where I will look for bookstores. I twist my ankle, but pretend I have stopped to adjust my backpack. My shoes are sturdier than they seem. They (or their forebears from previous trips) have carried me to many such street corners. I put away my camera. I’m already inventing a story to accompany this frame.
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TRAVEL AND CULTURE: A FIELD GUIDE TO THE MIND Finally – a podcast – it’s a raspy one, and it’s quite rough... I’ll probably re-record this in a few days… but at least it’s something! It has been an extremely weird experience to have lost my voice for so long... I’m sitting at on a bench in Suva Harbor, in Fiji, and I’m enjoying the gorgeous view of lush, green mountains, sapphire blue waters, and fluffy white clouds. A rusty ship is moored in the harbor, and as I serenely gaze upon it, a warm, moist breeze picks up, a harbinger of afternoon rain. The rusty ship is, most likely, nothing more than a fishing boat. My mind resists such a quotidian explanation. I want raw adventure. I imagine the hold filled with Chinese illegal aliens, each paying $20,000 for passage to America which involves, conveniently enough, a detour of a couple of years of indentured servitude on a farm or in a sweat shop. I imagine modern-day pirates catching some R&R in Fiji after some high-jinks in the Straits of Malacca. I think of containers crammed with counterfeit software and bootlegged DVDs. Actually, there is no end to the scenarios I can spin as I let my thoughts wander the back alleys of my mind. I recently finished reading a very thought-provoking article, “Anthropological Epistemologies,” by Nicholas Thomas, who has written extensively on the relations between history and anthropology, exchange theory, material culture, colonialism, and art, especially in the Pacific. His basic argument is that anthropologists have been too quick to label, and that “culture” is not a fixed, stable thing. Further, he points out that it is almost impossible for an outsider to be objective – he describes how risky it is for ethnographers to try to define a culture. The ethnographer can be tripped up by his or her own biases, not to mention being “played” by the members of the culture, who may be promoting a fantasy of what their culture is, rather than what it really is. Thomas takes a look at the south Pacific – how Europeans have tended to view the various cultures, and to ascribe meaning to the things they observe. He pointed out that they were easily seduced by a notion of the “exotic” – and imposed their own beliefs and values on peoples and cultures they immediately kept apart as the “Other.” Actually, what Thomas is saying is nothing new. Travel literature and memoirs are filled with heightened “difference.” The narratives gave rise to the notion of the “noble savage” (Bernal Diaz del Castillo’s take on the Aztecs he observed in Mexico in 1517) which was hammered into other people’s agendas (the Jesuits, the conquistadors, various waves of missionaries). They also lead to the commodification of culture as something to consume when wanting an escape or an emotional boost. The wild tales of the explorers in the “New World” were bestsellers in Europe (leading to contemplative essays, such as Montaigne’s “On Cannibals”), as were the numerous “I was captured by Indians” narratives a few hundred years later. While there is literary merit in the narratives, as anthropological documents, they are amazingly harmful, in that they encourage dualistic thinking (“us” vs “them”) and ignore the notion of a shared  
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vision or set of values that allows the two groups to engage in the dynamic adjustment of human behavior that constitutes culture. Other such narratives played up the exotic, almost to the point of fetishism. Lady Mary Wortley Montague’s 18th-century accounts of being an English aristocratic titled lady in the midst of a Turkish bath, or *gasp* a harem, deliberately problematize gender relations (as she views them) in order to titillate her audience with thinly veiled ideas of bondage (the locked confines of the harem), mutilation and control (eunuchs), libido unchained (multiple wives, always available), subjugation (the role of women, dress codes). Religion was made exotic as well. The French noblewoman, Alexandra David-Neel, wrote about following Tibetan Buddhist shamans in “Magic and Mystery in Tibet” at the turn of the 19th century. In upstate New York and New Hampshire in the early 1800s, Mary Marshall Dyer wrote numerous accounts of the weird practices of the Shakers in “Shakerism Exposed.” Isabelle Eberhardt wrote about her quest to understand Sufism in “Oblivion Seekers.” Eberhardt, who drowned in a flash flood in Algeria, after spending time dressed as a man, hanging out with kif smokers, seeking transcendence. Needless to say, there is nothing wrong with fantasy, or extreme imagination. In fact, the quest for the exotic can bring people together, through mutual fascination, desire, and wish-fulfillment. What becomes problematic is the tendency to see things through myth-colored glasses, and to operate under too many false assumptions. Jane Austen’s novel, Northanger Abbey, illustrates what happens when a young woman, totally addicted to the lurid gothic romances (replete with demons, ghosts, vampires, and other creatures of the night), starts to process all of her experiences through that perspective. It makes for great comedy – especially a comedy of errors – but in real life, it leads to unfortunate policy decisions. Nicholas Thomas does not have a “magic bullet” or an “innoculation” for distorted thinking. He argues that anthropologists should simply be more aware of how they think, and when they are becoming victim of their own assumptions, fantasies, or beliefs. The rain clouds are starting to come in over the harbor at Suva. A thin Fijian man approaches me, a smile on his face. He has a bundle of hand-carved wooden swords under his arm. “Where are you from, Lady?" “New York,” I blurt out, unconsciously. The look on his face gives me pause and brings me back to the present. I realize it works both ways. He has just as many fantasies and misconceptions about appearances as I. Of course, I don’t make it any easier for him, with my bleached blonde hair, my rumpled and sweaty khaki pants, my sunburned American face. “The market is that way. I can take you,” he said. “No thanks. My husband is waiting for me in the hotel.” I gesture to the hotel across the street. “I’m late.” I walk quickly toward the hotel, enter it and poke around the gift shop. Of course, there is no husband, but it was the first thing that popped into my head. I exit, flag a cab, and return to where I am staying.  
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Anthopological epistemologies. In action.
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BACK FROM MOZAMBIQUE I’m not sure if I expected to come back from Mozambique irreparably altered. I’m not sure if I was expecting some sort of ravishing epiphany that would suddenly convert the phenomenal world into a comforting, ordered security blanket that I could carry with me and drool onto whenever the crankiness of Newton’s stupid irreducibilities grind down my nerves. I thought it had happened, and is still happening. Now I think it’s just the Larium I’m taking to fend off malaria. A car, moving at 35 miles per hour, does not make a soft impact into a brick wall. It crashes and the impact will whiplash your neck against your back. However, while you’re still going 35 miles per, you’re thinking, “Hey this is slow – why can’t we speed up?” But maybe that’s just these dratted nerves chattering at me again. I’m not sure how to deal with it. Quit my job? Walk away from it all? If so, to do what? Who am I kidding. That’s not an option. I remember when I used to wonder what it would be like to be an interpreter / interrogator for the military or a translator of the Bible into the language of geographically isolated indigenous tribes. I wanted to sleep on a hammock. I wanted to travel the sky islands. I wanted to talk about life and death and the meaning of that feeling you sometimes get that feels like your chest cavity is opened up and cold, pure air washes in. Now all I want is a power that is coercive and that rankles the nostrils with its acrylic toxicity. Maybe it would assuage this horrible anxiety. Larium Dream #1: I’m lying on a blanket. The walls are sweating. My foot looks like a spongy, moldy orange. I wake up with tears streaming down my cheeks but no recall of crying. Perhaps the most disconcerting thing about Mozambique was the way you’d be walking along, and then you’d happen upon a smell. You’d have no idea what it was. The most prevalent was the one that was icky and vinegary. But, there were also the rotten banana smells. Before Mozambique, I thought of banana as being a rich, almost cakelike smell. Nope. No more. Now it seems inutterably foul. But maybe that’s just the way I’m feeling about everything these days. It is not at all unappealing to me to think of getting a large, harsh tattoo that covers my entire wingspan – shoulder-to-shoulder. Would I imitate biker types and get something with big sharp beaks, claws, replete with blood rivulets channeling from one sinew to another? I like absurd contrasts. I like disjunctive ruptures. I like the idea of a series of Hello Kitty smiley cats plastered nicely over a network of scars (electrical cords?). I would not make much of a torturer. I don’t have the patience. I’m not adept at dehumanizing others. And yet, in Mozambique, if I were to announce to someone that I had been a torturer (or an interrogator) in another lifetime (say, 3 years ago), they’d say, But OF COURSE. You’re just another Zim flea who will jump on the back of the fattest rat around – any old RENAMO rat backed by apartheid political evil. In fact, your pale skin and ugly ice gray eyes make you untrustworthy.  
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Everyone in Africa suspects that whites make the best torturers. It’s easier to believe that someone is born with certain proclivities. It’s easier than accepting that monsters are made, not created. Larium Dream #2: I’m speaking Swahili. I’m angry because I’ve forgotten how to say “you’re welcome.” I can maintain a conversation, but I can’t include any of the niceties of civilized talk because I’ve forgotten how to respond to someone who expresses thanks. No one speaks Swahili in the Zimbabwe border area along the Beira corridor where I was. They speak Portuguese. I’m comfortable with that, although I butcher it with Spanish, and often stop trying to express myself. I simply listen. Mozambican Portuguese is easier to understand than Brazilian. The smell of rancid bananas has returned. I’m feeling nauseous again. Ever since I returned from Mozambique, I’m wondering if I was made into a monster. (I don’t like the idea that I was born this way.) What makes me a monster? It’s not anything I have said or done. It’s how I feel. It’s all about my inner landscape. It’s a lacy frippery edged with clots and knots and a shallow, hot respiration I’d call panting if I could slow down enough to identify my own processes. But don’t those bruises look lovely against pale, pale skin? While in Beira (once considered the Rio de Janeiro of Africa), we decided to go to a movie. For the equivalent of 18 cents, I bought a huge bucket of caramelized popcorn and sat between an American and a Mozambican, to watch an American horror movie, Darkness Falls, subtitled in Portuguese. The sound was terrible, and it was impossible to distinguish actual words. The subtitles were good. The premise was the Tooth Fairy had gone mad and was devouring children who lost their teeth. It was a bit more complicated than that, but not much. After an hour of watching a scary witch swoop down and snatch up all who happened to catch a glimpse of her hideous visage, one started to see the movie as an extended enactment of a deep fear of female sexuality. I wish I could be that scary to someone other than myself. I thought that perhaps I would not feel this ghastly anxiety ever again. It is the same nightmare I lived with through my 20s but more in my 30s. Life feels truly not worth living. Anxiety is ugly. Which is worse? Anxiety or malaria? I can suddenly relate to all the guys who came back from Afghanistan and promptly went psychotic. Life with Larium is not fun. Larium Dream #3: I’m actually awake. Is the tattoo really on me, or is it some sort of shadow in the mirror? Did I get tattoos in the shape of bruises? Why? Who would possibly want a permanent bruise? Or, for that matter, varicose veins? I had a long conversation with the proprietor of Personal Visions, a tattoo parlor, about the possibility of having a) spiderveins (varicose) tattooed onto my legs; or) fishnet hose. He recommended against it. That very afternoon in the Chicago O’Hare airport I saw a woman with an elaborate tattoo over one ankle. That was not, in itself, surprising. She was in her 50s, wearing a business suit and semi-opaque hosiery. You could see the tattoo through the hose. She was wearing LifeStride low-heeled pumps. Her hair was permed and short. She was with a guy wearing cowboy boots and a bolo tie. They were on their way to Oklahoma City. Mind-blowingly strange, wasn’t it???
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The soles of my feet were still blistered from hot Mozambican rock. They have not yet fully healed. If I have leishmaniasis, how will I be able to tell? Is the anxiety due to sand fly parasites? Antimalarial medication? Or, is something truly wrong with me? My situation? A dark paranoia is tufting along the hairs of my arms. It feels like fog. And here I am, the anxiety not assuaged in the least, wondering if I have what it takes to continue taking Larium for its prescribed course. I’m back in the same old ugly place I inhabited for two decades. I wish I could starve myself to death, but I lack the discipline. All such goofy thinking does is make me even more ravenous. I’m starting to think that “maturation” is nothing more than a shift in one’s chemicals. I’m anxious – as anxious as past years – and suddenly I’m an angst-ridden teenager, trapped in a 45year-old’s body. It’s embarrassing, or at least would be, if I weren’t having to live through this. Yuk. I wish someone would yank my feeding tube. Kiss, kiss. Bye, bye. It’s malaria in the blink of an eye.
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ZERO LATITUDE Dirt stings. The sky is in strips. They are wafers of oblivion. As usual, I am wanting more than I know what to express, but unnerved by it all. I’m sitting on a dusty rock, overlooking Quito. I’m not sure how or why I got here. They built the largest cathedrals in the western hemisphere on the Incan Temples of the Sun and Moon. Talk about a paradigm shift. I’m here. No one knows or cares. Least of all myself. The dusty passageways scream to me. My Spanish is rusty, and I think of ways to shape my mouth into the syllables and consonants of Barcelona. Catalan is the language of independence. It is a philosophy of avant-garde that allows me to exist on the border between rational thought and dream. At least that is what I imagine. Barcelona is far from here. Quito is a language of destiny, of geographical determinism. We’re here. You and I are together. You laugh? You are with me – if not in body, in spirit. The air is dry. Adrenaline is wet. Sweat comes to me like a vision, or stars falling down onto the equator. I am split in half. You’ll have something to say to me, but I won’t know how to respond. What do you say to someone who was once a child combatant? Unwillingly, I might add. What happens when the person who always expected to go out in a blaze of glory somehow survives? Does that mean one has outlived one’s relevance? It’s a question I’ve been afraid to ask. Finally, this is a new beginning, or at least something I can call a starting point. Somewhere night comes down to this – a conference call to the stars and the moon, and I’m wondering what the next day will bring. We have places to go, but I’m not sure where my heart really lies. Security and fear are not the same thing. They’re not even related, although some would like to think so. The pager, cell phone, PDA and other forms of control I wear are forlorn imitations of logic, armor, control. Of course, they don’t work here. A bus drives by. Women are looking at my blonde hair. I am preparing myself to get into a taxi and drive to a small mountain village where I will buy small hand-made bread-dough sculptures of the Virgin Mary and the infant Jesus. After that, what does my future hold? I don’t know. I don’t want to ask.  
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AFGHANISTAN: LETTER TO A U.S. MARINE Dear Son: I’ve been following the news, as requested, for “anything Afghanistan” and I have to say it has been seriously alarming. Chinook helicopter down, 16 dead. 4 troops missing. All in the area of extreme eastern Afghanistan where you are, or where I presume that you are. I’m worried and am praying constantly for your safety and for all of those with you. In “following the news for anything Afghanistan” I saw things that perplexed me. For example, you described 127 degrees Fahrenheit days. But, in some of the photos I saw of southern Afghanistan, there was snow on the ground. Well, it must have been high in the Hindu Kush and/or the Himalayas. What a shock to the system! It reminds me a bit of the experience I had when I was taking a field mapping class in northern Arizona. It was 1981. I was 23. I lacked two classes for my geology degree. It was Iintroduction to Field Geology.” Then, I would need to take “Field Geology.” The normal procedure was to take “Intro to Field” during the spring semester. Then, you’d go out into the field every other weekend and map intriguing locations throughout Oklahoma. After finding out that the professor who was teaching the weekend “Intro to Field Geology” had given at least two of his students bleeding ulcers, I decided that was not for me. I was (even back then) extremely nervous, self-doubting, and fearful of failure (and success). I liked the idea of mapping, and I loved describing lithology and using the equipment… Brunton compass, “stereo pairs” – air photos that allowed you to see in three dimensions. Frankly, I loved geology. It was fun. This was years before GPS, maybe even a decade. We could not just enter in our locations after pressing a button on our cell phones that activated a GPS search function. Actually, cell phones did not exist yet. Neither did fax machines. Come to think of it – how did we function at all? I remember doing a lot more manual work. Oh well. If I think about this too long, my eyes will cloud with tears. I wanted to keep my weekends free, so I opted to take the class in May, during “Intersession,” between Spring and Summer. Instead of traveling around Oklahoma, or staying in the tick and rattlesnake-infested camp near Turner Falls in southern Oklahoma, someone opted for the tick and rattlesnake-infested Grand Canyon. To be precise, it was the North Rim of the Grand Canyon – the Kaibab Plateau. So. Those of us intrepid enough to sign up for the class – 20 guys and 2 females – showed up at the Geology Building parking lot early one Saturday morning, and readied ourselves for the long trek west. It was to be a really crazy fandango. But, that’s another story… We piled into two vans and headed west – traversing western Oklahoma on I-40, zipping across the Texas Panhandle, stopping briefly in Amarillo for dinner at Gardski’s Loft. Then, instead of  
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overnighting in Tucumcari, New Mexico, at a comfortable Holiday Inn, the guys (of course!) opted to camp out at a state park – Blue Lake, to be precise. Someone decided it was too extreme to pitch the big tents, so we slept out under the stars. I remember being annoyed by how bright they were and how close they seemed. It was definitely hard to sleep. The morning dawned and the first thing to do was to shake out my boots in case of snakes, spiders, and/or scorpions. There was only one other female in this big herd of student geologists – that was my friend, Cecile, who was from Norway, and who was at the University of Oklahoma on a track and field scholarship. She was a champion shot-putter. I might mention at this point that I also threw the shotput competitively. It was when I was 16. I got tendonitis after joining the crosscountry team, and my endurance (thanks to being on the swim team, too) far outstripped the capacity of my body do withstand constant pounding. Oh well. The long and short of it was that I developed tendonitis and was compelled by the coach to throw the shot put. This does not seem funny until you take a look at me as a 16-year-old. Although I considered myself grotesquely fat, the reality was that I was 5-7 and weighed less than 120 pounds. I was not skinny – but I was definitely on the lean side. Anyway – I managed to throw it 16 feet. Cecile could heave it at least 40 feet. That should give you an idea of how different we were. Along the way, we stopped at Gallup, New Mexico. There were small shops everywhere with Southwestern Indian jewelry – Navajo, with big chunks of turquoise and orange coral in silver settings. My favorite was the Hopi jewelry. I loved the Kachina dolls, so I likewise was enamored of anything that had a similar design. The mother of pearl, the turquoise, the coral and silver fascinated me. Strangely enough, the only other place I’ve seen such wonderful selections of Desert Southwest Indian jewelry was in Guam. There was an amazing store in a shopping mall designed for Japanese tourists. My father used to spend a lot of time in this part of the country. Years ago, there were large uranium mines. People were looking for the mineral in order to process it and create fuel for nuclear power plants. More recently, uranium has been processed to make the so-called “depleted uranium” which is, specifically, “uranium hexafluoride,” used for building armor-piercing missiles. It is super-heavy and penetrates just about anything. This is an intriguing concept – hard to know how or why that happens. After mining the uranium ore, the commonly accepted practice was to dump the “tailings” (the waste product left after extracting the mineral) on the ground in a huge mountain of unconsolidated conglomerate. Unfortunately, these mountains were radioactive due to the residual radiation in the dust. When the wind blew, the inhabitants breathed fresh air laced with radioactive uranium tailings. Years later, someone started to notice high cancer rates and birth defects. Was the high rate due to radioactive tailings? Or, was it due to above-ground testing to the west, in southern Nevada? This was 1981. Did anyone still remember the Roswell, New Mexico, incident back in 1947? One theory was that the craft from another galaxy was attracted to that particular energy – the  
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radiation—and they wanted to come to earth, lay their eggs in nice, radioactive soil, where they could hatch, then take over. Some people say that is what happened. Others claim the Roswell incident was an experiment of some sort and then it became mythologized. I like the alien explanation, although it’s hard to prove. When people come to the U.S. from other countries, they often continue traditions imported from their country of origin. They maintain diet, dress, and customs. Eventually, their unique customs enter the mainstream and influence the culture at large. If this, indeed, happened in Roswell, how would we recognize extraterrestrial influences? (especially if “they walk among us” like pod people…) Food for thought. Many people say our technological advances would not be possible without the receipt of extraterrestrial knowledge. The extraterrestrials gave us computers, plastics, flight, and iPod technology. We seem to have everything except time travel. I hope things are going well in Afghanistan. I continue to pray for your safety, and for the safety of your buddies. It’s not easy. They say that opium production is up. I’m not sure what the implications are, but I can imagine that the “poppy mafias” are flexing their muscles. Do they speak Russian? I’ll bet they speak other languages, too. I miss you and will be thinking of you. I am very, very proud of you. Please remember that – and, be sure to brush your teeth and floss. I’m sending you some dental floss in the next care package. (hehe – could help but throw that in... I’m hopeless !! ) Take care, and remember that your mom cares!! Love from MOM
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YOUR NIKES COULD BE PIRATE BOOTY Severe storms rolled through the town, cracking the night open with extreme thunder and flashes of lightning that seemed to be either directly overhead or driven like a nail into the ground next door. It reminded me of a pre-dawn drive to Oklahoma City years ago as Michael and I prepared to go to Tucson to visit my sister. Lightning spidered across the sky, creating crazy electric webs for the fresh bolts of energy to climb. The next morning, Dad and I walked to McDonald’s and noted the tree branches and leaves strewn on the ground in all the yards we passed. I wondered if a battery of small tornados passed through. At any rate, the front had moved in and the morning was cool and crisp. Ragged tangles of clouds were moving through. A crack of thunder emanated from a particularly dark shred. I was glad I took Mother’s suggestion and decided to carry the black umbrella she had bought at Dollar General, even thought it had razor-sharp tines and resisted being opened. “Only a dollar?” I asked, as I wrestled with the umbrella and tried to avoid cutting myself. I didn’t know if my tetanus vaccination was up to date. “Yes. Everything at Dollar General is a dollar,” said Dad. “Pretty easy to remember.” “Do you realize that the highly affordable goods you see on the shelves at Dollar General probably originated in Asia somewhere, with an intriguing journey of unexpected detours and cargo movements?” I asked. Dad had leaned down to tie his shoelace. “Yes. Thanks to the so-called “pinch-points” in the world’s seaways, it’s easy for pirates to operate.” This topic fascinated me. “Pirates in the Strait of Malacca near Singapore ply the waters. They are very wily. They board ships, take control of the crew, repaint the ship, change the numbers and the markings, then haul the cargo to some pirate island that only flies a nation’s flag when it’s convenient to do so. If you take a look at the containers, you’ll see everything from plastic sandals, Nikes, t-shirts, designer skirts, Louis Vuitton knock-offs, fake Rolexes and real Seikos. A wholesale “jobber” will bid on the container, sight unseen, for delivery FOB the port. The next step will be the warehouses of Dollar General or their equivalents – “Yankee Dollar” or “100 Yen.” “Or Wal-Mart? Sam’s Wholesale Club?” asked Dad. “Who knows. We could be looking at pirate booty on the shelves for all we know,” I said, darkly.
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“Isn’t globalization an interesting thing?” commented Dad. “If you can’t get your goods for practically free, you can’t make enough money to keep the doors open.” We continued to walk down the quiet residential street. “Looks like they’re finally going to put a stop to teenagers who hot-rod at 100 miles an hour down this street,” he said. “How will they do that? That’s what the kids live for – fixing up their cars and speeding down residential streets, even if they put young children, elderly people on walks, and family pets in mortal danger.” “It’s called a ‘traffic circle,’” said Dad. He pointed to the circular raised platform of cement that rose like a weird desert island in the middle of the intersection. Instead of a lone palm tree was a metal pole festooned with cryptic instructions. “That’s crazy. It’s a death trap,” I said. “I guess that’s the principle. Kill them before they kill you,” he said. “What a waste of energy. It’s so misdirected. Why not channel all that post-adolescent angst and craving for speed?” I asked. “If you can harness that in a productive way, you’ll change the destiny of mankind,” he said. “For the better.” We walked along, continuing to notice the shredded tree limbs and leaves in driveways and in yards. A few homeowners were cleaning up their sidewalks. Others were looking at the sky. A raindrop pelted my face. “Well, there’s definitely food for thought,” I said. One of these days, I would get it right.
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MORNING COFFEE It was a ritual, and one we had observed for about 15 years now – since I was 18 or 20 years old. Phone call, either from Dad to me, or from me to Dad. “Would you like to get coffee?” “Sure! Where? What time?” “‘The Kettle’?” This was not really a question, but a ritual. We always went to the same place. The Kettle was a restaurant specializing in breakfast and it was owned by two brothers who had played for the University of Oklahoma’s football team during a national championship season. The football brothers parlayed their celebrity into grits, home fries, eggs however you wanted them (with lots of Tabasco sauce if you so desired), fresh biscuits and white peppered gravy. Yum. Granted, it wasn’t very good for you. The saturated fat level must have been enough to launch a probe to Jupiter. I loved it. It was a popular place for early-morning breakfast, no matter how early your morning might be. On weekends, early was pre-dawn as people piled in after a night of heavy dancing and carousing at the university’s numerous sororities and fraternities. I preferred to eat breakfast after daybreak. So, Dad and I comprised more of the mid-morning fold. We showed up, ordered coffee, and proceeded to chat about business, the world’s affairs, family matters, and finally, the exploration projects that Dad found most promising. Most of the time this meant discussing oil and gas operations: mapping, leasing, promoting, drilling, completing, producing, negotiating, offsetting. Dad drank his coffee black. I drank mine lightly sweetened with artificial sweetener. Later, I started using cream, no sweetener. Black coffee seemed somehow too harsh, even though I realized it was better to forego the calories. It was our ritual, even on holidays. Thanksgiving, Christmas Eve, Christmas Day, New Year’s Day – the other restaurants might be closed, but The Kettle’s neon blazed on through the night and the wee hours of the morning when one felt at one’s most vulnerable. Our holiday conversation never varied:
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“The holidays really get me down.” “Me, too.” “It’s always so much pressure. What a let-down. So commercial, and it’s just so empty.” Then, we’d leave and drive around looking at the way people decorated their houses. Somehow the night didn’t seem so dark, the cold so hollow, the loneliness so needle-sharp. “Everyone needs a sounding board,” Dad always said. Yes, he was right in many ways – ways I’m still not really able to articulate. The Kettle was no Hemingwayesque “clean, well-lighted place.” It was well-lighted, but it was not filled with wordless, manly angst. It was much too college-town for such self-restraint. Nor would I call it a Hopperesque “Night Hawks” sort of place, either. This was not urban. Elm trees shaded the parking lot, and scissor-tail flycatchers sat on telephone wires overlooking old cotton fields converted to soccer, quarter-acre lots, and apartments catering to graduate students. The sentiment seems a bit vacuous, but it’s the truth. Some days – actually, most days – I really miss The Kettle.
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MONSOONS IN TUCSON The monsoon storm approached in the form of cumulus clouds, and the breeze was suddenly cool. I was glad Dad was meeting me while I was in Tucson for an end-of-the-summer, pre-semester vacation. I was looking forward to meeting him and spending time discussing career possibilities. The truth was, I was dreading going back to school, and his talk about guiding me, and helping me get started with my own business made me feel buoyantly optimistic. I imagined posh vacations and shopping in designer boutiques fancied by Japanese tourists. My enthusiasm was tempered somewhat by the realization that I’d have to break the news, somewhere along the way, that I had dented the rental car. Worse than that, I had crushed the rear end of the car I backed into in the parking lot outside Macy’s where I had been browsing through their Monsoon Madness sale items. It was discouraging to see the victim’s tire go flat right before my eyes. Thankfully, I had accidentally failed to decline Budget Rental Car’s pricy supplemental insurance coverage. I needed to let them know their car had inflicted damage to an innocent victim’s treasured 1978 Chevrolet Malibu. I would not have to pay anything out of pocket, though. There were two advantages to going to Tucson during August. First, it was a great time to take a break before the fall semester cranked up. Second, it was “monsoon” season, which meant hot mornings, early afternoons, and the possibility of violent thunderstorms in the late afternoon and early evening hours. I loved monsoon season. Perhaps that was because I grew up in “tornado alley” and I loved the electricity of impending storms, the drama of the wind, hail, and violent winds, and the aftermath with its intense rainbows, flooded streets, and the sweet smell of scrubbed air and wet dirt. The clouds were already amassing, but the day was still sultry as I prepared to meet Dad, who was arriving from Reno. I was alone. It might have seemed strange for a 21-year-old to want to vacation alone, but I wanted time to decompress, explore, read books, sleep late, drive aimlessly through the desert, foothills, and mountains. I was celebrating the successful end of a summer job as a summer geologist for Texas Oil and Gas. I was also forestalling the inevitable. I was going to have to face the guy I once considered a boyfriend, until I opened up one of the boxes he asked me to store over the summer. Actually, the box fell open as I was putting it in my parent’s garage. To my horror, it was stuffed full of hard-core skin magazines. “If Mother sees this, she’ll have a fit,” I told my best friend, Jan. Jan laughed unsympathetically. “You’ve got that right. Your mom will flip out.” She picked up one of the magazines. After opening it, she quickly slammed it shut and put it back in the box.
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“This is disgusting. I told you there was something really slimy and insincere about him,” she said. “Something is seriously wrong with him.” I sighed. Hutch had not really appealed to me at first, but Dad knew Hutch’s grandfather. “Very nice, very successful,” Dad said. “I really liked Hutch’s grandfather. He became quite wealthy, too. You should give Hutch a chance. He’s from a good family.” Dad was wrong, it seemed. Hutch was not the sort of guy you could rely on. If he said he would show up, perhaps he would, perhaps he wouldn’t. He was invariably an hour or two late for everything. Most of the time he seemed terribly impaired. Instead of being flush with cash, as one might expect the grandson of a prominent businessman to be, Hutch was always broke. To top it off, he expected me to store pornography in my parents’ garage. “Being 21, I have certain illusions and expectations of guys,” I explained to Jan. “I expect a relationship to be one of starlight, dreams, trust, and respect. I think there should be a kind of magic in it all, too.” “It’s the bare minimum,” said Jan. “The guy should also be financially solvent and show up within 15 minutes of when he says he’ll pick you up.” “But, in the overall scheme of things, a 21-year-old male of the species is probably the worst thing in the world to fall in love with. They’re out of control and crazy – busy learning from their mistakes. Piaget says the brain is mature by age 25. Perhaps by 30, they can keep from breaking someone’s heart.” Jan secured the cover of the box. She placed a box containing geology and math textbooks over it. It was hot in the garage and her fine, reddish-brown hair was curling around the edges, and her brown eyes glittered. “If you figure it out, let me know,” she said. Then I remembered that Jan had just gone through her own unrequited love ordeal. On some level she was probably relishing this opportunity for female bonding. If this is what it took to cement a female friendship, I hoped my close female friends would be few and far between, I thought dismally. Suddenly it seemed urgent to avoid Norman, Oklahoma the week before the start of classes. Hutch would no doubt come by my parents’ house for his things, and Jan would want to talk about how he most likely satisfied his evidently rapacious libido. Ick. I would go on a trip. Some of the best trips were brief weekend trips alone, where I flew somewhere and simply explored. Sometimes my reasons for traveling were academically inspired: one weekend was spent near Golden, Colorado, as I contemplated transferring to the Colorado School of Mines. Another was spent around Salt Lake City, as I investigated the university in Logan, the University of Utah (in Salt Lake City), and Brigham Young University (in Provo). Each school had a completely different atmosphere. Of all of them, the University of Utah appealed to me most. I applied to transfer there, was accepted, but then at the last moment, did not go.  
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The palm trees were swaying in the wind as I walked into the Tucson airport. I suspected that it would be raining by the time Dad and I left. I failed to bring an umbrella, I thought, wryly. Oh well, an umbrella might attract lightning. Each year in Tucson, a handful of individuals were struck by lighting as they raced across golf courses, the wet decks of swimming pools, and parking lots to seek shelter from the pounding monsoon rains. Although I enjoyed traveling alone, I was no loner. In fact, I did not relish the idea of leaving home. It was a pleasure to live with my parents, although I did feel the pressure to do the “normal” coming of age things, and to get an apartment my senior year, and to take jobs in other towns for the summers. “How was your flight?” I greeted Dad casually, trying to think about how I would break the news about the rental car. I decided I would pretend to have carefully analyzed the contract and, after conducting a mental risk assessment, I chose to pay the extra daily premium for additional insurance. That, rather than the reality – that I had failed to decline the insurance – would make a nice story. I would look prudent and in control, just as a future young female business tycoon should look. Back home in Norman, I enjoyed going on long walks with Dad, as he discussed his business strategies and decision-making process. Practicing the piano and listening to my mother compliment my playing were also very reassuring. The trips I took alone, or with my sister or with Dad were magical. Everything seemed fantastic and new. Although I disliked shopping at home, I loved exploring the various malls and boutiques in Tucson. The “Haunted Bookshop” on Ina Road in North Tucson attracted me with its extensive collection of geology books, Victorian novels, and books on spirituality. Behind the bookstore was a little nature walk where one could browse around, enjoy the cactus in bloom, drip irrigated in gravel and sand. Occasionally, I’d see a Gambel’s Quail and a little desert pack rat. “The approach was pretty rough. Monsoon season,” said Dad. He looked a bit green. “Well, you’re on the ground now! Hungry yet?” I asked. Dad smiled in affirmation. “You bet.” I headed down the escalator to the baggage claim and rental car area. Dad interjected. “I just have a carry-on,” he said. “No baggage.” “You’re right. Well, I need to stop by the rental car agency – I need to give them the accident report,” I blurted out, all my rehearsed prefatory statements having vanished like mirages of water on a desert highway. “The what?” Dad stopped in his tracks. “Are you okay? Was anyone hurt? What happened?” I could see images of accordioned cars flicker through his eyes. Well. I certainly blew this, I thought. “It was just a fender-bender in the Macy’s parking lot. But, I need to let the rental agency know.” I paused for breath. “I took out the maximum amount of insurance, so there’s not even a deductible to pay.”
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“Good thinking,” said Dad. He still looked preoccupied. “One of these days, they’ll probably increase the minimum age to rent a car. You’re lucky it’s 21.” Traveling alone would not be quite as fun without the ability to drive and explore, I thought. The vacation so far had been enchanted. One night, I felt bold and made reservations for one at a 5-star restaurant, The Tack Room. By the time I arrived, I was quite ravenous, my body euphoric and hungry after a day of horseback riding, swimming, and reading. After dinner, I walked outside and looked at the skies thick with stars, felt the warm summer breezes on my arms, torso, neck and face, and contemplated the saguaro cacti, standing like bizarre semaphore signalling men with outstretched arms. One afternoon, after driving back from Kitt Peak and the astronomical observatory, a monsoon resulted in flash floods. I waited at the edge of a torrent of water rushing through a low “wash,” and ephemeral stream bed that generally only contained water after sudden rainstorms. It took at least 30 minutes for the water level to drop enough for it to become passable. In the meantime, I watched the cars and pickup trucks ahead of me attempting to cross. Many were long-time residents or natives, and they had experience in gauging the power of the flash flood or monsoon streams. Snowbirds were long gone in August, and not expected back until December. “You sort of like it out here, don’t you?” said Dad, contemplatively. I nodded silently as we walked out to the car. He had been surprisingly supportive and uncritical of my lack of driving skill. “Perhaps you could set up your office here, one of these days, after you get your business firmly established.” I felt the rain come in a rush, horizontal slashes of raindrops and bright razors of light rippedinto the space between sand and sky. It was a great idea, but I wouldn’t want to do it alone. Thunder rolled, and raindrops pounded the car. I thought of walks with Dad, piano practice with Mother, long, unraveled skeins of conversation with Jan about men, meaning, and material possessions. Travel was one thing, day-to-day living was another.
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ON THE ANNIVERSARY OF EDGAR ALLAN POE’S DEATH: A CHANNELING PODCAST Greetings, I’m Edgar Allan Poe. This is what I have to say about my life and my life’s work… History has betrayed me. People think I was drug fiend, an alcoholic, a laudanum-addled madman. That is simply untrue. I am a man of extremes. My mind explores the limits. I am interested in the limits of the irrational as well as the limits of the rational. If you accept that about me, you will be able to understand my writing, and you will see how I blend the two extremes together. So, if you read my detective novels, you see a rational, logical, deductive individual confronted by crimes of passion, and by irrational, bizarre forces. The rational and the irrational come together, and the blend fascinates and disturbs. I exist at the confluence of two streams of thought and influence. On the one hand, I am the aesthetic extension of the opium-addicted poet in the British writer DeQuincey’s Confessions of an English Opium Eater. I come from the gothic tradition of Ann Radcliffe and Sheridan LeFanu, who wrote highly popular gothic tales of vampires, mad monks, and ghoulish forces. I also echo the romanticism of German authors such as Goethe and E. T. A. Hoffmann. Hoffmann’s tales mesh the fantastic with the real world, and they admit the possibility that our consciousness transcends the body, and that there are states of mind that explore boundary regions between madness and sanity, life and death. On the other hand, I am known as the father of the detective novel. I am a scientist of the human mind, and of human motivation. I observe signs, symbols, and patterns, and I seek to place events in logical sequences, and to locate them within their causal chains. I was writing my fiction at the same time that Charles Darwin was developing his theory of natural selection. Natural selection, as you know, is process that is fundamentally based on cause and effect. If the climate is cold, the species with thick fur coats will survive. The species evolves in response to causal forces and environmental triggers. My detective, Auguste Dupin, who appears in “The Murders of the Rue Morgue,” “The Purloined Letter,” and “The Mystery of Marie Roget,” uses deductive logic. He is a careful observer of evidence and he avoids the emotional excesses that one finds percolating through my gothic tales and my poems. If you think about it, it is not surprising that I am caught in cross-currents of divergent thinking. I am the dark counter to the bright, optimistic mainstream approach to life that came to be known as an American vision. While the Americans around me gloried in the feats of engineering such as the Erie Canal, completed in 1825, which would provide a passage through waterways from New York City to the Great Lakes, and they spoke of “Manifest Destiny,” which suggested that it was the Europeans’ destiny to find America and to “civilize” it, I wondered where those technologies would really take us. I am a classicist at heart, and I studied work in its original Greek and Latin. There was something about the culturally philistine jocularity of the expansionists that troubled me. We assume our travels are to a destination of our liking. I question that assumption when I find myself traveling roads constructed in the service of conquest. The American writers I meet in Baltimore, New York, and in Boston often trouble me. They adhere to a new philosophy of life, an aesthetic code, a philosophy which seems too good to be true. They  
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are transcendentalists. They believe in a “self-reliant” neo-platonism. What do I mean by that? They pull themselves up to heaven, to unity with God and the heavens, by their own bootstraps. When I read the work of Ralph Waldo Emerson (especially his essay, “Circles"), Henry David Thoreau, or Walt Whitman, I recoil. Their boundlessness, their enthusiastic belief in interconnectedness, and their self-assured belief that mix, merge, and become all of humanity, strike me as distressingly invasive. Emerson thinks he envelopes and that he includes all of humanity when he thinks about himself and the world. To the contrary, I think he invades and engulfs. His energy is, to me, essentially violating and transgressive (but masked as virtue). Emerson frightens me. Manifest Destiny seems to somehow emerge from a transcendentalist ideal, and seems morally wrong to me. My characters live the antithesis of boundlessness. They experience the dark side of expansion. They have been engulfed, possessed, and controlled by forces larger than themselves. In my American psyche, I counter the cheery optimism that the Erie Canal and Westward Expansion engender with zombies, ghosts, demonic forces, and people possessed by the spirits of houses and the past. I am known for things I was never guilty of. My real vices are less well-known. I was expelled from college for unpaid gambling debts. I enlisted in the military, did well and was promoted. But later, I was dishonorably discharged from West Point. Even my death has been used against me. No one really knows how or why I died. It remains a mystery. And yet, posterity has it that I died from extreme intemperance. That was just not true.
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TEAR-DOWN OF THE MURDER-SUICIDE HOUSE They tore down the murder-suicide house yesterday. A doctor and his wife lived there. He grew older, unable to practice medicine, so he sold his clinic. She suffered from Alzheimer’s. He took care of her. He developed cancer. Knowing the end was near for him, and that his wife could not take care of herself, he sealed up the doors of the three-car garage, fired up the old Cadillac and took that last glorious land-yacht cruise down Eternity Highway. I wonder what tunes they were playing on the 8-track… I was surprised at how quickly the heavy machinery was able to level a large, two-story ranch house almost 4,000 square feet in size. It was a tear-down. It reminded me of the tear-downs near my apartment here in upstate New York. Last spring bulldozers, backhoes, and other machinery including a woodchipper came in and razed three small houses and a large tree. They built a Walgreen’s in their place. It was rather ironic that the murder-suicide house was being demolished just as my dad and I were walking down to the base of the hill to the edge of the property where my parents’ and the murdersuicide house yard conjoined – ironic because my parents had encouraged me to buy the house and property when it came on the market. My parents wanted me to live near them again. The pale yellow wooden siding lay in a heap. I wondered what they would do with the tan bricks and if they salvaged the fixtures first. Was it a two-stage process? Did they dismantle the interior first? Then did they come in with the heavy equipment? Piles of dirt, sheetrock, wood, and tangle metal lay in piles on the ground. My memories hovered just above them - memories of riding my bicycle down what used to be a blacktop road, watching the new construction. Once upon a time, their house was new construction. I remember when the house was built. It was sometime in the late sixties when I was in grade school and my friend Lisa lived near the murder-suicide-to-be house. We would access it through my backyard, almost a full acre of park-like lawn, trees, and flowers. My parents had fallen in love with the lot, even though they were not as thrilled with the house, which they complained was too small, cramped, and had no storage. Our house was a 2,500 square foot well-built French Provencialinflected one-story ranch in a very nice part of Norman, a quiet college town 17 miles south of Oklahoma City. Norman has always been a place of teardowns. First, they were farms. In fact, the murder-suicide house was built on a small farm. I still remember the fields where they planted cotton and sorghum. It really wasn’t so long ago. The early tear-downs were all about sprawl. Now, the tear-downs are about running out of room. Since the early farm tear-downs, Norman’s population has more than tripled, and the economy, which used to be reliant on the state university and the state mental hospital, has diversified. In fact, with its proximity to a good telecommunications infrastructure, I-35, and a regional hub airport, many people live in the middle of the continent, but their businesses radiate out across the United  
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States. Central Oklahoma is convenient, and with the exception of spectacular tornadoes, the weather is mild. But, Norman has a space problem, even though it’s in the heart of Oklahoma, on flat prairie. To the south and west is the South Canadian River, and with its mile-wide streambed (it’s a braided stream that has changed courses many times), which creates a natural limit. It was the river that Nicole Kidman crossed in Far and Away, the film version of the Oklahoma Land Rush. Even though it still floods, people want to live as close to it as possible. There are trees there (along with water moccasins and mosquitoes). As a result, the land is worth considerably more than the surface structures. Usually, the houses are much older, but this one was in really bad shape and the lot was very unique. Did the new owner even know it had been the site of a murder-suicide? The house had stood vacant for a few years until it sold. I guess that’s not too unusual. When my neighbor, Lil, died in her home at age 93, the house was unoccupied for at two years. I supposed it had to go through probate court. Who knows. It’s hard to say. Perhaps it’s a case that no one knows quite what to do. My parents have a summer hunting lodge in Vermont that has been unoccupied for about that amount of time. Again, it’s the same situation. The house holds more memories. It is an alternative self, a supposedly time-impervious body that can be remodeled and refurbished easily. It is a body into which certain things are emplaced. The house’s body engages one’s emotions perhaps more intensely than even photographs - the ghosts are spatially liberated. They run through the halls, the back yard, and they bring with them vibrant, super-saturated visions of the way things were, or the way you remember them to have been, which can be actually quite different. Seeing the tear-down in progress is an uncomfortable experience. You find your mind moving forward and backward at the same time, embroidering something that you’re not quite sure what to do with. To say the tear-down becomes a metaphor is true enough, but it is more than that. The tear-down is a real place, that has two spatial dimensions – before and after. The “before” is a body. Once torn down, the body is non-material, but a body all the same. It has an architectural signature it leaves behind – and it will probably never be erased, as long as people thought the place had significance. Think of the Aztec and Incan structures that were razed to make way for the ornate cathedrals of the Spanish invaders. The architectural signature is still there. The “after” has a spatial dimension which intertwines with human destiny. The spatial realities are that it becomes a space upon which to create or project fictive memories and to construct a scenario of “what might have been.” In the cases where there were true human tragedies that required the teardown (the site of the Oklahoma City bombing, the World Trade Center, a place of a murdersuicide), the ghosts of happier times are even more poignantly highlighted. Before the tear-down, the houses went through a time of extreme neglect. In fact, one can almost see the tear-downs in the making in the exurbs or revitalized suburbs. Ironically, many of the teardowns were, in their heyday, upscale and symbols of realized (or at least partially realized) dreams. Then, they hit upon years of declining fortunes – either due to age and Alzheimers, or  
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abandonment. The doctor’s spacious yellow ranch house whose yard adjoined my parents’ used to be a rather imposing presence. Then, after years of neglect culminating ultimately in tragedy, the yellow two-story became shabby. Prosperity skulked off in tatters. The teardown made way for constructed selves, and the spatial narrative of the American Dream.
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THE GHOST OF ANNA NICOLE SMITH Anna Nicole Smith is already a ghost, hyper-dressed for the role. Her pink satin, the ostrich feathers, the campy smile and drowsy eyes are both a promise and a parody of romantic love. And, well, where is her ghost? We see it on the web, her image surrounded by a cacophony of voices. They all have their own questions which they only imagine are unique. Who is the daddy? Which pills? What kind of injections did she give herself? Why? How? Isn’t it funny how we persist in seeing parallels with Marilyn Monroe, that Anna Nicole herself engineered, and we simply do not see anything at all to do with other famous accidental overdoses – "She didn’t suffer.” That’s what we hear most of all. Who really knows? I think she did suffer – especially in the months after her son’s tragic death in her hospital room where she recovered from the birth of her baby girl. Anna Nicole, while alive, paid the price of being part of the world of phenomena while she should really have been a part of the not-real, as she straddled the divide between the myth, the Hollywoodized, gazed-upon, the victim of the voyeuristic fanzine, and a stop along the way of this year’s Graveline Tour. Now that she really is dead, a shimmering rhinestone ghost, there is no cognitive dissonance. She is a construction, an exaggeration, a camp elevation of the notion of romantic transcendence. She is not flesh and blood. At least not any more… Anna Nicole is now what she always was, pure camp. Before, we may have forgotten to maintain our position of being in on the joke with a knowing wink and a nod. Perhaps it’s time for a paradigm shift with respect to camp. Susan Sontag suggested that for camp to be camp, for drag to be drag, the author (or performer) and the audience have to be complicit in the intentionality of it all. They have to know that they’re creating a parody and are exaggerating. It’s not camp if it’s not on purpose. You have to know you’re doing something deliberately exaggerated, and it has to be very tongue-in-cheek. Otherwise, you just have bad taste. Paradigm shift? Let’s turn to Thomas Kuhn and the Structure of Scientific Revolutions. I always thought he was the coiner of the phrase, paradigm shift. But, I was recently introduced to the French philosopher, Gaston Bachelard, whose work on the spirit of scientific investigation was published in 1938. Did Kuhn borrow ideas from Bachelard? Let’s look at a paradigm shift for camp. Let’s say that camp is phenomenological. Teleology has nothing to say in this equation. Camp is in the eye of the beholder and “innocent camp” may be almost more a stroke of genius than the intentional mockery of bourgeois striving.
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In the aftermath of her death, Anna Nicole seems to be on the verge attaining the screen immortality she sought. Ironically, it’s through over-the-top camp television, The Anna Nicole Show. The last time I checked, it ranked #498 at amazon.com. I’m sure that Anna Nicole would hate it that her immortalized image would be that of zaftig Anna, and not the svelte Trimspa spokesmodel. On the other hand, perhaps that is part of the construction, the farce of reality television that she created. As an exaggerated play on reality television, The Anna Nicole Show was camp magic. I’m sure that somewhere in the world of phenomenological projections, the shimmery, rhinestonestudded, pink-satin-draped ghost of Anna Nicole Smith is smiling. ********************************** Who’s the Daddy? Anna Nicole a Human Komodo Dragon? Audio file / podcast. One of the Marshalls needs to come forward and settle it once and for all that J. Howard Marshall II’s frozen sperm was used to impregnate Anna Nicole Smith, and the father was not one of the twenty or so pretenders, even if one is Zsa Zsa Gabor’s Prince (formerly known as Hans Robert Lichtenberg). Where’s Zsa Zsa in all of this? She’s 90 and an invalid after a tragic 2002 car accident. I suppose she likes the idea of being married to a stallion. I thought of Catherine the Great. I also thought of Royal Lippizaners. That’s another story, though. In the meantime, I’m thinking Komodo Dragon. I’ll get to that later, though. Let’s get back to the Anna Nicole “who’s the daddy” media circus. Could it be Howard K. Stern? He is currently being held out as evil incarnate. Could it be one of the others? We seek concrete evidence, but without a narrative framework, and without multiple working hypotheses, nothing makes much sense. Even with them, the multiple working hypotheses we’re regaled with – the conspiracy theories, and the fantastic speculations – have more in common with fairy tales. At the center of the maelstrom was Anna Nicole Smith herself – a simulacrum of Marilyn Monroe – a copy that serves only to reinforce its “copiness” and to refer back to the real. But, in this case, the real was a copy and a construction. What do we do? The copy-Marilyn Monroe (Anna Nicole Smith) began to fold in on itself. It began to suggest the falseness of itself. The more vapid (slurring or incoherent) Smith’s performance, the more she became a caricature. The more cartoon-like the image, the more it pointed to the real, the original – even to the point it erases the real. It also simultaneously erases itself. It is the copy that, when held to the light, looks garish and cheap, and even makes the original seem garish and cheap – not by association, but by pure action of mind.  
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What was the original anyway? I would argue that the original construct – the Marilyn Monroe – was a tongue-in-cheek lampooning of male visual fantasy. Yes – the image was male visual fantasy lampooned – “punked” as it were. What is rather tragic about Anna Nicole Smith’s simulacrum of Marilyn Monroe is that is seemed to lose the humor embedded in lampooning straight males. After all, we live in a rather different selfreflexive world, and television has made a history of making a visual echo chamber of itself. Let’s think of The Simpsons, as an example. It is absolutely impossible to enjoy The Simpsons without a high level of television sitcom and popular culture literacy. Could Anna Nicole Smith have been a better object of Borat’s desire than Pamela Anderson? It’s hard to say. Anna Nicole Smith seemed to be stuck right in the middle of an endlessly repeating scene from How to Marry a Millionaire. The pink she surrounded herself with in The Anna Nicole Show was punctuated by flashes of impossibly small dogs and exotic animal print throw pillows. As Anna Nicole decorated and redecorated her house, she approached it (and her body) as would any good Hollywood starlet, which is to say she mutilated it. But for some reason, we loved watching. Anna Nicole Smith utterly effaced the boundary between the real and the unreal, the constructed and the re-constructed. She embarked on an endless reification process, an ourobourous-like selfswallowing, self-devouring metamorphosis. We could see the transformations occur as she bloated, shrank, bloated and shrank again, and as she slurred, stumbled, and drooped her eyes. In the end, though, something strange happened. Anna Nicole Smith, although she was ostensibly simply a self-constructed copy of a self-construction (the Gatsby-esque Marilyn), seemed more real. It was all about Daniel. Anna Nicole was a mother. She gave birth, and kept Daniel at her side. We saw him grow up. We saw her devastation at his death only three days after the birth of her daughter, the paternity-challenged Dannielynne (sp?). The way she grieved was touching in a way that does not seem to have been a part of the Marilyn Monroe persona, and we had the sense that Anna Nicole disintegrated at the death of her son. The construction deconstructed. The grief was the ultimate effacing mallet of fate. Perhaps it will turn out that Anna Nicole Smith is like the virgin Komodo dragon that gave birth to five Komodo pups on (of course), Christmas Eve, in a zoo in northern England. That would be the ultimate irony and the ultimate gift to the media circus. The copy has finally been able to copy itself.
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GUIDE TO GABRIEL GARCIA MARQUEZ: CHRONICLE OF A DEATH FORETOLD While many readers focus primarily on magical realism in all of Gabriel Garcia Marquez’s work, the short novel, Chronicle of a Death Foretold, provides an opportunity to examine the text through multiple critical vantage points and perspectives. Each yields a particular insight, and reveals much about the nature of the narrative, ideas about what it means to be human, the nature of reality, and community / individual identities. This is brief guide for readers who would like to employ the techniques to enrich their understanding of the work, as well as of literature in general. Overview and themes: The fact that Gabriel Garcia Marquez’s Chronicle of a Death Foretold is structured as a non-linear narrative can make the plot a bit difficult to follow. Here is a resource that provides an overview plot, the characters, and author background. Sparknotes’ plot summary. (very clear). http://www.sparknotes.com/lit/chrondeath/summary.html Textual issues: Dialogical imagination – Bakhtin and the Dialogical Imagination http://courses.essex.ac.uk/lt/lt204/bakhtin.htm This concept is useful because it gives the reader a way to look at the presence of voices and polyphony in a text. In the case of Chronicle of a Death Foretold, interrelationships, juxtapositions, and connections are more important to the narrative than a linear plot and clear character development. Fragmentation and disintegration – Richard Rorty’s Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature (1979) holds that the way to understand phenomenon is not to try to find a unifying theory or explanation, but to “dissolve” the explanations that we have. In the disintegration process, there will be fragments that reveal often overlooked relationships. In Chronicle of a Death Foretold, we see literal fragmentation and disintegration in the case of disemboweled rabbits and the body of Santiago Nasar, cut to ribbons. This is figurative as well as literal, and serves as a metonymy for the fragmentation of reality that occurs once one disrupts the equilibrium. Fragmentation and disintegration characterize the self, and they also are employed against the story (or lack of, which could be considered silence), that has been told about the murder. The fact that people mention that they foretold the murder, but they only mention this after the murder has taken place foregrounds the notion of artifice and a constructed reality, which is destabilized when problematized. The corporeal self vs. the disembodied collective self – In Chronicle, there is a tension between what is considered to be the individual self, and that of a collective self that is comprised of the multitude of voices in the community. The voices comprise a disembodied collective self, and it is a self that is constantly in a state of growth, evolution, and change as the voices rise up in unison or in a countercantus. In this case, the “cantus” refers to the motif that is repeated throughout a fugue. A “counter  
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cantus” would be a motif that is not repeated exactly as it first appears. Instead, it would run counter to it; perhaps appearing backwards, or with different rhythms and meter. The counter-cantus in Chronicle is a story told many times, but distorted each time. The function is to undermine the notion that there exists a predictive quality in a narrative, and that patterns matter. Instead, Chronicle suggests that patterns deceive, and that you cannot really trust the conventional way of interpreting a story. Death throes and ecstatic transcendence: Antonin Artaud. Theatre of Cruelty. The Wikipedia entry for the Theatre of Cruelty contains an excellent overview of how Artaud sought to shake people up and rouse them from their conventional ways of seeing and perceiving the world. His goal was to awaken them to see that what they had believed to be reality was simply a convenient illusion. http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Theatre_of_Cruelty George Bataille. Tears of Eros. Bataille’s final work, The Tears of Eros suggest that one’s final agonies are actually pleasurable. His work was condemned by the French Minister of Culture. Although his work is problematic on many ethical and moral levels, the basic notion that extreme experiences cause a fundamental reperception of reality and reclassification of what one has learned to consider truth, is useful when looking at Chronicle. An overview of Bataille, his life, times, and work, appears here: http://www.kirjasto.sci.fi/bataille.htm The presence of the “Other” It is significant that Santiago Nasar, the man who is murdered in the story, is clearly identified as Arab, and that he speaks to his mother in Arabic. One could argue that he is both victimized and revered for his difference, which starts to put him in the realm of the sacred. Nasar and his family also function as a bridge from one world to another. The beliefs, customs, and behaviors of Nasar and his family are shaped by their constant contact with something that lies outside the dominant culture. In other works, Garcia Marquez uses ghosts, spirits, and the energy of ancestors to bring about the same effect. The fact that they could be viewed as the “Other” makes it possible to look at them as a kind of doubling (or doppelganger) for the collective, community identity. The mysterious, violent, or otherwise poorly understood parts of their psyche can projected onto the “Other,” thus preserving the illusion that they do not exist. The theories of Jacques Lacan apply nicely to Chronicle, in the sense that what Lacan proposed as a “mirror stage” in developmental psychology gives rise to the presence of an “Other,” which is composed of displaced thoughts, projections, and above all, desire. http://www.iep.utm.edu/l/lacweb.htm Gabriel Garcia Marquez: Biographical Notes Garcia Marquez was born in 1928 in northern Colombia, where he was raised by his grandparents. The website, The Modern World, has an outstanding entry for Garcia Marquez, which provides biographical details as well as historical contexts and backgrounds. http://www.themodernword.com/gabo/gabo_biography.html  
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Contexts and Backgrounds: Honor Killings and Blood Feuds Hispanic “honor killings” http://www.vdare.com/guzzardi/050924_hispanic.htm The blood feud: Corsica to Appalachia http://www.ls.net/~newriver/osh/osh15.htm “Body Count” – Review of Blood Feud by Annabell Thomas, a novel about two feuding Appalachian families. http://www.nytimes.com/books/98/12/13/reviews/981213.13harlemt.html?_r=1&oref=slogin Excerpt - First chapter of Blood Feud: http://www.nytimes.com/books/first/t/thomas-blood.html
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SLACKER MYSTICS: GEN Y VISIONS IN JOAN OF ARCADIA AND WONDERFALLS In 2004, two television series, Joan of Arcadia and Wonderfalls, both of which were critically acclaimed but fairly quickly cancelled despite fervent fan bases, featured young, underachieving “slacker” females who started to receive messages from a higher power, through both human and inanimate messengers. In Joan of Arcadia, protagonist Joan Girardi, a 16-year-old C-average high school sophomore at Arcadia High School, reluctantly comes to believe that the individuals she happens to encounter in her daily life are actually God. The way they appear to her is disconcerting: God takes human form as a little girl wearing mismatched outfits, a gruff, elderly dogwalker, a high school maintenance man, to a punk high school student with piercings and safety pins in his lips, and many other quotidian personae. For Jaye Tyler, a Brown University graduate with a degree in philosophy, who decides, to the dismay of her over-achieving family, to work as a clerk at a gift shop at Niagara Falls and to live in a downat-the-heels trailer park, the voices do not purport to be God, but they still give her divine instructions. Jaye’s divine edicts are delivered to her by inanimate objects (all with a face) that suddenly start to bark cryptic orders at her. They range from a taxidermied trout on the wall of a Niagara Falls bar, a malformed wax lion, a chameleon puppet, plush animal souvenirs of Niagara Falls, and even the carved head at the top of a wooden totem pole outside a gas station. At the beginning of both series, both Jaye and Joan are quintessential slackers. They resist attachment or involvement in the lives of their family and community. Further, neither Jaye nor Joan is religious nor has religious leanings, although Jaye’s brother is working on his doctorate in comparative religion and Joan’s mother is immersing herself in Catholicism. Nevertheless, somewhere within a nihilistic consumer culture in a kitschy tourist destination where Native American myths and heritage have been commercialized (Niagara Falls) or a decaying, ethically empty American city (Joan’s Arcadia), voices appear, and they ask the young women to resist the constructivist pressures of their environments, and to replace emptiness and passivity with activity. Both Joan of Arcadia and Wonderfalls reflect contemporary culture’s anxieties about imparted wisdom, and they question the assumptions that are embedded in the skepticism that characterizes an existentialist legacy. Yet, Gen Y lives and operates in a world where there is enormous tension between observable, Newtonian views of reality and seemingly irrational quantum world of unpredictable possibility. The generation is comfortable with believing in processes they can neither see nor understand. In Joan of Arcadia, Joan’s younger brother, Luke, is an honor student whose interest in science and physics gravitates him toward string theory, quantum mechanics, and Heisenberg’s uncertainty principle, which he describes in almost every episode. With a degree in philosophy, Jaye Tyler is comfortable with multiple explanations for reality, although she does worry about her sanity when the wax lion speaks to her. Further, Gen Y and the “millennial generation” are of special concern because they seem to be two generations that embody the digital divide. While other generations have learned to navigate a world with rapid technological change, they are not “digital natives” like Gen Y and the millennial generation. Are “digital natives” truly different? If one believes in environment pressure and adaptive speciation, there is cause for concern.  
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Rather than relying on the latest handheld device, powerful computer, or wireless gadget, both Jaye and Joan tend to find their messages in people or “things with faces.” As a result, one might conclude that the digital natives may be skeptical of digital information (knowing that everything digital can be manipulated) while people and stuffed animals possess more authenticity. The two series also reflect a certain view of Gen Y’s response to a context that includes both religious fundamentalism and New Age spiritual eclecticism. As platforms for re-examining determinism, free will, ethical dilemmas, and other philosophical issues through often quirky, touching Gen Y lenses, they provide a fascinating opportunity to examine how kitsch and popular culture are deployed to impose a sense of mission and purpose upon two nervous, intimacy-averse, Gen Y slacker grrlz.



 



122  



SAMMY, THE BEAGLE “Your dog is out again!” The neighbor who was convinced that Sammy had killed and eaten their pet white cat was shouting at me as I got out of my white Honda. It was a car identical to any number of other white Honda Accords, except mine had peeling paint from where a ninety-one year old woman, fresh from cataract surgery, had plowed into me as I was stopped at a red light. The accident had happened a few years before, but every time I saw the peeling surface, I felt a twinge of irritation. Podcast: http://www.beyondutopia.net/podcasts/sammy2.mp3 My emotional perturbation, however, was nothing compared to the surge of rage that my neighbor experienced whenever she saw my cheerful beagle prancing down the road, tail held high. The dog was out. Okay. She could have phrased it a bit more diplomatically. After all, she was not going to have to be the one to drive through the neighborhood at 10 miles per hour, gagging on the still-redolent back seats, “Eau du Dog.” Yum. Sammy had learned to open every gate latch known to civilized man. He had also learned the trick I had previously attributed only to Buddhist monks who could “twin” their voices and sing two notes at the same time, who could melt piles of snow with their radiant heat, and who could “speed walk” hundreds of miles over mountains in a day, as reported by Alexandra David-Neel in her book, Magic and Mystery in Tibet. (buddhism books) However, Sammy was no Buddhist monk, no matter how he made me mindful of “nothingness” and the notion that reality is really a blank slate until I populate it with the contents of my mind. Instead, what I had on my hands was a big headache. Right now, he was standing the middle of a busy intersection, cars and trucks honking at him, and swerving to avoid flattening him like road-kill squirrel. “Here you go, boy! Food! Treats! Mommy’s here!” I tried every tender entreaty in the book. “A pig ear chew toy just for you!” Desperate to rescue my son’s dog, I parked the car and raced into traffic. I emerged, after receiving brutal imprecations, with a very stinky and resistant beagle in my arms. Was he grateful? Not at all. The first thing he did was to pee on my back seat. Was my neighbor grateful? Not at all. The first thing she did was to shout at me: “He killed and ate Snowball, you know!”
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No one had ever seen Snowball, so I seriously doubted she had been eaten. With an owner like that, she probably ran away. One day Snowball would come back. The neighbors would have to dye spots on her to avoid losing face. I rolled down the window to let a bit of the eye-stinging air mix with sweet prairie breezes. Sammy was whining and making mild retching noises to warn me that the urine would soon be blended with dog vomit. What a life. Is this the revenge of Snowball, the white cat that no one had actually ever seen?
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ON HAUNTINGS When I was five years old, we moved to an eerie, shadowy, haunted corner of a town located in the very sun-drenched and wind-whipped center of flat plains and short-grass prairie. Our house was on the edge of Imhoff Creek, a snaky tributary of the South Canadian River, notable for its shifting sands which regularly swallowed Jeeps whole. The first summer in the house, I would see twinkling flashing lights and a thin, green glow hovering around the old farmhouse across the creek. Later that summer, the farmhouse burned to the ground. Clowser, the original farmer, was said to have a son who disappeared in the Bermuda Triangle while flying a plane with weather instruments. At night, our house was alive with the sound of light switches turning off and on, doorknobs turning, and curtains fluttering as though there were a strong wind, even though the windows were closed and there was no breeze. I started sleepwalking. I can’t tell you how many times I awakened to find I was outside, standing in the dew-drenched grass of the front yard, or feeling my bare feet against the dark concrete of the driveway. My mother had purchased the antique furniture that the previous owners had wanted to sell. One of the items was an amazing upright piano with ornately carved mahogany legs and lid. It was a magnet to a 5-year-old, which was not easy on my mother, whose nerves were already shattered with the noisy house, two small children, and a lingering case of postpartum depression. In desperation to put some semblance of order on the aleatory scatter of my own compositions, my mom signed me up for daily piano lessons. It was a great idea. Learning to play the piano gave me something to focus on. Oddly, it even cured me of sleepwalking. I started to forget we lived in a strange, little haunted corner of Norman, Oklahoma. You’d think that as the neighborhood expanded, the farms were razed and additions with names like “Whispering Pines” and “College Park Estates” were erected, the ghostly sounds, lights, and cold breezes in the dead of summer would stop occurring. They seemed to for awhile, but it just was not meant to be. The creepy apparitions, lights, sounds, shadows reached fever pitch the summers I stayed at home and house-sat while my family traveled to Vermont to stay at “camp” – a cabin my parents had built on 300 acres or so of land that once belonged to my ancestors who settled the land in the 1770s. As I listened to recordings by Julio Iglesias and Milton Nascimento in an attempt to drown out the creepy sounds, I wondered what had happened in that particular edge of central Oklahoma. We were only 2 miles from the South Canadian, the site of the 1889 Land Rush. Perhaps this was a place of conflict. At the same time, it seemed quite likely that this was an ideal location for an odd little microclimate to emerge. We were, after all, between the prairie and the “crosstimbers", and the subdivision was built on a river terrace. Plains Indians lived here. I believe that perhaps they were  
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Kiowas. They were subsequently displaced by the Shawnees and Potawatomis who were forced to live just 10 miles east of here. A strange uneasiness grips me every time I return to my parents’ house. Neighbors’ houses have come up for sale, and my parents look at me with hopeful eyes, thinking that perhaps I will purchase one and live next door. I never rule out the possibility until I go through the houses, and the creepiness hits me again. I look at my arms and see the hair stand up .... feel chills. What do these things mean? I realize, perhaps more than I should, that the notion of “hauntedness” is a construction, a linguistic as well as phenomenological condition. It is that state of extreme vulnerability that one should try, if possible to avoid, but of course, those who are so vulnerable are the least able to erect barriers against psychic and physical invasion. It starts when you wake up alone and you realize that there is nothing you can do. Eventually, as one grows up, one starts to learn to control the thoughts with other thoughts, and to substitute manufactured feelings for those horrifying sensations that accompany the awareness that existence is a vast, gaping hole, with shining lights, whispers, and razor-sharp teeth at the edges of perception. The hauntedness is something I take with me everywhere. I recognize now that everyone has his or her own measure of it. Thankfully, a frisky puppy, a brisk walk, a great round of one’s favorite video game, surfing the web, or picking a fight with a relative will put some distance between one and that hauntedness. Questions emerge. I can save them for later.
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BLIGGLES MURPLY Winston, the chubby miniature pug, had eaten all the snacks in his dish. Bliggles Murply, the pug with floppy ears, still had kibbles and bits. So, Winston decided to eat them while Bliggles Murply was not looking. Winston ate things so that the other dogs could not. He would eat their food even when he was not hungry and when he knew it would make them angry. Winston was not afraid of the other dogs’ reactions. Perhaps Winston should have been afraid, though. Perhaps he should not have eaten Bliggles Murply’s food. Bliggles Murply was magical. Bliggles could read dogs’ minds. It was partly because he was a dog himself, and it was partly because he had sneaked into the kitchen when Great-Aunt Erlitza was brewing a potion and he lapped it all up while it was cooling in a bowl on the countertop. It was supposed to make a person invisible, but, like all of Great-Aunt Erlitza’s potions, it did not work as intended. Instead of making bodies invisible, it made thoughts visible – but only to the person or the dog who happened to drink the potion. “What’s mine is MINE!” thought Winston. For Bliggles Murply, Winston’s thoughts were like a bright green neon sign. “You are a greedy little thing, aren’t you?” muttered Bliggles Murply. Winston looked at Bliggles Murply. He snuffled, snorted, and drooled a bit as he smiled. “What’s mine is MINE!” yapped Winston.He trotted over to Bliggles Murply’s blanket. Then he sat right down on top of it. “Just saying it is yours does not make it yours. You are sitting on my blanket,” said Bliggles. “I’m going to tell Little Anna.” “So what,” said Bliggles. “Little Anna is mine, too.” “Well. I will fix that!” thought Bliggles Murply. Winston would learn the error of his selfish ways. While Bliggles Murply thought about what he would do to teach him a lesson, Winston ran upstairs to Little Anna’s bedroom, scurried under her bed, and pulled out her left shoe. Winston chewed on it, the corner of his lip turning up in a big, fat smile,
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In the meantime, Bliggles Murply decided that he would he would hide Winston’s dog dish. That would teach him that he could not eat everything in sight. Winston ran down the stairs, Little Anna’s chewed shoe in his mouth. “What is mine is MINE! Little Anna’s shoe is mine! She is mine!” Bliggles Murply sat down, scratched his ear, and shook his neck until the dog tags rattled against the buckle of his collar. He was frustrated. Didn’t Winston realize that every cat and dog that met Little Anna thought the same thing? Everyone thought that Little Anna belonged to them, and them alone. “If I had a dime for every dog, cat, rat, or human being who thought that they owned something just because they wanted it, I’d be rich,” thought Bliggles. Time to teach Winston his lesson. “I ate your food,” said Bliggles Murply to Winston. To his surprise, Winston did not care. Instead, he started gnawing on the corner of the heel of the shoe. “Hehe – you thought that you could take Little Anna away from me by stealing my dog dish. You are wrong. You were busy stealing the little prize. In the meantime, I grabbed the bigger prize. I have Little Anna’s shoe.” “What kind of prize is that?” asked Bliggles Murply. “It will just make Miss Anna angry with you!” “Which is bad? I don’t think so,” said Winston. “After all, she will pay attention to me. In fact, she won’t pay attention to anyone else while she is trying to teach me new tricks.” “You mean tricks like sit and shake hands? You already know how to do that,” said Bliggles Murply. “She doesn’t know that. She will think that she’s taught me all sorts of things. She will love me. I will own her.” “Oh.” Bliggles Murply did not know what to think. Obviously, Winston was right. “I own her” glowed in green neon over Winston’s head. Bliggles Murply growled low in his throat. Winston snorted and smacked as he returned to chewing Little Anna’s shoe. Bliggles Murply wondered: Should he chew up Little Anna’s other shoe? Should he start a fight with the cats? Should he make a mess in the kitchen? No. It was too much work.
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So. Bliggles Murply slunk off to his dog bed. Then he tried his best to ignore the neon green thoughts flashing over Winston’s head. He hoped Great-Aunt Erlitza’s potion would wear off soon. People’s thoughts were too hard and conflicting to ever really get a clear picture.
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NOTES ON TRANSLATION FROM THE GUARANI The experience of translating Paraguayan women authors into English for the anthology, First Light, a 3-year project that was finalized in 2000, was illuminating. In translating into English the work of Paraguayan women writing in Guarani, one must be aware of the temptation to fall into translating the work in a way that will lead scholars and popularizers of the discourse to read the work and use it in a facile manner to support notions representing ideological trends. This is not to say that the themes and/or ideas are not present in the work – but that the translator makes certain choices in the translation process that could lend themselves to appropriation. Feminist / post-feminist gender issues: If one accepts the notion that the cornerstone of feminist theory is a phenomenology of oppression, then the work of Paraguayan poet Susy Delgado could be used in this manner. In Tata-pype (CLOSE TO THE FIRE), she addresses a poem sequence to her older lover, making a great deal of word play about the fact that he considers himself powerful, important, patriarchal, particularly in relation to her, a woman. In the Guarani, the wordplay creates an ironic dualism used to describe the male psyche – one in which a tender interior coexists with a puffed-up braggadocio exterior. The Spanish version (written by Susy) more straightforwardly makes fun of the machismo of her companion. Over the years Susy and I have had many conversations on the subject – both about how to depict men in poetry, and the behavior exhibited by the typical Paraguayan male (which Susy described as having been warped by three generations of 10 women to every man, and irresponsible paternity, partially condoned by the church in an official attempt to repopulate the country after two almost genocidal wars). This is not to say that authorial intent has determined the final product, or to say that the translator should place much weight on the authors stated intent. It was tempting to me, as a translator, to go to the extremes with this particular segment, and to translate it with words that would immediately catch the eye of a feminist critic. I even toyed with the idea of putting specific names in my English version of Susy’s Guarani and Spanish texts, and making specific references to identifying characteristics (home, job, etc.). In the end, I resisted the temptation; probably because it took me so long to do the translation, and it was too much work to maintain rage, pain and indignation. Environmental or “green” politics: Sadly enough, in the past century, the environment of Paraguay was misused by colonizers, despite the fact that it does not possess the reserves of gold, silver and tin of its neighbor, Bolivia. The delicate ecosystem found in the Chaco was disturbed, first by rapacious hunters who sport-hunt endangered species, and then by huge hydroelectric projects which result in a vast alteration of the ecosystem (Itaipu dam on the Argentina/Paraguay/Brazil border, and the damming of the Pilcomayo River). Luisa Moreno de Gabaglio writes poetry and short fiction in Guarani and Spanish, and much of them have to do with the abuse of the environment by outsiders. For example, in the story “Keter B.”, she speaks of Spanish-speaking outsiders who hunt and capture an indigenous child, considering her to be a “creature.” In “The Hanneman House,” a German specialist in arachnids lives in a house where the search for treasure buried and lost during the Chaco War drives men into internecinely homicidal greed. In each case, the Guarani speakers are victimized, while the outsiders (speaking Spanish or German) are  
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portrayed as predators and cruelly analytical in their approach. Science without ethics also characterizes the hunters in her collection of stories, “Cuentos.” Zoologists use their understanding of the endangered species they are hunting to first kill the mother, and to take the pelts of rare peccaries, or to kill truckloads of rare caimans, leaving the skinless carcasses to rot in the hot sun. Luisa, who has a doctorate in veterinary science, pays a great deal of attention to animals – and they are the subjects of most of the “Cuentos.” For that reason, her books have been adopted in the Paraguayan school system (the Guarani and the Spanish versions), where they are used in conjunction with biology / Paraguayan heritage classes. It would be tempting to be more direct in the translation, and to make the environmental agenda more direct. Translating Luisa is quite difficult – she often invents words in Spanish which gives, through distortion of the language, the Spanish a grotesque, surreal cast. It makes the Guarani even more warm and maternal, in contrast. Further, it is clear that her stories can function as allegories of the lingering pre- and post-Nazi influences in Paraguay, where the disappearances and tortures of animals and indigenous peoples mirror what happened to after the Civil War of 1946 and during the dictatorship of General Stroessner, who used Nazis to instruct his secret police in methods of torture. As such, her narratives are deeply antinomian and deeply questioning of authority that comes from outside, or which has been instructed by outside. In this, Luisa demonstrates the tendency of Paraguayans to express xenophobic and/or isolationist perspectives, where isolationism was historically viewed as a shortcut to utopia. Needless to say, it didn’t work. As an translator, it is difficult for me to keep from letting my own opinions and /or perspectives influence my word choices. If I am honest, I will say that I selected works to translate which illustrate my own attitudes and opinions, which are “green” and aggressively anti-fascistic. Critiques of dictatorships and the phenomenon of self-censorship: Renee Ferrer writes both in Spanish and Guarani. Two of her books, POR EL OJO DE LA CERRADURA and LOS NUDOS DEL SILENCIO, deal specifically with life under dictatorship, and internalized oppression, which manifests as self-censorship. In LOS NUDOS DEL SILENCIO, the protagonist is married to a man she knows to be a part of the Paraguayan secret police, whom she begins to realize is an expert in torture. In a trip to Paris, the protagonist falls in love (at a distance) with a Vietnamese exotic dancer, whom she imagines has experienced the same sort of self-repression and self-censorship as herself. In a chapter which structurally replicates the improvisations of a jazz saxophone player to whom the Vietnamese dancer dances, Ferrer’s protagonist riffs on the them of “falsifying” or “faking.” This was an extremely difficult chapter to translate because there were so many options for the words, and the rhythm was so crucial to the narrative. I realized while I was translating it that I could bring in more of the overtly political, but I decided against it. Perhaps that was not a good choice – but I chose to be more strictly “transparent” and “fluent” in the translation – partially because the author wanted to review the translation (and I acquiesced). In POR EL OJO DE LA CERRADURA, Ferrer writes of Faustian bargains made because people had no option, no opportunity for advancement – a man duped into taking the rap for a crime sits in prison realizing he’ll never be paid the money he was promised, and his sacrifice – all so he could build a house for his mother, his family – will be worthless, as he is reviled, and no one believes his innocence.
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CHRISTMAS POP: HOMAGE #1 TO WATAKUSHI SHŌSETSU (20TH CENTURY JAPANESE I-NOVEL) It’s that time of year again. The holidays are approaching. The tunes you only hear at this time of year are trotted out and you’re trotted down memory lane, whether you wanted to do those particular mental and emotional laps or not. Do you like the traditional Christmas tunes, or a blend of old and new? By “new,” I mean all the Christmas “rock,” but I don’t mean the formerly “new” tunes such as those from movies. I love “White Christmas,” and of course, “Have Yourself a Merry Little Christmas,” which has the sweet, wrenching pathos of Judy Garland’s voice… the next selfdestructively doomed singer to have such a voice was… well… was it Karen Carpenter? “It’s Goodbye to Love” stops me in my tracks every time. I think I like the Christmas-themed 40s and 50s movie tunes even more than the old standards “Adeste Fidelis,” “Good King Wensciazslazs” and “God Rest Ye Merry Gentlemen.” Christmas rock tunes? Yuk. I have to say that I get pretty tired of the 80s “Christmas Rapping” and other “novelty tunes”… Weirdly enough, as much as I dislike “Christmas Rapping,” and Jose Feliciano’s “Feliz Navidad,” they trigger very nice associations. “Christmas Rapping” brings memories of driving across town to see my mother, my dad, my brother Paul and my sister, Elaine, to open presents, to eat pumpkin pie, pecan pie, turkey, cold green beans and cranberry sauce. Then, wandering outside to look at the cold, clear sky. Last Christmas, I was snowed in, along with the rest of the populace, by a colossal 12 inches snowfall. That was record-breaking for Oklahoma. The Oklahoma City airport was shut down for days. My mother and my dad drove over to my condo. My mom was very frail and afraid to get out of the Suburban due to the ice and snow. If she slipped and fell, she might break her hip or some other bone. My dad loved the idea of helping me dig out of the snow. He grew up in northern Vermont, and he liked to discuss how / where / when to handle inclement (read snowy) weather. I had to smile when he got stuck and I go to shovel him out – bending his snow shovel in the process (not good). I’m no expert in shoveling snow, despite my 4 years in upstate New York. There, though, I relied on the apartment crew. Jimmy, a feisty, short guy who invariably wore plaid flannel shirts and sturdy snow boots, always made sure the driveways were plowed, the walkways and sidewalks shoveled, and plenty of salt and calcium on the surfaces so they were dry – despite the snow pushed into mountains at the end of the driveways. So, I learned nothing at all about shoveling or blowing snow during my sojourn in northern climes. I did learn about the evils of ice, and for that reason, made sure my mother did not venture out alone on it. We drove back to my parents’ house. We stopped by the Shell station near my parents’  
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house & I grabbed a hot coffee. Then we went pulled up in the driveway, and then opened the garage door so my mom would not have to walk on the snow/ice very far. We made it inside. Everyone was great. We opened presents. My mom got me an L. L. Bean flannel pajama set – just the kind I love. Very soft, very warm. I apologized for not getting them much – I think I got my mom soft socks and something else, but I’m not sure what. I brought my dad all kinds of organic crackers and snacks that I bought at the Reasors at 15th and Lewis in Tulsa right after Wednesday tennis drills. I had bought food and then headed to Norman. They said I should go – there would be a huge storm. I had a hard time believing it – it was 50 degrees and balmy. It was the 23rd – we had the 24th off from work. Thankfully, I trusted my dad’s weather report. The very next morning, yes, it snowed – it was a blizzard! I would have been trapped in Tulsa for the entire Christmas weekend, and I would have missed spending time with my parents. Little did I know that a mere two months later, my mom would slip and fall (just before Valentine’s Day) and would break her hip and shoulder. After 30 days in the hospital, most of the time on IV’s and unable to even sip water, due to breathing and aspiration problems complicated by pneumonia, she would be released to go home – to hospice – basically to die. Unfortunately (at least in my eyes), no one realized my mom would bounce back – with the help of the 24-7 home health care, and so when the angels of death (hospice nurses) gave my mother massive doses of morphine and other drugs, they interfered in a dramatic and rather grotesque way on any chance at all of being able to keep going. I still feel quite guilty. I should have taken a stand and compelled my dad to get rid of hospice. Get rid of the angels of death. As severely, and gravely ill as my mother had been over the last 22 years, I never expected her to not make it. And, well, as much as I hate the corny “Christmas Rapping” song, it reminds me of my last Christmas with my mother, and all the bittersweet memories one has of a relative who was deeply and chronically ill for most of my adult life. And, as much as I hated that she suffered, we were all codependent. When she had a good day, we had a good day. When she had a bad day, we all called each other and wrung our hands as we fretted and discussed how inadequate modern medicine is, despite all the advances. Now, I would say that memory is inadequate, not medicine, and worse – the postmodern human heart is inadequate; severely lacking. If reality is a construct, and meaning is to be an iridescent sheen on the water of life, well, sometimes the multiplicities of interpretive possibilities are just too much for me. I miss my mother.  
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I did not like to see her suffer. I would not want her to be consigned to a life of endless suffering. I miss her anyway. ************************* Note: this is the first of a series of writings inspired by Japanese watakushi shōsetsu, the I-Novel, a very special kind of autobiographical writing (see Naoya Shiga’s work).
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FACING THE WIND http://www.beyondutopia.net/podcasts/wind.mp3 The only obstetrician in the small Texas town admitted five women in five hours to the local hospital. Each had a different threat to her pregnancy. Will the hospital run out of beds? It’s possible, someone said. We did not smile. It is unusual to have so many obstetric emergencies at the same time. Is it a full moon? Sunspots? My first thought was that it was from the smell scraped off the surfaces of the slaughterhouse north of town. Someone said they installed low-water systems for conservation, to go “green.” Doesn’t low water mean it’s harder to hose off all the blood? I admit I’ve never seen the inside of a slaughterhouse / packing plant, so I have no idea how they use water. Do they have high-pressure hoses? I’m all for green. The wind is blowing. I have to tell you it is not necessarily a good thing. However, I want to face the wind whenever I have to, and I want to look at it – even when it’s cold and frustrating – as a blessing and a life-giving force. The wind turns the turbines on the south edge of town. Yes, I’m in northwest Texas, again, in the Panhandle nirvana of the essential elements: earth, wind, and the fiery sun.... Naoya Shiga: A Dark Night’s Passing. The orphaned boy met his grandfather, who held his fate in his hand. The boy was six years old. To him, the old man looked thin and cruel. Taking an instant dislike to one’s imposed patriarch does not strike me as wrong. *** I’d like to have a nice, long talk to figure out what went wrong (and what goes right). But, we’d probably go in circles. At least, that’s what I do. I approach the truth, or at least an essential, unchanging element, and suddenly, I’m a bead of mercury and I deflect myself, or I shatter into a thousand tiny globules. Eventually, I reconverge with my brother and sister globules, and I’m a big bead of mercury all over again - just with a small film of dust on the top. By the way, it’s surprising how we used to play with mercury – how we did not know the risks, in spite of Mad Hatters and birth defects in the old gold towns in Nevada and California, where they used cinnabar (mercury sulfide) to dissolve the gold from the ore. My mother disinfected my wounds with white merthiolate – it did not sting like the red stuff. Both had a base of mercury. I scraped myself often in those barefoot summers of running across lawns, down the street, and into the neighbors’ splash ponds, fountains, and pools. We converged to play, tiny globules who would soon forget what it was like to be a zippy little bead of light and inexplicable chemical.
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BREAD PUDDING This bread pudding – a specialty of the baguette shop I like to frequent here in Norman – has the kind of gluey density reminiscient of rubber cement that makes me think that it’s the perfect accompaniment to a multivitamin pill and a couple of calcium supplements – the things that tend to make me nauseous unless I’m taking them on a full stomach. If they make me nauseous, can vitamin and calcium supplements really be so good for me? My body seems to tell me “no” but all the doctors say “yes.” My dad proudly shows me the begonias he’s nurtured to a showy, bright fuschia and red in the front flowerbed. “They were spindly and would not bud out with flowers until I started giving them shots of Miracle Gro." Am I so different from a begonia? When I was in high school, I offered to do an experiment on “the effect of chemicals on begonias” – inspired, perhaps, by “The Effect of Gamma Rays on Manin-the-Moon Marigolds.” That was the title of a play I read in 10th grade. Not surprisingly, it had less to do botanical experimentation and more to do with a couple of daughters dealing with their mom in an almost impossible home situation. I’ve always found the title to be a particularly poignant metonymy, and I tear up a bit every time I think of it. “The Effects of Miracle Gro on Begonias” (I don’t know what variety the begonias are – I’m sure it’s a colorful name, although not much can match “Man in the Moon Marigolds.” Here are a few ideas – “Dad’s Home Pride,” “Strength-in-Numbers.” Both have a nice metonymic ring, too. And, speaking of metaphors and the desire to generate figurative language, I leafed through the PMLA today (Proceedings of the Modern Language Society), and for the first time in my life, I had a desire to go to the annual conference, which takes place in Los Angeles this year. I do not want to go there for the job interviews, although that’s always the big draw – it’s the place where modern language professors and new grads go to interview for positions. I actually felt a desire to check out some of the presentations. I’ve made a stab at keeping up with my publications – articles, chapters, etc. in peer-reviewed journals. But, they’re in instructional design and not scholarship on a period, writer, movement, or theoretical stance. In fact, I don’t even know who the latest, biggest, hottest new theorists are... all I know is that I was getting quite tired of the theoretical scene in the late 1990s because it seemed so cut-and-dried, and so “cart before the horse,” which is to say that a large, glaring theoretical synthetic a priori / set of prior assumptions assured that no matter what went into the critical blender, the same gelatinous pulp would glop out of the spigot. The only question was how much you’d get, and what temperature it might be. It ranged from tepid to room temp, in case you happened to wonder. Bread pudding. I’m taking another bite. This bread pudding has the requisite base of stale croissants and day-old baguettes (and maybe even a bagel or two), but in the mix, they’ve swirled in shredded coconut, some sort of oil (canola?), raisins, and cinnamon/cardamom, etc. Over the top is what used to be rum syrup, but what I’m convinced is plain old corn syrup with a bit of Torino rum  
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flavoring mixed in. It’s bland. I’m glad it’s bland. Otherwise, I might go a little crazy and eat the whole thing. As it is, I’m thinking I can eat a portion, then run out to the car where I have some Flintstones chewable multivitamins in an overnight bag in the trunk. I may opt out of the vitamins, though. Despite the fruity kid flavors, they have a yukky aftertaste. It’s time to pop over to my hair appointment which is conveniently located in a salon a few doors down from the baguette shop. She’s running behind. So, to kill time, I’ve decided to chat with the painter who is touching up the “La Belle Vie” sign – my gambit is, “Que tipo de pintura?” (What kind of paint?) To which he replies, “Aceite” (oil-based). So, I have my perfect opening to start chatting about paint, and how wet paint looks lighter than dry paint, and how one has to be careful when selecting colors. He’s from Jalisco. I chat a bit, then thank him for letting me bother him as he works, as my stylist works through appointments. I should ask her for some “miracle gro” for my hair, but it’s sort of the last thing I want, since my hair, like my imagination, grows much too quickly. I’ve always liked the convergence of philosophy and literary exegesis. I like new tactics for getting meaning(s) to pop out from a text. I also like the connections between science and literature. Mathematics. The mathematical literary imagination. In the 80s and 90s, it was all randomness and fractals. Today, it’s all neural networking, imaging, patterns – extrapolations. Is this advisable for humanistic endeavors? Take literature, search for patterns in an extreme way (J. Hillis Miller & Co on steroids) and then claim the images are the reality? That there is a measurable reality behind the “best fit” model? Not good. Or, perhaps it is good. Bread pudding. It’s tasty, and, in a pinch, I’ll bet you could use it as modeling clay.
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ALL SAINT’S DAY It appears my dad and I are in the same stage of grief/grieving. I claim my mother communicates with me by sending me butterflies and rainbows whenever she wants to indicate to me that I’m doing the right things to take care of myself. My dad says he and my mom, due to their long marriage, started to share the same frequency, energy charge, and that they communicate via energy vibrations. She’s in the stars. Her energy, though, being the same as my dad’s, resonates. "Do you have a Bible in your apartment?” asked my dad. “Turn to 1st Peter, chapter 3.” I read it. It exhorted women to obey their husbands; husbands to be kind to their wives. "Your sister should read that,” he said. I took the bait. "Have you ever stroked a cat’s fur against the grain? Stroked it backwards?” I paused, smiled. “The cat takes a bite of your arm." I set the alarm for 5 am. I woke up minutes before that. However, I changed my mind about it – did not want to get out of my warm, soft bed. I fell back asleep. The sky burst open. Dreams before awakening – traveling on a regional jet and looking down. Flying / running higher and higher. Then, I was in a helicopter – a jet helicopter – looking ahead to a bank of clouds we were getting ready to enter. I watched a small plane pull a plane that looked like a dump truck with wings, and we soared over a city with skyscrapers and a sinuous river. But where were we headed? I had no idea. No thoughts about final destination. Get right with your maker. Where am I going? Ascending vertically, circling, spiraling up and down, clinging to a mini laptop. Butterflies in my stomach. Dizzy. I’m getting ready to meet people I’ve been out of contact with for a long, long time. And now I’m descending into 19th-century Mexico for Dia de los Muertos celebration and a ragged copy of sonnets by Sor Juana Ines de la Cruz, a translation of R.D. Laing’s The Divided Self, and a dogeared edition of Octavio Paz’s El Laberinto de la Soledad. The Mexico he understood was deeply chasmed, and so are we all, split by life. It’s All Saints Day.
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THE ETERNAL ZUNSHINE OF THE SPOTLESS MIND: ZUNSHINE MEETS BURKE MEETS ZYGOTSKY – MASHUP OR MELTDOWN? I’m interested in how Lisa Zunshine’s cognitive recognition in literature // application of Theory of Mind relates to Kenneth Burke’s consubstantiality (getting under the skin of the reader). Don’t both have to do with extreme identification with the discourse? It could be either the speaker or the protagonist – the rhetor or the literary character. Here is one difference: Kenneth Burke is writing from a point of view of rhetoric, which is to say that he’s concerned with the rhetor’s tactics, and the impact on the reader. It falls under the umbrella of persuasive discourse. Lisa Zunshine, however, is writing from the point of view of literary discourse; in particular, the novel and the characters that inhabit it. For her, the great appeal of literature is the fact that the reader is able to derive voyeuristic pleasure by vicariously living a narrative that has appeal to the reader. For Zunshine, we know what will happen in a text not only because we are familiar with certain archetypal narratives that repeat themselves in history, and we know the patterns, but we know what we know because of our learned abilities for “mind-reading." Zunshine turns to cognitive science to explain the mind learns patterns and is rewarded and reinforced. Her view is largely complementary to that of Vygotsky, who supports a theory of social learning, to wit: children learn from each other, and learning is one aspect of socialization. Thus, it is largely a constructivist view of reality/knowledge. The Theory of Mind that Zunshine adheres to seems to suggest that there are some patterns that are innate to the human brain and are not necessary encoded through social interaction. What clearly differentiates Zunshine from Vygotsky is Zunshine’s focus on the emotional engagement of the reader, who uses his or her ability to predict behavior based on cues/patterns to derive pleasure; often sadistic. In contrast, Burke’s vision seems platonic, and focused on a kind of neo-platonic moment of unity, where empathic responses to text inform the decisions (and hence, attitudes and actions) of the reader. In The Eternal Sunshine of the Spotless Mind (dir. Michel Gundry, 2004), the narrative posits a world where Theory of Mind concepts are suspended; as a person goes through a process of deepcleaning the mind of pesky/abhorrent memories, it effectively wipes clean the mind of any emotional memory. One might, by extension, assume that the individuals who have been cleansed would, by necessity, also lose their emotional intelligence, their socially-learned/imprinted knowledge. They would be wiped clean of Vygotsky-type experientially- and socially-learned knowledge.
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Would they be wiped clean of consubstantiality? Perhaps not. If the rhetor can find points of contact // shared reference points, ideally emotional – it’s possible for the individuals to relate through text. Now for the knotty problem. Would wiping one’s memory of emotional entanglements and relationships (past loves) affect one’s ability to predict the actions and emotional states of fictional characters? If we do indeed have a hard-wired, innate set of patterns in our minds that compel all people from all cultures to behave in certain highly predictable ways, and to have the same emotional responses, perhaps. However, if the deep-cleaning materially affects the physical wiring, all bets are off. Any damage to the brain itself would affect anything that is there, whether acquired through experiential learning, socialization, or through pattern recognition acquisition.



WORKS REFERRED TO IN THE TEXT The Eternal Sunshine of the Spotless Mind. (dir. Michel Gundry, 2004). Film. Burke, Kenneth. (1969) A Rhetoric of Motives. U of California P. Vygotsky, Lev. (1986). Thought and Language. Boston: MIT Press. Zunshine, Lisa. (2006). Why We Read Fiction: Theory of Mind and the Novel. Ohio UP.
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DAY AFTER THANKSGIVING It’s the day after Thanksgiving, and my dad and I went to the cemetery south of Noble off highway 77 where my mom is buried. I didn’t want to go empty-handed, so I suggested bringing silk flowers. My dad had already donated all my silk lilies to the church, so that was not successful. We ended up going into the back yard to my mother’s favorite rose bushes and cutting off three yellow roses and one red rose. We put them in a vase, which we brought with us. The goal was to try to decide on a headstone. What dimensions? What color? What kind of design? As we stood at my mother’s grave, a woman drove up with a clutch of red and white silk poinsettias. She took out the yellow and orange chrysanthemums and replaced them with the red and white blooms. "It’s funny. Since my husband died, I don’t decorate for Thanksgiving or Christmas. He was all about it. But, well, I don’t know." She placed the Thanksgiving chrysanthemums on the ground. “If they still look good, I like to share them with little Roger over there,” she said. “He never has anything on his grave." To tell the truth it was the first time since my mother passed away that I had brought anything out. It did seem very sad to see her grave – no marker, except for the little temporary marker with a photo taken years before. The dirt was compacted with mud cracks and a couple of thick tire tracks. I blocked the intrusive thoughts that started to push their way in. "It’s tough,” I said. “It brings back too many memories." I invariably thought of my grandmother during Halloween, Thanksgiving, and Christmas. My grandmother made a few things for Thanksgiving that seemed to be fairly unique – fruit and nut salad, and, if I remember correctly, pistachio jello. Lemon merengue pie was also a “must,” with the most amazingly fluffy merengue. Cooking is chemistry. The day was not warm, but nor was it inordinately chilly. The cemetery had a remarkably warm, soothing feeling, due in part that it was bordered on three sides by pastures and a couple of herds of tranquil looking Black Angus. At least 60 percent of the headstones had flowers or other decorations. There were a few flags, and one seemed to have an assortment of toys. I was surprised to see how many names I recognized – one was the assistant branch manager for the bank I have used for the last 20 years. Her husband was buried just three rows up from my mother. Her name was next to that of her husband, along with the dates of their marriage. He passed away in
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2005 – I remember her telling me about it, and how tragic his last few weeks were, with complications from chemotherapy. Five years ago. Can she ever remarry? Does it seem odd that she would be buried next to her previous husband? I guess not – I mean, I know they had at least a daughter together, and at least one grandchild. I’ll definitely bring something for my mother’s grave sometime before Christmas.
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NARRATIVES OF MATURATION: THE BILDUNGSROMAN VS. THERMAL MATURATION OF HYDROCARBONS How is the concept of thermal maturation of hydrocarbons in shales similar / not similar to a Bildungsroman? Can the narrative employed to explain the process of thermal maturation, together with all its attendant assumptions, be applied to fiction? Or, to biographical narratives? It would be easy to say that this is simply an exercise in tracking analogies. I think that it can be more than that. What we can examine are the underlying assumptions that inform human maturation, and geochemical maturation. We can also look at which we privilege – do we give preferential treatment to the process? Or, the qualities that accompany each stage? What do we consider to be the triggering factors? What are the elements that are necessary for maturation? Because the Bildungroman is such a well-known narrative form, and such a well-trod genre, it is not a bad idea to start with the narrative of thermal maturation, in a rather skeletal form. Thermal maturation: The “immature” state is a shale that contains a high carbon content. Kerogen is a mixture of organic chemical compounds that make up a portion of the organic matter in sedimentary rocks. Typically, it’s an organic-rich shale. “Immature” signifies that the shale is in a relatively untransformed state. It is shale. Nothing has broken free from it – and, the chemical that can eventually transform to hydrocarbon (methane to the more complex alkanes) has not yet undergone pyrolysis, etc. Value judgment: “Immature” is valueless, except in its function as a “seal” over a porous rock that functions as a sponge – it holds liquids (like oil) – and the seal creates a trap for the oil. Process is everything, especially when it involves trial by fire: How does natural gas emerge from carbon-rich shale? The key is maturation. What kind of maturation? It’s thermal. In other words, the temperatures must ascend to the point that the shale breaks down, physically and chemically – it starts to become more fissile, have fractures (which function as conduits for the newly formed gas). The shale starts to change chemically – the kerogen transforms, and starts to break down. This sounds very straightforward until you realize that that triggering mechanism – heat flow – has to be at an ideal rate. Otherwise, metamorphosis takes place and the shale transforms into hard, non-hydrocarbon bearing metamorphic rock such as slate. If the heat flow happens too quickly and intensely, any hydrocarbons that might have started to form combust. They burn off. They’re simply gone.
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If the heat flow is too mild, and the rate of heating is too slow, there may be a bit of in-situ methane, but not in commercial quantities, and it will be hard to recover because it’s possible that fractures did not form. Application to literary narratives: 1. Maturation requires a triggering event, and the event is never pleasant. 2. Heat is part of the equation – not a low heat, or a fiery flash-point sort of flame-out. It takes time. It’s slow-cooked. The heat is constant and it lasts a long time. 3. Application of heat (discomfort) has to be constant and continuous. Episodic heat, as well as episodic tectonic activity (movement of the earth) – both are necessary in order to liberate the gas and to create rocks that have fractures through which the gas can move. 4. Too much or too little will result in a failure to mature correctly – too much heat means a destruction of the organics. Too little means that nothing happens – just a seemingly endless stasis. Paralysis – emotional, physical, psychological. Underlying parallels: The Bildungsroman looks ahead to the end-point – the making of the writer/artist, and at formative events. The assumption that maturation is a process. The assumption that maturation is linear and not reversible. These are a few thoughts – more to come.
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NOTES FROM VERACRUZ So many things are simply a matter of point of view – in Veracruz, the Plaza of the Heroes commemorates the valiant defense by the Mexican naval forces against four different invasions. Two were invasions by the U.S. – one in 1847 – during the Mexican-American War. That one did not surprise me. The other invasion by the U.S. was in 1914. 1914?? That event never quite made it to the history books I studied in high school and college. It does not seem to make it to even the most politically inclusive undergraduate history texts (U.S. History after the Civil War). This I know because I’ve worked extensively in developing instructional materials – overviews, lectures, quizzes, and podcast scripts – for U.S. and world history textbooks. I never saw any mention of the 1914 invasion by the U.S., although there is often mention of the U.S. military’s meddling (or “helping") in political and economic affairs in Central America. I will say that, if anything, the textbooks focus on the U.S. desire to maintain an isolationist stance during that time. However, I am not sure how that squares with the Spanish-American War (of 1898). Times and attitudes change quickly, I suppose, and life in 1898 was different than U.S. daily life in 1914. Americans did not want to get into the “Great War” any more than they welcomed the enthusiastic rabble-rousers Emma Goldman and other anarchists. Americans defend life, liberty, and justice for all. That’s the goal, at least, and it’s the utopian side of a coin with two faces. Heads or tails? Liberators or invaders? Which do you prefer?
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MEMORY IS A PROBLEM: PERFUME, “OUR SONG,” AND THE SHIFTING SANDS OF EMBEDDED NARRATIVES Jimi Hendrix. Voodoo Chile. Is it heresy to say that this song does nothing for me? Sure, I understand the greatness, the individual talent, the spiraling pass that makes it all the way to the endzone of a bliss that has appropriated and/or bowdlerized Romanticism all over it. I’m only listening to the recording because I have no choice. I’m in a gritty, Bohemian restaurant that has a raw veggie wrap I like. Long term memory is not static. Even autobiographical memory is dynamic, subject to change. I’m not sure if that means that one’s ability to recall is variable, or if the memories themselves are variable. Okay. I sort of like “All Along the Watchtower” and “Hey Joe.” I have no idea what they’re about. To me, Jimi Hendrix died when he was about 50. Of course he didn’t. He was 27. But, his work has been around so long, it seems as though he’s alive – along with his music. I guess he’d be around 70 if he were alive today, perhaps as boring “pillar of the financial community” as Paul McCartney and Mick Jagger have become. I’m intrigued. The implications of a protean, constantly morphing memory are fascinating. Jimi Hendrix has now moved into “Easy Rider.” I can’t remember who did this song. I don’t much care for it. I’m at a table next to a window partially covered by a poster advertising a New Year’s celebration. Two men have just walked by – one is pushing a shopping cart with clothing and other possessions. They both have long brown beards. No gray. Does that mean they’re in their 20s or 30s? For some reason, I always think of the homeless as being old, but the truth is, they’re generally not. I remember having contact with homeless in Oklahoma City. The parking lot I used was next to a detox center, and men would regularly ask for a dollar or sometimes odd amounts – 15 cents. In New York City, the panhandlers were not homeless, nor were they in Baku or in St. Petersburg, Russia. Instead, they seemed a bit like carnies – and very well rehearsed and organized. One Sunday morning two years into the Iraq war, while visiting friends in Philadelphia, I came across a ragged young man who was leaning against a brick wall somewhere off Rittenhouse Square. For some reason, I felt compelled to give him a ten-dollar bill. I think I was influenced by my time in Azerbaijan – it was fairly normal for people to stop and give money to people who were on the street corners who asked for help. I respect the generosity of the individuals who give out individual charity. There’s something about the panhandlers here in Tulsa, though, that takes me aback. Perhaps it has something to do with the fact that some are given to saying aggressive things, and to demand a cigarette. Can I trust any of my memories?  
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I believe I can. But, one has to say that it could be that emotional connections to the memory could mediate it. Some sort of seventies anthem is blaring across the speakers. It is equally repellant. Why do I dislike “Classic Rock"? Does it have to do with the associated memories? Most people would say so. The would claim that the popularity of “greatest hits” compilations has to do with the fact that they trigger memories of one’s pleasant times, formative years. Music is like perfume, in their eyes. It triggers deep memories that you can’t expunge, even if you want to. So, what you do is find the music that has the most pleasant cluster of associative and associated memories and then you replay, replay, replay. Good idea? If memories are pliable and/or shape-shifting, doesn’t it follow that every time you hear a song in a new context, the experience of listening to the song is mediated? Further, does it not follow that the emotional impact would also change? Then, your memory goes awry. Concrete example: If I first listened to Jimi Hendrix’s “Voodoo Child” as a child in conjunction with confusing, rather menacing images and energies, would that always be with me? Would my experience change if I started to associate the song with exciting times in the summer – sitting outside eating dinner with friends, drinking coffee at a bohemian java bar? Another song, some sort of ditty that is a clear borrowing from an Irish folk tune: “hello mr blue sky – welcome to the human race.” Elton John admitted to having raided the Methodist hymnal for chord progressions and even melodies. Memory turns into a self-delusion machine if we’re not careful. So, if we have associated memories – what are they associated with? The updated melody? The original? The variations that came later? Rolling Stones: Honky Tonk Woman. My memories associated with this song are of my older cousin from Vermont who came to spend a summer with us in Oklahoma. In my view, her presence was quite unwelcome. She occupied my bedroom. Her main goal was to go back bronzed and glamorous. This was before tanning beds – and – before she had experienced anything but a Northern sun oon her white, freckled hide. The Oklahoma August sun did quick work of her, and when I think of her, I think of her listening to the Rolling Stones, then baking in the backyard on my mom’s favorite chaise longue. Later, she burned to a crisp, or at least a blistering ball of pain. Second-degree burns. I felt nothing but schadenfreude at the time (I was 6 years old). Later, I got mine – not realizing why the beaches of the Yucatan peninsula were empty at noon in March during Spring Break. I, a 16-year-old who should have known better, got so sunburned the tops of my toes peeled. Memory is fallible. That’s been demonstrated over and over again. It is remarkably easy to induce false memories as well. Why do I think I’m immune to it?  
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Perhaps “greatest hits” and perfume are reassuring simply because we rely on them as memory markers. They trigger memories – authentic ones, we suppose – and we rely on them to access a kind of “write-protected” part of our brains. But, apparently, nothing is “write-protected” and your memories can be altered without any sort of physiological issue. So, there is nothing to say that my memories of my cousin and her taste for the Rolling Stones and the popular television shows of the day that featured teenagers in go-go boots and “mod” Herman’s Hermits and the like have not been effaced or attenuated by my emotional need for a certain narrative to be associated with those days or times. This seems fairly straightforward. What is not so straight-forward is how I’m supposed to move forward in a world where everything is fluid and where everything reinvents itself, and not necessarily in a way that benefits me. The other day, I was listening to a program on the radio – the name of show was something like “Radio Lab” (see how I distrust my memory for my invented schema and the labels and short-hand retrieval, but I trust my memory implicitly for the narrative). It was the story of a woman who dated a man with face-recognition disorder. Coincidentally, the week before, there was a story about a professor who had face recognition disorder. They could not remember nor could they recognize faces. They would have intense difficulty in life because everyone was, in essence, a stranger to them. I suppose the pattern recognition part of their brains were sadly compromised. I had a few questions for them. Could they read maps? Could they recognize where they were on a map? If face recognition disorder was anything like the problems I had in field camp trying to see in 3D with stereo pairs – well, I can understand the frustration. When it came to verbal recognition / description of lithologies, I was completely on top of it. To me, geology was a language and a discourse of explanation. My brain is comfortable with that. My brain is not comfortable with making my vision go to 3D and/or contorting spatial relationships in order to make some sort of visual pattern. My brain is all about process analysis and language. I’m not saying that I can’t recognize visual patterns, it’s just that I think of the maps we were supposed to use back in the 80s required too much visual extrapolation. For me, it was like using a slide rule rather than a calculator; or, better yet, using an abacus instead of a computer. I’m acting as though the most important aspect of memory is autobiographical memory, and I have to say that I’m uncomfortable with that thought. Perhaps the most interesting aspect of memory for me has to do with working memory - the place where short term memory and long-term memory have contact. How much of working memory is impacted by the limbic system – raw, unmediated urge – fight, flight, fornicate, feed. And, how much of working memory is affected by desire? I have a feeling that desire plays a very disturbing role in the function of the brain, particularly when it comes to the retrieval of long term memories, and also the way that connections are made between prior knowledge, experience, and schema. I have a feeling that desire can re-route memories and make false priorities, which is to say that it make certain memories rise to the top, while leaving others to hover along the bottom along with the other catfish.  
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I also suspect that if one does not learn to discipline one’s own desire, one is fated to be stuck in fantasy mode– and eventually, one’s memories will be only accessible through one well-trodden and very boring working memory road – and you’ll end up remembering only those things that make you feel good. Hmmm – does that sound like anyone you know? I have a friend who has a favorite refrain – everything was better in the 50s. He was born in 1949, so I really question what sorts of authentic memories he has. He claims to have a very in-depth recall of the economic downturn of 1958 (or one of those years). I do not doubt him; what I see is a convergence of belief, desire, and emotional conflict (a recognized state of innocence mixed with an anger at the loss of innocence). So, in the end, what is emitted, with clocklike precision, is a rant about how wonderful and innocent those times were, yet how disappointing and hard – but the narrative that emerges from that uncomfortable juxtaposition is one that he invariably blends with a narrative of the Pilgrim’s first winter, how honorable, pure, and heroic they were. I start to think how ultimately sacrificial memory and consciousness itself are. And, well, while he never says it straight out in that way, but I will. Memory and consciousness are sacrificial. So, here I am – writing this, surrounded again by music, but I’m in a different location – one that is warm in the way that an Art Deco boutique hotel can be warm. You feel transported back to a time when you can feel comforted by the solid clink of gold in your pocket and oil under your feet. The music is different. Karen Carpenter is singing “Merry Christmas, Darling” in a way that brings tears to one’s eyes– it’s intimate and sentimental – what her contemporaries would have called “square” – and, well, being the “square” person that I am - (emotional and idealistic in a way that seeks approval from authority figures, rather than rejecting the approval of authority figures) – I’m moved. I immediately think of my mother, and I’m sad that I can’t call her and talk to her. Perhaps I will, even though she’s not in a place where she can easily answer. How many people dial up and talk to their dear, departed mothers? Ah, yes. I’m starting to go down that road of memory mediated by desire. I’m not sure I’m brave enough right now for that journey. So, I’ll stay on the surface and remind myself how much I dislike the “Classic Rock” stations and the way that people cluster songs around certain time markers.
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UNCLE CHRISTMAS I was at my dad’s house when the call came in. Uncle Harold had passed away in northern New Hampshire, a mere two weeks after being moved to a hospice care facility a few blocks from his home. It was just around Thanksgiving, and while many would say that his death was something to be thankful for because it meant he could stop suffering, it was hard to feel anything except sadness, and perhaps a bit of resignation, mixed with pain upon remembering one’s childhood and how a keen sense of the Gothic keeps most people from flinging open the cellar door to the horrors of first-awareness – the first time you were aware of death (and attendant rot), of religion (and the lake of fire that awaited you), of parental love (and the betrayal, forgetfulness, and simple asymmetry of the fact that the prodigal is always the pet, the beloved, the favored, and ultimately the doomed.) It was my understanding that Harold was always the coddled, favored baby. I paid little attention to that when I was young. I had my own sibling rivalry narratives to attend to. For me, Uncle Harold symbolized the coming of Christmas, and it was usually the weekend after Thanksgiving when the doorbell started to ring with packages and other special deliveries: neatly wrapped presents from Uncle Harold, placed under the Christmas tree, and duteously squeezed and shaken and sniffed until finally the sheer impossibility of guessing what he might have sent made me leave them in peace. Still, I liked to creep out of bed in the middle of the night, turn on the Christmas tree lights, and gaze upon the shiny bows, wrapping paper, and ornaments that festooned both tree and presents. When I was growing up, it seemed to me that Uncle Harold had the most exciting life of anyone I knew. He was constantly sending letters posted from exotic parts of the world – from ports in hot, exotic climes where people wore long draping outfits through which air hot, dry air could flow, and where the custom of the landlubbers was to sleep through the heat of the day in siestas or to sit quietly and reflect upon one’s life while large ceiling fans slowly whirred overhead. Uncle Harold was in the Merchant Marines, and he traveled by merchant ship to all the important (and exotic) ports of the world. Technically, Uncle Harold was a Vermont resident. But, that is not how I envisioned him. He traveled all around the world, and I imagined him face-to-face with elephants, rhesus monkeys in the employ of dockside organ grinders, fortune-tellers, and mysterious strangers. I wasn’t quite sure what his job was in the Merchant Marines, but I think I remember my dad saying was that he was a cook. Being a cook in the Merchant Marines seemed very interesting to me as well, and I wondered if they ever incorporated local specialties – mainly sweets and breads – into the dinner. Envisioned empanadas filled with chicken or spicy ground beef, or sweet, nutty baklava, prepared with honey, pistachio nuts, and saffron, the Azerbaijani way and not the Turkish way.  
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In the days before the Internet, but fully within a time of global communication (albeit slow and expensive), each country and even each city had its own culture, with unique language, religion, dress, cuisine, holiday celebrations, work and family customs, cuisine, were overtly unique, unlike today, where cities are, at least superficially, similar. I could imagine Uncle Harold in Casablanca, inhabiting the same “noir” space as Humphrey Bogart and Lauren Bacall. I could easily see him in Alexandria, Egypt, wearing a fez, and eating a breakfast of dates, flatbread, and feta cheese. What I remember most about Uncle Harold of those years, besides the exotic persona, was his generosity. He never failed to send birthday cards, which always delighted and surprised me. Why me? What did I do to deserve a card? The truth was, nothing. But, Uncle Harold felt a bond and a serious commitment to family, which I think was quite remarkable, given the times we lived in. These were, after all, a time when all the eternal verities were questioned. Each year, sometime after Thanksgiving, the magic would happen, and mysterious packages would start to arrive. They were elaborately wrapped, each with cards, intended to be deposited under the Christmas tree, with absolutely no opportunity for opening until Christmas Day. Uncle Harold always sent me a gift, as well as a gift for my brother, sister, and parents. Sometimes he sent food packages for the entire family. They were invariably from the high-end gourmet catalogues that fascinated me with their glossy pages and descriptions of petit-fours and other very exclusive, “haute monde” items. My sense of Uncle Harold as a world traveler, raconteur, and gourmand was reinforced every Christmas. The fact that Vermont was the playground of the Rockefellers, and then, later, aggressively environmentalist, was cemented. Vermont might be quaint, but the residents were discriminating world travelers – more than you might expect in a place that prided itself on its catamounts and white-tail deer. When I learned that Uncle Harold had passed away, I felt a sharp pang of sadness. I felt sad for his loss, but perhaps a sharper pang because I realized that his last decade of life was so antithetical to the life he lived when he was always on the high seas, moving from port to port, alive, alert, and eager to share his encounters and experiences with his young niece. It seems unfair – very unfair – that Uncle Harold had to suffer so long, and for people to have memories of Uncle Harold, the frail man who rarely traveled more than 10 miles from his home. How ironic is that? He used to stay at least 1000 miles from home in his passages in the commercial vessels. As I consider Uncle Harold, his life, and his impact on me, I realize that the letters from faraway lands and the presents arriving at the door were pure magic for a lively-minded grade school girl who dreamed of some day going on missions and living in exotic lands. Did that actually happen? Yes, in its way, I suppose. But that’s another story for another day. Today, though, I’d like to think of Uncle Harold beholding those amazing lands and seas.  
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ARCHETYPAL ENERGY NARRATIVES: LOW-TEMPERATURE GEOTHERMAL Is there are particular narrative that accompanies low-temperature geothermal resources? If so, what is the structure of the narrative? What are the underlying assumptions? What are implicit causal relationships? How does the narrative cohere? Elements of the narrative: 1. The idea of low-temperature geothermal is a conundrum, an oxymoron, even. 2. Can relatively tepid water be used to generate energy? Where’s the energy? 3. Changes in temperature and extreme thermal differences can trigger energy generation. How? There is equipment that will move (and start to generate electricity) when the temp diffs between two bodies of water are as little as 50 degrees. 4. The water is being produced anyway – in conjunction with oil and gas. Typically, it’s simply reinjected into a disposal / injection well. Why not capture the energy on its way back down into the earth? Assumptions (to reinforce or to combat): 1. Low-temperature geothermal means something like tepid water, which is bad. (combat this faulty assumption) 2. Low temp means low energy. (combat this faulty assumption) 3. Fluids co-produced with oil and gas can be exploited / harvested / put to good use. (reinforce this positive assumption) 4. The co-produced energy is “clean” and “alternative” (since it is from warm water) and is a cleaner source of electricity than the oil or the gas. Virtue/value implications here. The geothermal elements can add virtue to a decidedly “unvirtuous” energy source, at least in today’s view, if one views all oil and gas production as a source of carbon emissions. Because the world tends to classify energy as “clean” or “dirty,” and “good” or “bad,” would it not follow that the narratives will only escalate over time? We’ll have a good vs evil narrative – clash of titans grand showdown. At least that’s what the narrative expectations would lead one to expect. Real-Life Intrusion I’m in Starbucks right now and I’m amazed, as always, in the flows of crowds / customers. It’s never an even stream. Either there is no line at all, or there is a long line. It’s not just that people come in groups, it’s that the groups cluster together. Five minutes ago there was no waiting. There was no activity for 5 minutes. In the last thirty seconds, 4 groups (clusters of two or more) and 3 individuals came in, for a total of around a dozen people in line. It’s pretty amazing. I’m also amazed at the range of apparel options. It was cold last night – 30 degrees or so – and today is sunny. It is  
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supposed to reach 50. Most people are wearing long-sleeve shirts, pants, jackets, or hoodies. But, here comes a guy in baggy shorts and a T-shirt. It’s hard to understand! I wonder f crowd behavior is somehow determined by internal narratives; predictive of where people will be and when they should be there. There’s an adorable pug sitting on the brick sidewalk on a pile of dried oak leaves. His leash is wrapped around a metal post, and he seems to be waiting quite patiently. Back to Energy Narratives – The more people classify items into good or bad, the more quickly they put themselves on a path to narrative inevitability. "Narrative inevitability” has to do with a narrative that is so ingrained that if you have a story / tale / set of facts that gets anywhere close to it, the narrative will pull you in, drag you downstream, and right over the falls. Think of falling into the river that flows into Niagara Falls – that is the pull of narrative inevitability. The only way to avoid it is to try to make sure your set of facts do not start shaping themselves so that they fall right into the stream of narrative inevitability. Somewhere along the line, it’s important to start reshaping your story so that it fits a different, competing narrative that fits your needs and purposes a bit more clearly/adeptly.
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MISCHIEF AFOOT http://www.beyondutopia.net/podcasts/mischief.mp3 The newscaster announced that the Creek Nation’s oldest living member had just died at age 110. She was born in 1900. Pretty amazing. Question: How often are the “hyper-generians” not the person they claim to be? How often is it a much younger person who has assumed their identity? I am always skeptical when I hear the 105-year-olds discuss their lives – especially the ones who claimed the secret to their longevity is hard living – drinking, smoking, gambling, eating pork fat, donuts, deep-fried American cheese? They could get the requisite skinniness through bouts of anorexia and bulimia. Why not consider at 75-year-old imposter? Even a 50-something pretending to be an 80-something? I’m sure it’s been attempted, especially if there are entitlement payments in the mix (pension, headrights, oil and gas revenue, etc.). Where there’s money, there’s mischief afoot. ******************************* If I were compelled to pretend to be a 110-year-old, what would I do? First of all, I wouldn’t do it. I would not pretend to be an 80-year-old, either. Not worth it. I don’t want to have the conversations I’d be expected to have – boring historical ramblings and an invented personal landscape. The alternative would be to feign dementia or Alzheimers. That would be a fragile defense against being exposed as an imposter. It would make me too vulnerable. Before I knew it, I’d wake up to find myself in danger of having my own identity snatched from me, and an imposter installed in my stead. No thanks. ****************************** It’s only tangentially related, but the idea of a person pretending to be a super-annuated citizen who has, in fact, passed away, in order to get her Social Security check, pension, and any other dividends or royalties that might be coming her way seems to have incalculable psychic consequences to the person who decides to shove their own identity and reality off to the side in favor of a secure income stream. What ever happened to “to thine own self be true?"
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I suppose the person who is willing to rebirth themselves is somehow dissatisfied with their personal reality. Don’t they realize it means they will never see their existing friends, family, and colleagues? I guess it’s considered the sweet end of the deal, if their life is really so bad that they must go down that path. Perhaps they’re old enough that they’ve lost everyone anyway and the person they’re impersonating was their only remaining relative – a mother, etc. Who knows. Seems lonely, and not as regenerative or as materially secure as it might look to the person who is idly contemplating it. ********************************** Which leads to My Ten New Year’s Resolutions: 1. Be true to myself. Play more. Buy more toys. Translation: get involved in high-tech and very visionary educational / literary projects that challenge me on at least three or four levels. 2. Enjoy what I eat, and eat what I enjoy. Slow down, sit down, and don’t wolf it down while standing up. I’m not a cow (yet). 3. Record more podcasts – audio and video. Continue to interview e-learning innovators. Ask them to provide a video – 2-minutes average time – hosted on youtube, which I can embed. 4. Write a children’s book. Do not center it around vampires, werewolves, zombies, luisons, or other undead, unless the publisher absolutely insists. 5. Set savings goals; reduce my overhead. Achieve the savings goals. (In other words, set them low). 6. Transform the workplace, make the world a better place. Think of solutions to hamsterwheel jobs and hamster-family workplaces. Do what I can to help people prepare themselves for jobs that have a chance of resulting in something. Who wants to think that their only thrill in life is seeing how many sunflower seeds they can pack into their cheek pouches? It is important to take the high road. Don’t become a hamster mommy or daddy who emerges from its shredded Kleenex nest with a hunk of newborn hamster baby tail hanging from your mouth. Be nice to your co-workers, even if it is difficult. It’s all about overcrowding and overpopulation. Why else would the hamster mommy or daddy eat its young, live spawn the very night they’re born? Sometimes the cage is too small, the cube farm is too cheek-tojowl and invasive. Help people spread out. 7. Warn the world of the danger of exotic pets. An African black mamba is not a good pet. Don’t encourage genetic engineering and the development of such aberrations as glow-inthe-dark anacondas.  
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8. Watch more film noir. 9. Assume a relaxed, passive position when my loved ones are speaking to me. They will think I’m listening and have acquired (finally, after all these years!) an ability to hear what they’re saying – and– more importantly – accept it. I know in my heart of hearts that I have not (and cannot) acquire that ability. It’s better to learn how to mentally multi-task. I can mentally rerun what I’m choreographing for fun dance routine, or visualize tennis and the serve I’m trying to learn. 10. Develop a new character to draw as I illustrate the children’s book I intend to write. Meta-Goal: Smile, chant, pray.
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MONEY IS A TECHNOLOGY Money is a technology used for leveraging time. I could go a bit further and say that it’s a technology for doing a kind of time travel, but that would disappoint the people who like to think of time travel as something Jules Verne or Dr. Who, where you go to places in parallel dimensions, or to the same place, but see it as it will be. Planet of the Apes. People like to say that money is a tool. Sure, it is definitely that, but I’d like to posit that credit is a stronger, tougher tool than mere money. Credit is a technology by which one can avert or forestall a Malthusian disaster. Use credit to buy seeds, equipment, fertilizer, and other inputs, as well as processing, storage, distribution. Credit is one of the most effective technologies ever invented. It multiplies the money supply, and helps get capital into the hands of people who will truly make it productive. The only flaw in this technology is that it is not so much a mechanical technology (using machines, etc.) as a “belief” technology which requires faith and a collective suspension of disbelief. Everyone needs to accept the instrument as real, viable, and ultimately defensible (by someone or something – the major entity of the day). ************************ Money and Sports and Time: Gambling is another time technology Sports outcomes contain built-in uncertainty, which make sports amenable to gambling. How does time factor in it? The outcomes are worth something before they’re determined; not so much afterward (except in terms of developing hierarchies). People place their bets before the sporting event take place (kind of obvious). Gambling is another time technology. Are sports economically meaningful without gambling? Is enthusiasm for sports really muscled by its pure entertainment value? Does it contribute to the informal economy in an aggressive way because of gambling – or, time technology? Sports-themed restaurants are not so much about the sports as much as they are all about themed networking.
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I’m tired of women sportscasters complaining about being treated strangely in the guys’ locker rooms. To me, it’s painfully disrespectful to hold interviews in locker rooms, regardless of gender. What’s next? Interviews in the bathrooms? In the stalls? What happened to maintaining a locker room as a sanctuary for the players and coaches – no outsiders allowed – EVER.
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THE JOURNALS OF SYLVIA PLATH – AND A FICTIVE VOICE BEYOND THE GRAVE http://www.beyondutopia.net/podcasts/plath.mp3 Perhaps the most telling passages in Sylvia Plath’s journals from 1957 revolve around her deep need to write. Plath writes “the central need of my nature [is] to be articulate” ... “if I am not writing ... my imagination stops, blocks up, chokes me” “I will write until I begin to speak my deep self” (p. 286) Plath, who is best-known for her poetry and short novel, The Bell Jar, and for her suicide, which was followed by attempts by her husband, Ted Hughes, to suppress the publication of some work, rearrange others. Long vilified by her admirers as the true cause of Plath’s suicide, one finds a different story in her journals. In the voluminous writings, one gains insight into a maddeningly perfectionistic soul, whose conflicts with her mother and ideas about the father who died when she was young, are dealt with in agonizing detail. One sees first that Plath is brilliant and her ways of thinking are unconventional. Her life and times make her very existence problematic – what is she to do as a young woman, locked by societal constraints into profound conflicts of interest? She writes herself alive. Perhaps that is what is most valuable in the journals – the absolute affirmation that it is, in fact, possible to “write oneself alive.” My Life & My Work – a fictive imagining of what Sylvia might say if we could speak with her beyond the grave… I’m not sure that I expected everything to be so final when I stuffed towels in the gap between the door and the floor, sealed the windows, and then opened the gas from the oven. It was a cold, winter day in 1963. London was dreary. My husband, Ted Hughes, had left me, and I had expressed the fear I would starve. I felt destitute – emotionally, financially, intellectually. There seemed to be no other solution. If you ask me, that is my answer to why I committed suicide when it seemed I had everything in the world to live for – two young children, a finely honed intelligence, extremely compelling fiction and poetry. True enough, no one had read the most powerful of my poems – they were to be published in a collection entitled Ariel, which would appear in 1965, two years after my death. My novel, The Bell Jar, which would later be a best-seller, was still published under a pseudonym. Part of me probably expected to be rescued. After all, that is what happened in my first suicide attempt one strange, terrible summer when I was found unconscious in the crawl space in my mother’s home. And, coming back from the almost-dead is what I chronicled in my despairing, ragefilled poem, “Lady Lazarus.” I certainly did not expect my final days to be analyzed, and I did not think I’d become the patron saint of a whole cross-section of young girls and women – usually highly intelligent, yet insecure, artistic perfectionists and honor students whose mothers never dreamed their darling good little girls were suffering so much inside.
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Further, I became the iconic standard-bearer for feminists who claimed my work exemplified what it meant to be an intelligent, ambitious, and creative woman in the 1950s. Yet others focused on my depression, and suggested that I could have lived longer if Prozac had been available in 1963. And yet, those were not my preoccupations. My life has been animated and illuminated by a deepseated need to write, and to makes sense of my world by writing. Instead of focusing on the subtle craft of my work, or the gallows humor that percolates through The Bell Jar, readers tend to focus on family dynamics, sexual politics, and ideology. How uninteresting. They get it wrong. I think it’s quite ironic that literary critics have made much of my father, and the fact that he was a German immigrant and a keeper of bees. In a way, I don’t blame them. After all, I did use him as the subject of my poems. But, to say that I really thought my father was a Nazi or Nazi sympathizer seems really simplistic and reductive. My poem, “Daddy,” is not autobiographical. Some say I exploited the Holocaust to create poetry. I do not agree with them. My poem is autobiographical in an emotional sense. I was seeking to capture the horror of Nazis, and of harsh, rigid mindsets. I state that men dominate women in society. But, more than simply stating that fact, I communicate the rage, the reactive anger, the despair, that accompanies the feeling of being cut off, psychologically annihilated, nullified. My poem is a painful excursion into a mindset and an emotional place. Sadly, it has been appropriated by others who use it in the service of their personal ideology. Actually, the intensity of my writing makes it attractive for many people to use me to express their own inarticulated griefs, fears, and desires. My father, his German heritage, the bees, and his early death (his abandonment of me) became a very convenient metaphor for the way our society treats women. It hurts when men abandon me. I know, intellectually, that my father did not choose to abandon me. After all, he died. But my husband, who abandoned me for another woman, did make that choice. He actively chose to abandon me. I can’t make sense of it. No, not true – I can make sense of it – but only if I write. One could say many of my poems are about patriarchy, or male dominance. However, I think that we really need to look more closely. Our oppressors are often ourselves. My poem is also about how I respond to all the structures of society that make me fearful. This is a fictive imagining of the voice, vision, and message of Sylvia Plath, if she were to send a message today...
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THE SPECTACLE OF THE CAT The “Spectacle of the Cat.” Is that what you get when you cross Christopher Smart (Jubilate Agno – “my cat Jeofrey”) and Guy DeBord (“Society of the Spectacle”)? Or, the Cat with Spectacles? I have to say that I am a big fan of spectacles, productions, and shows of all sorts. I’ve seen my share of tourist spectacles in the form of “indigenous” dances, and I love it when they devolve into a quest for some essential element – the primal, the core, the essential concept of being and beingness that informs that whys and the “how we knows” of our postmodern selves … the fact that we’re convinced that we can only know ourselves when some we are able to see ourselves in some sort of mirror. In other words, our inner worlds become externalized and placed into some sort of visual metaphor for the mélange of conflicting feelings and ideas that we have and live with. I can’t think of a single culture that does not have its own “star-crossed lovers” Romeo and Juliet tradition. In Guam, there was the cliff where two lovers whose families refused to accept them leapt to their deaths. Azerbaijan has its story of the Muslim youth and the Christian maiden (from Georgia), whose forbidden love is realized, but then quickly transforms itself into a tragedy of the highest order. The spectacle is not the love, but the condition of thwartedness. The satisfying denouement is not the glorious transcendent union, but the desperate suicides of the two lovers who (mistakenly, of course) think they’ve been rejected by the other… After you see enough of those star-crossed lover / suicide narratives, you start to consider the possibility that Freud was unjustly neglected … not for his libido and dreams stuff, but for his “thanatos” issues – the “death drive” that represent the flip side of procreative, generative, libidinal drive. And, death does not mean death at all, but Dionysus. I appreciate Nietzsche in this case: oblivion that slides slowly (or even quickly) into obliterated self, recovered self, and absolute, glorious rebirth. Suicide is never a final waltz of dancing bears and oblivion. No, no, no. After all, we’re not talking reportage. Instead, we’re considering the narratives that flow from a culture, which embark upon a quest to find a way to express the most intense feelings, the most extreme conditions of existential anxiety, of doubt, fear, longing, and a need to become … to merge, metamorphose, to assume the identity of one’s deepest desires. That’s what it’s all about.
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And, I’m a bit ashamed to admit what I am, what I’ve become. In my eagerness to explore different ways of looking at the world, I’ve become incapable of maintaining a consistent sense of who or what I am in the world. “The centre does not hold” and I’m in Yeats’s “Second Coming,” “turning and turning in the widening gyre” ... If I myself am not that “rough beast” that represents the ultimate end of time, the transformation, the end of the world as we know it, then at least I’m the rough beast’s proxy. Death does not mean death in this elaborate equation. Death means a phase change. It means transformation. It means that, when it’s time, (and that time comes for everyone sooner or later – for my mother, it came just over two years ago) – walking through the open door that promises you a way to unchain yourself from the voices that tell you that you just don’t measure up. In my mother’s case, that final walk was horrific. I was not there – I was at a workshop in Golden, Colorado on the Colorado School of Mines campus – but my dad was, and he remains traumatized to this day. So, I’m not talking about the real thing. I’m talking about the mythical, metaphorical “death,” which means radical, dramatic change. It means transformation at cell level, well-nigh irreversible. I’ve taken to sleeping on the futon-sofa in the spare upstairs bedroom that has nothing in it but a carved oak armoire and a cherry secretary desk with a flat screen monitor through which I can watch DVDs or the cable television provided by my homeowner’s association (bundled with other services covered by my monthly HOA dues). Let me tell you, I’m not one who was seemingly “born for” our times. No way. If anything, I hate these scary, uncertain times, and the realization that no matter how trivial or inconsequential the perk, there seem to be thousands who would cheerfully drag out the daggers and fight for every job that pops up on job boards in our global workplace and marketplace – even if it costs more to work than to stay at home, and it takes a great deal out of us to “civilize and sterilized” ourselves in order to conform to fluorescent-lit surveillance cubes that most of us call a workplace these days. What is the alternative? Many of us could live simply, and choose to chill out on the patio, breathe deeply, have time to think about life and the eternal verities. But then, not working means feeling outside society, and disenfranchised in a rather major way. And when I awaken at 3:30 am after a long, dismal night of nightmares and creeping, sad knowledge that I’m alone with my thoughts, it occurs to me that it’s much easier to live in a place where consciousness and too much self-awareness are reined in by trivial, busywork coupled with draconian punishment for missing deadlines and failing to live up to expectations. Keeping fear alive is a great way to block out the tough questions about life, life’s stages, and what it all means (and if meaningfulness matters at all)… Sometimes, though, questions have a way of surfacing, no matter what we do to keep them submerged. At that point, it’s good to pull out the spectacle – either attend or participate in one. My vote goes to participating – if you are playing a role and are absorbed in creating a dramatic  
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enactment of something, you are more likely to feel comfortable about yourself because you are a part of something that is larger than life, and larger than yourself. The best example might be Disney. If you are a “cast member,” you’re role-playing in a large spectacle, and your individual beingness is subsumed and transformed into a collective one: the show. It’s a gorgeous, brilliant concept: not only do you have the opportunity to train your mind on something other than your quotidian worries and pesky intrusive thoughts, you’re also able to achieve a sense of unity. Some writers such as William James (Varieties of Religious Experience) and Evelyn Underhill (Mysticism) might call that a mystical experience. I know I would. So, returning to the original, triggering thought that precipitated this little “Sunday drive” of the mind, let’s regard Christopher Smart’s cat, Jeoffrey: For then he leaps up to catch the musk, which is the blessing of God upon his prayer. For he rolls upon prank to work it in. (Smart, Jubilate Agno, http://www.poetryfoundation.org/poem/174440) And then let’s combine it with our media, Internet-driven sense of spectacle, and the possibility that we’re voyeurs of our own lives. Where is the power? What is the power? I’d say that it resides within one’s capacity to create visions – to envision. *** “Either you think – or else others have to think for you and take power from you, pervert and discipline your natural tastes, civilize and sterilize you.” F. Scott Fitzgerald, Tender Is the Night
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HEARING AND NOT BELIEVING: THE STRANGE CASE OF HYDRAULIC FRACTURING The case of hydraulic fracturing, or “fracking,” is a strange one. How can two groups be so intractably out of touch and so unable to listen to each other? And, when they do listen to each other, they do not believe what the other is saying. One group swears that hydraulic fracturing, when performed correctly, is perfectly safe for the environment. The other group claims that “fracking” will pollute aquifers and introduce toxic chemicals into the environment. Which is true? What can one make of the inflammatory rhetoric? The answer may be in the narratives themselves. It is worthwhile to analyze the narratives that surround media responses to hydraulic fracturing, and proposes explanations for the way in which the depictions of hydraulic fracturing are framed. Hydraulic fracturing, which can be considered a “Black Swan” event – an event of extreme impact on society and ways of looking at the world, which was not expected, but, when reviewed in retrospect, seemed predictable, even unavoidable. An excellent way to understand the often highly emotional reactions is to use discourse analysis to identify different types and genres of narratives, and the kinds of purposes they serve, and how they contribute to the meaning-making process. As a “Black Swan” event, hydraulic fracturing is essentially a paradigm shifter, and the new technologies that make hydraulic fracturing possible are game-changing. Like many paradigm shifting game-changers, the first response is one of adoption, to be followed by narratives of resistance. For Americans, the responses accompanying hydraulic fracturing should be nothing new; after all, they are part of a long tradition of responses to new technologies, and they reflect anxieties about the essential dual nature of technology. While technology can be used for the good, there is also the potential for misuse and harm, along with unexpected consequences of the technology itself. These anxieties about technology have been described in many works of American art, literature, and philosophy. For some, technology is ultimately nihilistic, and foregrounds the ultimate uselessness of human artifice, or it leads to the destruction of an idyllic vision of nature. In the case of the U.S., there is the notion of the Edenic paradise of the American West, and the concept of self-reification and infinite promise represented by a boundless frontier. This narrative was heightened by the discovery of gold at the western edge of the North American Continent’s rainbow (California’s gold fields), and the dark side introduced stark depictions of machines and dangerous mining, manufacturing, and transportation technology in the 19th century. The anxieties and duality persist throughout the 20th century, reflected by any number of writers, including F. Scott Fitzgerald, Upton Sinclair, John Steinbeck, Robert M. Pirsig, Philip K. Dick, Thomas Pynchon, Kurt Vonnegut, David Foster Wallace, and more. In the case of hydraulic fracturing, narrative can be classified in the following ways: Apocalyptic narrative: largely fear driven, focusing on the end of the world due to the iniquity of humanity  
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Archetypal narratives: Jung, Neumann, Campbell, and other psychologists can be viewed from the point of view of the fact that archetypal narratives exert a deterministic force on the meaningmaking process. One who looks at Jung might suggest that the media employs archetypes such as the trickster (the oil company) and the hero (the activist) to portray the cast of characters involved in hydraulic fracturing. Deconstructive philosophy: Foucault, Derrida and other philosophers suggest that reality is a not an absolute, but is determined by collective forces. For the deconstructivists, social norms and rules are constructed by society and enforced formally and informally by the people in charge and the “powers” in society. Gamer thinking: Jane McGonigal, a video game designer and professor at Stanford suggests that to “game” rather than stay in reality, in order to create a sense of involvement, urgency, and to imbue one’s life with “epic meaning” as they move toward the next level and potentially an “epic win.” Heuristics and Biases: One problem with strong leaders and their followers is that they can often suffer from delusions. The inability to see past one’s biases can be very difficult to overcome. Daniel Kahnemann has explored the phenomenon extensively in his Nobel prize-wining work and he suggests that one of the best ways to de-bias oneself is to obtain an outside view or perspective. The problem with narratives in hydraulic fracturing is that they often dominate the discourse and perception. As a result, individuals may be caught in “narrative crossfire” as the media largely unconsciously attempts to cast individuals and events into a predetermined narrative trajectory, which can have the unfortunate effect of blocking the pursuit of objective reality and reasonable discussion.
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MURDER, SUICIDE, SELF-IMMOLATION CLUSTERS: OBSERVATIONS I often wonder about strange synchronicities and repetitions – things that you start to see once you know the history of a person or a place long enough and well enough. In the case of a person, it may not seem to remarkable that the same things seem to happen to them – after all, they’re making choices, and the choices are going to align with their tastes and proclivities, right? In the case of places, it’s sort of different. It makes me wonder if there are certain vibrations or resonances that create a situation where people behave in similar ways. I’m not talking about the obvious things – people go swimming near bodies of water, or do daredevilish things near cliffs. I’m thinking of something that causes people to behave as though certain places were haunted, or that there might be the presence of spirits that compel people to behave in certain ways. Case in point: Norman, Oklahoma I’ve been in touch with Norman and Norman’s history to be able to detect patterns – even without a very extensive analysis, and without reaching back into history. For example, there seem to be “murder - suicide clusters” in certain places in the town. For example, my parents’ house adjoins two homes where people either committed suicide, committed murder, or both. The “murder suicide house” was built in the 1960s – it was an ugly yellow twostory ranch house at the end of a long drive. Their lot was long, and the back part adjoined my parents’ lot. I would never have known about the history of the house, except that my parents wanted me to purchase the house in order to secure the acreage and to have adjoining lots. I might have been interested – the price seemed relatively reasonable – except for the knowledge of what had happened there. There was no way that I would occupy a house where a doctor, who, receiving the news of terminal illness, decided to kill himself and his severely disabled wife. That house was next door to a house where, 30 years or so earlier, a suicide had taken place. It was the mother of one of my classmates. I think it happened when we were in 5th grade, but I may be wrong. It could have been when we were in junior high school. At any rate, it was most definitely a tragedy. I had no way of truly comprehending it at the time, and I’m not sure I would be able to do so now. It’s very disturbing. Another violent cluster exists on the west side of Norman, near the edge of the South Canadian River. Back in the 1960s, two teen-agers were murdered in their car where they were presumably making out. It became the “Murder of Lover’s Lane” and achieved a bit of notoriety for the fact that it was widely believed that a corrupt, dissolute cop had killed them. Why? Who knows. He was known to have been a kind of voyeuristic “bad cop." How is this a cluster? I had not thought of in that way until a few weeks ago, police dug up a woman who had been murdered, ostensibly by her lover (and not a bad cop), and then buried in the back yard of a house for sale that had been unoccupied for more than eight months.  
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What linked the two? Crimes of passion. Crimes of perversity. In the case of murder/suicide, I’d say they were crimes of despair. I recently watched the TV footage of all the immolations sweeping north Africa, and I was reminded of images from Vietnam, when Buddhist monks immolated themselves in order to shock / horrify the populace to realize how civil war was, in essence, self-immolation – exceedingly painful and ultimately self-destructive. Needless to say, the gesture fell on deaf ears. However, immolation sort of gained a foothold in the U.S. during the 1960s – not because the selfimmolators wanted to show how they were a sublime metaphor for what was going on. No, the American self-immolation gesture was almost always something else – an expression of despair and self-hatred; a cry for help gone horribly awry; the ultimate narcissistic gesture not to say self-loving, but to say that my pain is bigger than anyone else’s, and I have to express it in this over-the-top, grandiose way – and – oops, well, it hurts, and, oops – it’s fatal. I deeply respect the Buddhist monks’ view. I only wish they had not felt the need to kill themselves to get their point across (a point which was never gotten across anyway). Yes. Civil war does the same thing as setting yourself on fire. You burn. You suffer extreme pain. You ravage your body. And then – either slowly or less slowly - you die, and people don’t care that you suffered and died. So – the end question is, why even bother with civil war? Why start it? Why not resist violent confrontation? If you wonder what it will do for you as a culture, just witness the monk’s immolation. That’s the dominant metaphor. Don’t forget it. People who see patterns are rarely rewarded unless it’s a pony at Saratoga. People who see the big picture metaphor in a person’s work of art or self-sacrificial gesture of resistance are few and far between. They tend to be fellow artists or writers – they don’t have much political clout. I don’t know what to say except to express the opinion that to sacrifice oneself in order to create an enormous, all-encompassing metaphor usually ends badly. So, I say, just don’t do it. Say what you need to say, but don’t hurt yourself. Focus on the sweetness of life. Of course, that’s hard to do when you’re feeling so much existential pain that all you can do is resonate with the great, global weltzschmertz / world pain that, in your own living, breathing experience, is overwhelmingly painful. Don’t give up, my friend. We’ve all been there. For a guy, it might be a gun. For a women, it might be pills and an eating disorder. The weltzschmertz takes no prisoners. But, somehow, patterns do. So, my thought is this - if you find yourself in a very destructive pattern, consider moving. There have to be “lucky” places as well as haunted and cursed, right? Go to a happy place and heal. Then, take stock of your life an think about what you might do in the future. I’m at that point, and it’s surprisingly pleasant.  
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ICE STORM AND A BODY IN THE BACKYARD Last week, they found a woman’s body buried in a neighbor’s backyard. Granted, it was not a nextdoor neighbor, and it’s true I did not know her. Yet, I felt a grip of sadness blended with revulsion. Her children said they never liked the woman’s boyfriend. The woman’s mother said she knew her daughter loved the man who eventually killed her. The four-bedroom, three-bathroom red brick house in the once expensive neighborhood did not look like one where you’d find a body – it’s a mere mile away from multimillion dollar homes. But, that particular house (on a nice corner lot) had been sitting vacant for 8 months, and the ex-con killer was a “friend” of the owner of the house. Some friend. There had to be more to the story than met the eye. When the huge ice storm rolled in, it came accompanied with thunder and lightning. Ice fell from the sky as flashes of light and loud cracks of thunder made an unsettling prelude to the foot of snow and inches of ice that would soon coat the entire countryside. Electric ice. The guys at the office building refused to clear the snow while it was still loose and fluffy; consequently it turned into an ice brick at least four inches deep in front of the doors, on the steps, walkways, and the porch. Ah yes, and I was reminded of how much I love / hate snow and ice; it’s so lovely to see it pile up, and it’s nice when it’s so cold your nose burns when you inhale. Snowboundedness has its charm. It’s interesting to see how your mind goes into different nooks and crannies when you’re feeling contemplative, thoughtful, uninterrupted except by your compulsions to raid the refrigerator one more time and to run through the array of movies you can stream on hulu.com and the latest YouTube videos. It’s also nice to lose oneself in podcasts, especially the ones that tell us people’s stories. Revelations, confessions, unveilings: it feels as though it’s happening to me – I’m crawling through the dark, wet basements of my own heart. And still, the ice beats against the window. We’re getting used to these rough storms. We need a new narrative for the twenty-first century. The old political and economic narratives are just not working. Could we say the same thing about the psychological and sociological narratives? Oh yes, I believe so. The connectedness we claim that occurs with social networks is really disconnectedness. Don’t you see it? Yes? No? You read this and you think you’re connected to me, and I hope and pray I’m connected to you, but I’m really just connected to thoughts I throw out there to the cloud, to be (I hope!) ever-present,  
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ever accessible. And yet, it means that they’re always out there intensely ephemeral and I’ll never really take possession of my own thoughts, my own essence – and I’ll never really touch you. I’ve lost that ability. All I have is the ability to envision the concept of touching. But you’re not really able to get into my heart the way you once were able to, and I’m not able to crawl deep into your nerve endings. We just aren’t that raw any more. We have the soft armor of “the cloud” which keeps everything nicely phantasmic (isn’t that what we should, by rights, call the images we see, the noises we hear, and yet can’t really embrace … can’t ever really put our arms around their vital, beating hearts – all we get is this nice, infinitely echoing simulacra). But there are some narratives that seem to be utterly timeless, even though we would prefer them not to be –the apocalyptic narrative, for one. I was once loose and fluffy but somewhere along the way, started to melt, refreeze, then melt again. The cold draft curls itself around the floor, the walls, the sliding glass door, which is surprisingly clear considering it’s 2 below zero out there in the cold, dark Tulsa night. If I say I have real feelings – I still remember – what will you say? I used to look at life in one way; then started to look at in an utterly different manner. What changed? All that empty space in the sky? I’m not entirely sure. Emotional freefall. I used to let myself leap off various intellectual cliffs, with little or no regard to the fact I might not ever come down. Groundedness was not something I particularly desired – to be weighted down without those soaring thoughts that took me out to distant planets seemed to be one of the saddest facts of consciousness one could possibly imagine. There are still things I won’t tell anyone. I won’t share the night panics, the dark fears in the middle of the night, the refusal to let anyone ever enter my home or my apartment unless it was to clean, repair, or to go with me as I grabbed my keys, purse, and computer on the way to a road trip of the mind. It was cold tonight when I made my way across the frozen street. I had almost forgotten the way that snow crunches when it approaches 0 degrees Fahrenheit. You take the chance to walk across the street with nothing but your wits and your ability to slide on wet, uneven ice that grips the asphalt. This morning, I saw a man walking down the snow-packed side street, relief flowing through his eyes and his entire face. He had a 12-pack of Budweiser still in the plastic bag from QuikTrip. Did the blizzard have the unintended consequence of propelling addicts and alcoholics into unwelcome detox? I could only imagine the discomfort of cramps and hallucinations in the 3 degree pre-dawn hours.  
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Breathe in deeply even though the cold air burns your nose. It takes courage to do what you’ve done all your life. You’ve examined your own thoughts with the idea of developing the ultimate “urtext” to knit together all those distant hot suns that twinkle like cold little nightlight stars in my heart and my mind. You’re letting yourself think your own thoughts, listen to your own mind. I’m not there any more. I prefer to let the workplace exigencies dominate my own narratives; in other words, I’ve become an approval seeker, and I have substituted the security of a predictable cause-effect relationship (customers want a product, I deliver it, they reward me with a pat on the back, and I happily eat the treat tossed my way) for the randomness and unpredictability of thoughts / emotions. I’ve learned to discipline my mind. I have learned to marshal my emotions. I’ve learned to manufacture “bliss.” And, I’ve forgotten how to be a human being. In the early twentieth century, the possibility that we’d build robots that would eventually supplant and rule us was a terrifying possibility. We were, as factory workers, quite inferior to machines. Later, androids become not just more physically predictable but also more cognitively agile. Then came the bionic men and women of the popular imagination. Now, with our tools, we are already bionic. We don’t even need genetic engineering and medically engineered implants and parts. It’s easy to think of ourselves as invulnerable as long as we’re on the inside looking out to drifts of snow and cold, dark skies. But then, the frailties kick in. We get bronchitis. We get the flu. We pull tendons and we aren’t able to assert ourselves in the same way. Do we get kicked out of The Cloud? Do we become invisible, except for the false self that gets the most hits? I’m not sure how to ask you these questions. You asked me if I’d come apart if you left me (died), and we both know the answer is “yes.” Is the fear of loss any reason to avoid being together? Yes, of course. That’s how it is these days. If things can’t be perfect, we’ll just stay in our web-surfing haze. Obviously we need to learn how to enjoy the pain of our own humanity. I’m not very brave. So we must enjoy our lives now, no matter how trite that sentiment might seem. That’s what it means to be brave. Despite the permanence and impermanence of The Cloud, you and I are neither permanent nor impermanent. We just run, run, run trying to outdistance the awareness of our existential condition. And, well, I feel sadness for the poor woman whose body was buried in the backyard of a soon-tobe foreclosed house.
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THE PERRY MASON TIME TRAVEL DIARIES: INTO THE FILM NOIR OF OUR LIVES My son gave me a full set of Perry Mason episodes – all nine years – a year ago for Christmas, and it has brought me untold hours of joy. I love watching them – I’ve watched many episodes – especially the first two seasons – many times. The later episodes are a little harder to watch; the videos were burned from recorded videos, and they are not in the best condition. They skip, get hung up, and do other annoying things. The shadowy black and white is great, though, and it’s amazing how much of the action takes place at the witching hour – midnight or near it – and how rainy and dark many of the locations are. I love it. The episodes filmed after 1962 seem a bit heavy on the method acting – it’s as though the cast has gotten too far into A Long Day’s Journey Into Night, The Iceman Cometh, and any / all Tennessee Williams plays. The gothic lighting of Elia Kazan (echoes of German expressionism and Fritz Lang) is reinforced by Perry Mason’s questionable ethics and his cat-and-mouse maneuverings. The cat-and-mouse game seems, at first blush, to be with Lt Tragg and DA Hamilton Burger (Los Angeles – pronounced often with a hard “g") and with law and order, but each episode reveals that the true cat-and-mouse is with Occam’s Razor, and the facile assumptions that flow from appearances. If any two-word slogan could epitomize Perry, it would be “appearances deceive." Over the last year, there have been a few times when, after weeks and weeks of pushing myself to work 18-hour days (okay – I’m including tennis in that calculation – take out tennis, and you’ve got 15 - 16-hour days), I’ve taken to my warm, comfortable, and rather small upstairs bedroom. With a laptop on my lap, and my portable DVD player at my side, I sit, propped up with pillows and in soft flannel pajamas (and fluffy slippers) – working on various projects from work, while watching episode after episode of Perry Mason. I love the theme – the 1965 version of the theme song totally grooves; there is a baritone sax melodic line that is absolutely unforgettable; it gets into your veins, nerves, organs, even – and you just groove with that dark, smoky, intimate sound until tears come to your eyes. I’m not sure which episodes I prefer. Most Perry Mason aficionados seem to think that the first and second seasons are the best. I will say that Perry is much more rogue-ish, and some of the lines seem to be double-entendres of the most shameless stripe (in The Sulky Girl, Perry says he’s holding out for a “sulky boy” – which, if you’re a viewer who has not been watching closely and do not realize he’s referring to the impending birth of a child of his client, a hard-to-handle “sulky” heiress – strikes you as amazingly outre. It’s one of those golden closeted moments – Perry Mason – represented by Raymond Burr, a gay actor who had invented an entire mythology of heterosexuality, including three wives (who died tragically), a son (who tragically perished from leukemia), a heroic sojourn in the Marines (Iwo Jima?), education at Ivy League schools, and a childhood in China – when you just can’t believe he’s outing himself in such a bold way, with no “wink-wink/nod-nod” but a explicit, sexually honest statement about his animating urges...
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Well, upon re-watching the episode, the actual context made the line, “I’m holding out for a sulky boy” quite pedestrian, even patriarchal – the girl heiress had been such a handful, that it was perceived as quite natural to root for the birth of a boy – not only would he preserve the line, he would also serve as a sane, stabilizing male force. Lovely ironic double-entendres – I think they were probably unconscious – but perhaps not. In other episodes, Della advocates for the “damsel in distress” potential client by pointing out her physical attributes: “she’s quite lovely” etc. Perry always takes the bait, and takes on a client that, presumably, he would have spurned, if she were old, plain, or simply uninteresting. The frumpy clients always have a certain “je ne sais quoi” quality – that either makes them pathetic ugly ducklings (where “nature’s green is gold") with potential; or aging and/or indigent clients whose personalities serve as foils to Perry & Co. – showing the dark, noirish, yet noble qualities of Perry, Della Street, and Paul Drake. In one episode, the formula was put on its head via a disconcerting off-the-cuff exchange: Della Street: “Perry, she’s quite lovely” to which Perry retorts to ask why she never describes the men – If you don’t know the true sexual orientation of the cast, it’s easy to applaud Perry’s statement as a proto-feminist freedom-fighting against sexism. However, if you know the true sexual orientation, the statement is filled with irony, wonder, and a deep, dark acknowledgment of the human condition. In fact, it’s this darkness, this subtle world of the double-entendre that most attracts me to the first two seasons. On the other hand, the later seasons pull me in because of the fundamental darkness of consciousness itself, where Perry Mason distinguishes himself with anti-communist / antiprogressive pontificating, while still plunging into the heart of darkness – into the worlds inhabited by troubled, conflicted, flawed protagonists who repeatedly self-destruct, self-immolate, and psychologically self-mutilate – they become reminders of how fragile the human psyche is. In doing so, the later episodes of Perry Mason are amazing tributes to individualism and the notion of deliverance as something radically courageous because it allows the individual to be multi-faceted, complex, and often contradictory; and yet, in the end, a symbol (or entire narrative) of salvation. So, when I sit in bed, sipping hot coffee laced with gingerbread-flavored coffeemate and sweetened with stevia, stretching out in my flannel and micro-fiber fluffy slippers, I’m drawn to the darkness behind the personae – after all, aren’t we all in the same boat... ? My public persona is very tailored – I prefer dark jackets, white blouses, narrow skirts (think flight attendant garb); it’s a corporate uniform. Yet, I know I have to pay a high price for all those days when I’m “on” and I’m in all-day meetings and am aggressively launching / promoting / facilitating programs and concepts. I’m aware of the darkness within – in my case, it’s all about self-doubt. In the Perry Mason “noir” world, it’s all about longing, fear, despair, envy, loss, hunger, and – above all – helplessness. There’s “Rage Against the Machine” but how about “Rage Against Existential Helplessness"? Noir is incredibly seductive. The honesty it engenders transcends words. It’s freedom through honesty – existential honesty. It takes a lot of effort to overcome the cognitive dissonance we have to deal with when we muscle our own identities into compliance with what the world seems to be  
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telling us what we should be (I guess you could say that we pay a price as we go into a socialization process).... Best case - it requires energy to adjust ourselves so we can enter the stream – reminds me of the way natural gas has to be compressed in order to be able to enter the pipeline, which only takes line pressures that are sufficiently high – Also well, it takes a lot of effort to beat ourselves into submission. Film noir openly acknowledges – even celebrates – the fears and insecurities that drive people to beat themselves into submission; and, the fears and insecurities that accompany those who tried to beat themselves into submission – to conform to the status quo – and who failed... I’m not sure if I’m making my point, or if I’m expressing myself with sufficient clarity ... But I want to explore this topic and I welcome your thoughts and responses. ********************************8
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YES, I’M OVER THE HANDLEBARS (AGAIN) I saw her clip the wall, literally fly over the handlebars of her bike onto the cement bike path. Oxygenation in the stream: roiling, churning bubbles effervesce upward, outward, away. They hit the rocks, turbulent and then they splash, wet energized spray into the air. Fish thrive in pools of pure bubbles and charged water as the molecules break apart, release energy into the stream, into the ether - the zeit-stream, if you will … and when those charged particles come together, it’s raw, pure convergence, and your mind flies with it, marshaling forces for ongoing and ever-undefined forays into the unknown. Weren’t you once complacent? smooth laminar outpourings of thoughts, dreams, ideas, material liquid self, and then you hit the rocks, where the light hits the spray of water, and you could see the full spectral flow – the purple blue green yellow orange red of a bright, proud rainbow. I saw the whole thing – in fact, she rolled like a pro and ended up 3 or so feet away from where I stood. She was bleeding at the elbow, and there was a gouge in her helmet. A lesser cyclist would crack a shoulder, snap a fibula. It was on the Boulder Creek bike path where it splits into a “Y” – one arm goes under the Folsom Street Bridge, the other to street level. I was sweating, taking the half-mile hike to Benson Hall on the Colorado University campus in high heels, tight skirt, ridiculously expensive Donna Karan pantyhose tights with waist-level elastic that sprung itself useless after only ten or twelve hot water washings… Boulder Creek churns down the mountainside, cold and yellow and filled with the bacterium of existence. Under the Arapaho Bridge a “stream observatory” had paused the day before to peer through porthole plexiglass windows inserted into a reinforced concrete wall (part of the bridge). Watch the fish? Watch the bubbles? Champagne? Mountain Dew? Breathe in. Breathe out. You don’t know where you’ll end up next. “Are you okay? You really know how to take a fall.” It was all I could say. She stood up. Amazingly, just a scraped elbow. No medi-vac to jet to the nearest hospital, no ambulance to transport the body to the morgue. Flash memory: South Canadian River (Oklahoma), summer 2000. Dirt-biking involves a different kind of flow – dunes, quicksand, braided stream in drought conditions.
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Dirt bike hits Jeep. Jeep wins. 16-year-old dirt-biker lying broken on the ground. The next morning’s Norman Transcript gives it a mention on page 3 under “Fatality at River.” It was not easy to accept that the sweet-faced person I saw lying crumpled on the sand was dead. Thank God my Jeep was not that Jeep. Mine was one that was simply there to explore the dunes. Who would ever think that when you popped up on the dune, you’d run smack into a dirt-biker with the same idea, just with two wheels and no exo-skeleton (unlike the Jeeps: 4 wheels, replete with fully hardened exoskeleton). **************************** So let me tell you about Camp Cimarron. It was the all-girls summer camp I went to when I was 10 years old. I was a Campfire Girl, just “flown up” from being a Bluebird (for second and third graders). The camp lasted a week. I had just finished the 4th grade. We slept in cabins. We took classes, but I remember very little. In contrast, the three years I went to the Baptist Camp Nunny-Cha-Ha in the Arbuckle Mountains are very clear to me (grades 4, 5, and 6). It was also very different than the large Arrowhead-type Camp Kickapoo (Kerrville, Texas), where I stayed for 5 weeks. Camp Cimarron was less about the other campers, the counselors, the people, and more about the place itself: the river, the sand, the water, moon and stars and hot, dry air at night. My favorite place at Camp Cimarron was a sand bar next to a cutbank on the barely-flowing except in flood Cimarron River where the river had eroded the bright red Garber-Wellington sandstone. Ledges felt like large nail files. The sand under our feet felt like rough, hot, calloused hands rubbing the arches of our feet and the spaces between our toes. One night, we camped out under the stars. Bright starlight. How could anyone possibly sleep? New moon, no city lights – the Milky Way looked like fog, and the nearer and brighter stars were celestial river sands, sinuous and meandering in and out of consciousness. Infinity comes to you in the form of restless, half-dark, half-light mind, when you’re sleeping rough, stretched out on a yoga mat under a cotton sheet, wondering about life, love, the smell of night, and creeping hot breath of scavenger birds and coyotes. What do you do when you’re ten years old and you already know that the feeling you have when you’re touching the earth, feeling the hot, dry wind, and hearing the soft slip of waters over sand, will haunt you every time you close your eyes? **********
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There is an obligatory “full circle” element here. I need to refer back to the woman I saw take a dive over her handlebars. I need to discuss the oxygenation process, and the way that turbulence engenders life and creative self-expression. It’s not very appealing, though, to construct such a nice, tidy narrative. After all, I’m sad, and I’m not happily oxygenated by the combined behavioral determinants of gravity and foolish optimism. I’m aware that the place anyone takes themselves when infused with euphoria has to do with their perceived need to retreat back to their own minds, into their “happy places.” It also has to do with what they do to trigger euphoria. If it’s an exercise addiction, it’s one thing. If it is all about expensive, commercialized products (“solutions”), then I think the persons are involved are sacrificing their hearts, minds, and futures. Is it worth it? You decide. I can’t. The breeze was cool during the meeting. Their hearts trembled in anticipation. Oxygen, turbulence, pain, hope. It was the perfect way to push oneself over the handlebars of life.
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NORMAN IS MY GLUE TRAP Norman, Oklahoma, is my personal glue trap. Others would say La Brea tar pit, but I’m not feeling grandiose enough to put myself in the league of woolly mammoths or Pleistocene cave goats or saber-toothed tigers – the food chain (I almost typed “fool chain”) captured as a tableaux vivant somewhere in what is now part of the most-trafficked section of Los Angeles. I’m not sure why no one has thought to juxtapose the Ice Age drama of hungry animals trapped in tar and, unable to move, witnessing themselves frozen forever as either predator or prey, with Hieronymous Bosch’s triptych, “The Garden of Earthly Delights” where human beings are similarly mired in flagrante delicto, pitchforks in hand, eyes open in horror or scrunched shut. The woolly mammoths were never eaten by the saber-toothed tigers. The tigers did not attack. All died by the same hand: starvation or dehydration, unless they drowned in the tarry stuff. The hot tar bubbled up like water in a lovely artesian well, but gripped and suffocated (and ultimately preserved) all who strayed into the warm, gluey depths. What’s our personal tar pit? Bosch would suggest “desire” – the Pleistocene Ice Age climate change drama would suggest “hunger” (sort of the same thing, but de-sexualized). I’m not sure what I think. I was once asked to be a “loaned executive” for the United Way. It was when I worked for KerrMcGee Corporation in downtown Oklahoma City. I was flattered, but in reality, they had to go pretty far down on the totem pole to find me. I was not an executive. In fact, I did not even qualify for entrance into Kerr-McGee’s “Executive Dining Room.” I was working as a business writer in Corporate Communications, later to ascend to international operations analysis for Kerr-McGee Chemical, which was something of a miracle because I was a more or less unemployable geologist, not a communications specialist, although I did have a number of English courses under my belt, as well as being 3 hours away from a master’s degree in Economics. So, I did have “business” somewhere in my kit bag, as well as “writer.” I was 29 years old. For six weeks, I reported to the downtown Oklahoma City YMCA where I had a desk in what amounted to a kind of “bull pen” – no cubes, just a sea of old, horrible desks. I always parked in the same place and walked into the Downtown “Y” and took the rickety elevator (or the dark, sweat-smelling stairs) to my desk on the 5th floor. Sometimes I had to make my way through a small gauntlet of protesters outside the Federal Building. It was the Murrah Building, and it was a few years before the bombing, but of course, no
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one knew that its time was limited. I will say that there was definitely not anything to act as any kind of barrier between the street and the front entrance. That was where I went to get my passport. I also went there for some other reason, but now I’ve forgotten, or put it out of my head. I hate standing in lines, especially long ones that terminate with a stone-faced federal employee. The entire building smelled of mold and chlorine, and although I could, ostensibly, use the pool and the facilities, the 20-yard pool that was chock-full of churning, wind-milling downtown worker swimmers, filled me with fear and loathing. I had swum competitively for 10 years, and, while not very good, I had managed to letter for my high school, and I did win ribbons and medaled at the Oklahoma Summer Junior Olympics. I listened to a lot of Jars of Clay, Smiths, Pet Shop Boys, and Nine Inch Nails. I had not yet discovered the Heart Sutra, and my idea of staying in the moment or disciplining my mind was to work myself into the deepest, darkest emotional frenzy I could. The descent was giddying at first, but there was definitely no euphoria at being at the cold, fetid bottom of slick-walled well. No way out. In the end, my team won the award and a plaque for the highest number of donations. My motto was “No Tactic Is Too Low,” which meant I spent a lot of time calling corporate headquarters and local branch managers, whom I attempted to bribe with lots of free publicity. It usually worked. It helped that they were usually well aware of the carnage of the oil bust, which was still going on, with no signs of ending any time soon. Oklahoma City was rapidly depopulating. On the surface, I know I seemed upbeat and perky. In reality, I was having a hard time with it all. Every time I had to show the film that featured learning-challenged kids, and then the song “A Place for Us” I would turn the other way, my eyes waterfalls of tears. Every time I had to lead tours at the Red Cross, and the “donor bone” center, I would start to faint when they described the process, the “harvesting” of donor bone from the cadaver (the donor), and the machines that processed the bone. It happened more than once. I would be in the donor bone center, and the American Red Cross representative would be cheerfully discussing the amazingly positive advances (technology), and then they’d fire up the Donor Bone Cleaning Machine, and I would – every time! – begin to faint. I cringed, felt a sympathetic response in the long bones (arms, legs), and then watch as the world went black except for a pinpoint of light… The only way to arm myself against fainting was to go outside where I could not hear the sound of the “soylent green” machines – the loud whirring and sucking sounds of the bones being prepared for shipping and implanting. Thankfully, I could turn and run (or at least drive) away. The same could not be said for the mice in my desk. I came in one late afternoon, wrung out from fighting traffic, and I pulled out stationery to write a thank you letter for one of the companies that  
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had agreed to let me make a “There’s a Place for Us” presentation, when I noticed the edge was chewed, and there was a bit of what appeared to be urine and mice or hamster droppings. The YMCA, as you probably guessed already, was later destroyed in the OKC bombing of the Murrah Building and it was crawling with mice and other vermin. There was an easy solution for that, said the local branch manager of Norris Office Solutions (cleaning, updating, pest control). He handed me a couple of glue traps. “Just peel off the lids and stick the glue trays in your desk drawer, or wherever you expect them to walk before they get on your valuable papers.” I poked the glue lightly with my index finger. Ick. Sticky. The glue traps worked. The next time I returned from a couple of United Way “A Place for Us” presentations, fellow “loaned executives” were huddled around my desk, voices bright with shock, mixed with pity and horror. “Susan! There is a MOUSE and he is DYING in your desk!!” Marquesa had big blonde 80s hair, and I never liked her anyway. She was the only one of the group that was even more shameless than I was at extorting companies into returning the United Way pledge envelopes filled with employee pledges. Yes, a small mouse was indeed writhing in the glue, unable to wrench free. The end came quickly when he put his face in it, so death came in a matter of minutes rather than days. If he had been big rattus norwegicus, with a foot-long shiny bald tail, I am sure he would have engendered no sympathy. The tiny little mouse, however, did. And, as I return to Norman yet again, and I stand up to my knees in emotional glue, I wonder if I’m a tiny “cute” mouse, or a disgusting rattus norwegicus. I know what I consider myself to be. I also wonder if it will take days, weeks, years, or if I’ll stick my snout right into the psychological goo, and it will be the end of it. I hear the whir and glug-glugging of the donor bone machine. Oh. No, not yet, I guess. Thankfully, I’m asleep.
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THANKSGIVINGS I HAVE KNOWN & LOVED, IN NO PARTICULAR ORDER Uzbekistan I had to work with Michael’s teachers to make sure that he could do his work ahead of time. I wanted to spend a week in Uzbekistan – based in Tashkent with a trip to Samarqand (thanks to the generosity of friends I had met through a USAID program). Tashkent was a plain city, very modern (thanks to recent earthquakes), but the melons from the market were the sweetest I’d ever tasted, along with the raisins, apricots, plums, pomegranates. They were from the Ferghana Valley, the site, also, of many oil and gas wells. The nan was delicious, and it took the edge off the gnawing hunger I generally feel when traveling overseas. Michael loved the market, where he purchased elaborate scimitars and knives. When we traveled to Samarqand, we did so via Soviet-vintage Tupolev turboprop planes with lace curtains over the windows. We visited the museums, the mausoleum to Timur the Great, the observatory, the center of math, science and learning along the Silk Road. Michael purchased a quantity of knives which he surreptitiously slipped into my carry-on, leaving me to explain they were “tourist knives” to airport security, and to give them to the pilot for safekeeping during the flight. Upon landing, the pilot strode down the aisle, politely inquiring, “Vashi nozhi? Vashi nozhi?” (your knives? Your knives?). Ah, those lovely pre-911 days. I look at the photos – me, in my hair, permed and highlighted with reddish hues, in my red leather duster, my Persian lambswool and cashmere sweaters, and the festive poinsettia sweater I wore in Frankfurt when we stayed the night between connections. In the end, I was glad we flew Uzbekistani Airways – the planes were brand new, the flight attendants amazingly attentive, and the inflight magazine slick, German, and yet exotic. There were so many other things, too, that were simply eye-opening and amazing. Michael was 14. He loved it and wanted to spend the summer with his new-found friends in Uzbekistan. Instead, we went to Spain, and I invited his friend to visit us in Oklahoma. He did, and I often wonder how he looks back and regards it…I paid his way, but to this day, I can’t really tell you why I did it, except that I wanted him to have the experience. Thanksgiving in Uzbekistan – giving thanks for the chance to see things from new perspectives. Paraguay Thanksgiving I gave a lecture on 20th-century American film and literature (derived from my dissertation research and studying for my comps) at the Paraguayan American Cultural Center. It was there that I learned that I tended to go into too much detail in my explanations. More importantly, I learned that I was fascinated by all things Paraguayan, and that their very unique culture really appealed to me in a very profound way. Asuncion had a time capsule feeling; yes, there were boulevards and modern shopping areas, but one could easily imagine oneself in the 19th century, at the time of the Mariscal Lopez, before the devastating wars (Triple Alliance, and the Chaco War). I had difficulties with the accent at first (Guarani inflections), but all was better very quickly. The climate was humid, hot, and it was normal to sweat profusely at every turn. I stayed at a boutique hotel that had once been the home of Madame Lynch. It was near the port and was festooned with wrought iron. Vermont Thanksgiving. I was four or five years old. My feet got really, really cold. I remember family members huddling over me, rubbing my feet, talking frostbite. How different would my life have been if I had lost toes  
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or even an entire foot at such a young age? Aunt Pauline talked to me, and I remember eating succotash (hard winter squash, beans, and corn) and really liking it. The house we stayed in had been built in 1840, and the kitchen stove was wood-fired, as was the furnace in the basement. Chopping wood and building the woodpile were not just major activities. They were therapy. I’m glad I did not lose a foot to frostbite. Ardmore, Oklahoma Thanksgiving. The Spanish Flu Pandemic of 1918 was more than a series of statistics. In the space of a week, my grandmother lost her father, her sister, Goldie, and almost her own life. Her mother, Josephine Potter McLean, a tiny 4 ft 11 inch bundle of dainty nerve, pulled together their ranch in west Texas and moved to Rosebud, just south of Waco. That family was tougher than tough. After all, Josephine’s own parents had been what we now refer to as “internally displaced persons” after Union forces took their land, burned their home, and seized everything they had, save what they could carry in a wagon pulled by a grumpy mule from Alabama. Texas was their phoenix rising from the ashes – but not for long. When my grandmother set the table with my favorite plate, Millet’s The Gleaners, and my brother’s favorite plate, The Last Supper, I always remarked to myself how cold milk tasted when drunk from my special purple metal tumbler. My grandmother had an old-style refrigerator that required regular defrosting. She had an entire outbuilding devoted to laundry, with wringers and other devices I am not able to describe. Giving thanks was all about being thankful for the ability to rebuild. I’m not sure I understood it at the time, but I do remember the prayers, the Sunday services, the hymnals, and the overwhelming sense of determined hard work. My favorite foods for Thanksgiving at my grandmothers included pecan pie, pumpkin pie, lemon meringue, hot rolls, a salad made of pecans, whipped cream, jello, marshmallows, and cranberry jam. Of course, there was the turkey. Monroe Elementary Thanksgivings. My grandmother lived with us in 1967, and I remember watching the Orange Bowl with her. The University of Oklahoma played Tennessee. Was it for the national championship? I don’t remember. I had a diary that I could lock with a key. Grandmother was quiet. Who came to see us for Thanksgiving that year? Was Aunt Jorena still studying microbiology at the University of Oklahoma? Was my cousin Robin around? For a time, Grandmother was in Dallas at a hospital. My mother went there to be with her, and left us with a babysitter, Mrs. Shall-Remain-Nameless, who was wellintentioned, but not prepared to deal with rebellious and frightened young children who did not like the way that the whites of boiled eggs turned green when positioned on top of piping hot steamed spinach. I wanted my mom’s cooking, no matter how bland. I also wanted her to braid my hair every morning, and I liked the way she yanked and pulled it into place. I hated the soft tangles of a ponytail. The impending death of my grandmother paralleled the horror and betrayal I felt when I learned that the Easter Bunny did not really exist. Santa Claus was a concept. I had realized that for years. The Easter Bunny was a different matter. He was fluffy, all about filling baskets with candy eggs, my favorite books, a doll or two, a small tea set. The Easter Bunny understood my little girl mind, and the things I needed to make my room the perfect display place for my books, my dolls, my tea sets, my miniature furniture, and my miniature clocks. Pecan Grove Thanksgiving My mother and father owned 160 acres at 60th and East Lindsey, near Highway 9. The land had almost no topsoil, but it had roads, a stream, a small pond, pastures, and a grove of trees with persimmons and pecans. The pecans were ripe, the weather was glorious – in the 60s, with clear robins-egg blue skies, and bright yellow cottonwoods, orange-brown oaks, and red sumacs. We  
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gathered native pecans, then took them to a processing / shelling service off I-35 across from what is now a huge casino. The native pecans were tiny in comparison with the giant papershells from southern Oklahoma or Georgia. They were, however, delicious. My mother divided them into different Ziploc plastic bags and then put them in the freezer so that the oils would not go rancid. They were delicious in pies, and just plain, with dates and raisins.
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ELIZABETH SMART AND AMERICA’S “LURKING POLYGAMISTS” FANTASY When the young teen-ager, Elizabeth Smart, had the misfortune of being spirited away in the middle of the night from her Salt Lake City home in by what was, at the time, an unknown abductor, the nation erupted in wild speculation. Beyond the justifiable fear of abduction by a serial pedophile rapist, tabloids and serious journals alike erupted in lurid depictions of lurking polygamists who were always scouting for additional candidates for their communities. It was, after all, Utah, and the home of Mormons, whose history of sanctioned polygamy, is a source of embarrassment for some, titillation for outsiders. In a terrible case of “no good deed goes unpunished,” a homeless man for whom the Smarts felt sympathy and employed in order to help him, kidnapped Elizabeth and forced her to become his second “wife” in his own self-designed variant of a polygamous apocalyptic cult. In the way the story was depicted, and Elizabeth Smart’s miraculous return, thanks to her sister’s observations, it became fairly evident that non-Mormon America continued to be morbidly fascinated by the idea of polygamists in Utah, even though the Mormon church will not tolerate polygamy of any kind. The truth is, the American public desperately wants polygamy to exist. If polygamy (or the lurking polygamist) does not exist in fact, the tabloids twist the stories to make them conform to a convenient a narrative that features insatiable males, nubile virgins, and complicit older “wives." What is this about? What does polygamy represent? Polygamy posits the existence of desire, but this is not any ordinary desire. This is a Big, Behemoth Desire that can never quite be sated. It is desire with a physical manifestation, one that envelopes and engulfs first one women, and then another and another. It is male libido, unchained. Polygamy is limitless desire, limitless potential, and limitless satisfaction. The cynic might connect polygamy with consumer behavior. If so, perhaps the following statement is true: Polygamy IS America. Here are the necessary elements of the representation of polygamy that has been proposed: 1. The male of the species is capable of boundless desire. 2. The female, through an act of will, is capable of infinite accommodation (this is the willing middle wife, the willing female participant). 3. That infinite accommodation is the key to deep satisfaction, and that there is some sort of meaning in the satisfaction.



 



183  



4. That boundlessness, both of desire and in accommodation, expand one’s possibilities. They expand “the Real.” They expand the size of one’s emotional world. By means of desire, something the size of a ping-pong ball blows up to a beach ball. 5. That what the world views as passivity is not passivity at all. Envisioning accommodation is an effective empowering strategy for women. It is perhaps even more powerful than the male’s boundless desire. Why? Well, in point of fact, more people will recognize and acknowledge accommodation than boundless desire. They realize that to accommodate is harder than to simply want (and take). Plus, the taking is not possible without a least some sort of accommodation (willing or unwilling). Accommodation is the air that fills the deflated beach ball. Even though the accommodator is rewarded by society, it’s not a role I would willingly assume. After all, it’s painful having to be as self-sacrificing as one has to be in order to achieve infinite accommodation. Boundless desire means boundless promise. It also means that the male is permitted to engulf others and to impose his needs and desires. Perhaps there is some scenario in which this could be healthy, but for the life of me, I can’t think of it. Although it seems to be a great life, it is not as fabulous as it seems. After all, boundlessness, burgeoning desire, and engulfment with impunity are the building blocks of hubris. As we know, hubris always leads to a fall. Hubris is the key element in tragedy.



 



184  



IRAQ, AMERICAN SOLDIERS IN IRAQ, WEREWOLVES OF PARAGUAY AND WAR: EL LUISON “The wild dogs of Najaf, Iraq, ate well this week.” Those were the words I heard on Fox News Channel just before I went to sleep as I followed different accounts of what American troops experienced in Iraq. Now it is sometime past 3 am and something is breathing next to my bed - an animal presence. I look over and see three black dogs looking up at me. Something is warm and hovering just over my body, something is pinning the duvet cover down around my legs. I feel my temperature rise, and I am filled with strange longings mixed with dread. With a start, I awaken completely. I’m not quite awake, but I’m not asleep. It is night. I am not sure of the time, or even of the place. I’ve been traveling a lot lately, and it’s not unusual to wander around for a few seconds in that space between wakefulness and sleep and not quite know where I am. That does not bother me. What does bother me is the sense that there is something in the room with me. Red glowing pinpoints of light. Is it a smoke detector? The sound of the fan partially masks the sound of soft exhalations. I’m in the Legend of Sleepy Hollow territory, but I’m not familiar with any werewolf tales around here. Is there a folk tale or myth that describes what I’ve just experienced? If there is, I’m not familiar with it, at least not where I live, a couple of blocks away from the “20 Mall” with a Dunkin Donuts, Price Chopper, Blockbuster, two local banks, Subway, Magic Wok, Eckerd, and an open 24-hours CVS pharmacy. I’m in the U.S., but I’m suddenly thinking of the small, poor, landlocked and largely unknown country of Paraguay. In Paraguay, folklore met urban legend in Sombras en la Noche, an X-Files-inspired television series that was making a big splash in November 1996, when I arrived in Asuncion, the capital, for the first time, in order to give a few lectures on American film and literature and to start investigating Paraguayan women’s literature. One of the members of the audience came up and introduced himself to me as Carlos Tarvajal, a Uruguayan film director working in Paraguay. He screened several of the episodes for me at the Universidad Catolica in Asuncion, and I was instantly fascinated. From a U.S. standpoint, Sombras en la Noche was a pretty low-budget affair, with handheld cameras and film that looked more like something shot for a reality television show. Actually, come to think of it, it was a precursor of reality television, or a cousin of Cops, since it purported to document things that really happened in rural Paraguay. The most popular episodes had to do with a small town plagued by a luison, a werewolf-type creature, but many times more ghastly. Drawn from indigenous Guarani folklore, the luison is a hideous wild dog-like creature with razor-sharp teeth and red, glowing eyes that feeds on cadavers it takes out of crypts and tombs in the cemetery. Even worse, after feeding on the flesh of the dead, it turns its eyes on the living, and feeds on them as well. The luison devours the soul of the living, and thus toys with one’s fate. The luison lives among the townspeople as a normal human being during the day. However, one a full moon, he reverts to his beastly form, leaves his home, and begins feeding in the cemeteries.
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To fully understand how and why Paraguayans consider the luison to be the most horrible of the creatures of the forest, night, and dreams, it is helpful to have a basic familiarity with Paraguayan folkloric creatures. The indigenous peoples of Paraguay are the Guarani, who lived in the forests, jungles around Iguazu Falls, and chaparral (the “chaco”) region in what is now Brazil, Argentina, Bolivia, and Paraguay. Their influence has remained, and in fact, Paraguayans have two official languages: Guarani and Spanish. The Guarani language is similar to Anglo-Saxons in that it creates nouns and adjectives by combining concrete nouns. Abstract concepts are related to concrete examples, which create a very metaphorical (and thus poetic) language. States of being are often expressed in terms of transformation, where an individual undergoes a metamorphosis and becomes a creature. For example, animals of the forest are thought to be able to metamorphose into a physically altered state which often corresponds to their inner condition. What makes the luison much more ghastly than the average werewolf is how the myth became reanimated and changed with the devastating Chaco War, fought for three horrible years (19321935) between Bolivia and Paraguay in the arid, semi-desert Gran Chaco. Although Paraguay won the war on paper, the cost in human life was staggering. Fought in the inhospitable lands where there are numerous tropical diseases, poisonous plants, snakes, scorpions, insects, and animals, stinging thornbrush, quebracho, and absolutely no potable surface water, the suffering of soldiers on both sides was grisly. There was no way to bury the dead, which rose to a total of 100,000 by the end. Many died of malaria, thirst, heat exhaustion, and infection. Both nations were desperately poor, and could not afford to get adequate supplies to the troops. As the commands of both sides made suicidal decisions, the wild dogs came out at night and fed on the bodies of the dead and dying. More nightmarish than seeing one’s dead comrade be eaten by a wild dog, was to see a wounded fellow-soldier being gnawed alive. The luison had returned, with a monstrous intensity. When the surviving soldiers returned home, they returned with stories of luisons. As poverty, hunger, economic collapse and war stress set in, more died of tropical diseases. Buried in the aboveground crypts in glass cases, it was easy to imagine a wild dog with supernatural strength, razor teeth and the ability to shape-shift. I could see the luison tearing the flesh of loved ones, and the preying upon the hopes and dreams of the living. "It was a way to explain post-traumatic stress syndrome,” explained Luisa Moreno, a Paraguayan writer familiar with Guarani traditions, whose short stories and poems written in both Guarani and Spanish incorporated folklore. In addition, she had spent two years investigating the sad state of public mental health care in Paraguay. “Instead of saying that he was suffering from depression, or having a psychotic break, you can just say that the luison stole his soul." It was not hard to believe. It was a good way to save face in the villages, particularly when it was fairly hard to disguise the weird behavior, the propensity to roam around at night, to scream at shadows, hear voices, howl at the moon, weep at nothing, sleep in cemeteries. I had not thought of luisons for several years, until August 2004 and the bloody battle of Najaf, Iraq, fought in and around crypts and above-ground tombs holding the bodies of the Muslim faithful. “The wild dogs of Najaf, Iraq, ate well this week.” That’s what a young Marine told a reporter covering Najaf. Photographs showed exhausted Marines sleeping in the dark shadows of crypts and tombs.
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The Iraqi insurgents, who did not have the ability to recover their dead, dying, and wounded, left them in the streets where they fell. The Marines said that wild dogs fed on them, gnawing off arms and feet. The dogs even lurked in the shadows as they were finally able to bring their dead out of the street. Did the Iraqis have werewolf or luisons in their folklore or mythologies? If so, certainly those beliefs would be resuscitated in this nightmarish slice of hell. "The stench of death is overpowering,” said one Marine sergeant. I wondered what would happen, sometime in the future, if the smell of death would trigger flashbacks, horrible memories. I remember attending a wake in Asuncion for a young man killed in a car accident almost a year to the day that his older brother had been killed in an accident. Ordinarily, the bodies are buried within a day, but it was Semana Santa and no one could find his father, who was somewhere in Argentina. No one wanted to bury the poor man’s only remaining child without his knowing, so there was the mother awake now for three days straight, her voice hoarse with weeping, kneeling at the side of her son, and Tia, kneeling also and chanting the rosary, tears dried on her face. I went to pay my respects and was shocked at the odor. Despite the meat-locker chill of the funeral home and the banks and banks of carnations, gladioli, lilies, and other flowers, nothing could disguise the smell of putrifying human flesh. Even now, when I smell something similar, I am immediately transported to that scene, and I can’t control the flood of thoughts and memories. There were wild dogs in the streets of Asuncion. Not many, that’s true, but they were definitely there. One little black, skinny one was hiding in an open storm drain. He looked hungry and I tossed him a chunk of chipa guazu, a bagel-shaped Paraguayan corn and cheese bread cooked in earthen ovens and delivered to street vendors during the early dawn hours. A big piece spilled out of my bag. The dog scooped up the small piece and then darted to the bigger piece next to my leg. He brushed against my ankle, causing me to jump in surprise. "Don’t ever pet a wild dog,” said Tia. “They carry diseases and other bad things.” There was something in her voice that caught my attention and made me think of the luisons. Don’t pet a wild dog. It could be a luison, a descendant of one of those tragic and doomed Chaco soldiers, destined to roam the streets and howl as it scavenged scraps and realized that no one, just absolutely no one would ever pet it. It could turn on you. It could bite you. And, it could steal your soul. Late at night, when the memories flood my mind and my heart, sometimes the only way I can deal with it is to drive, drive, drive under the full moon or go to the gym the instant it opens at 5 am and run on the treadmill until the anxiety subsides. Why do I feel this way? How do I account for it? Do I say that I was brushed by a luison? And when the young Marines battle the demons invoked by smells, sounds, and images, what will they do? How will they account for it? Just say they were brushed by a luison. Everyone will understand. And then, pray, pray, pray for them to get their souls back.
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TREVOR, THIS IS WHAT HAPPENED IN AMARILLO About 300 miles into the trip, I noted with annoyance that my air conditioner, which had been breaking down about once every two weeks all summer (and of course, the one summer when the temperature was over 110 degrees F for a solid week) had started to feel a bit warmish. It was 10 pm, a cloudless night, with a glaring full moon. Pantex, the nuclear bomb manufacturing facility lay just a few miles behind me, and I was quickly approaching Amarillo. To ease my frustration, I focused on the audio book I was listening too – a tawdry novel about rogue CIA agents. It was not something I would buy, but Dr. Collier, our family dentist and former president of the Oklahoma dental association, and now long retired, lent it to my dad. Both Dr. Collier and my dad lost their sight. My dad lost his temporarily due to complications from glaucoma surgery. I think Dr. Collier lost his eyesight due to diabetes. I don’t know. He did not seem to fit the profile. He was tall and lean, and I always think of diabetics as having lifestyle challenges: a hankering for Indian tacos, Taco Bell drivethru fare, and 1,000-calorie frappucinos from Starbucks. I always admired Dr. Collier. He was very successful as a dentist yet he was always modest, and his small three-bedroom ranch-style house, while respectable, never called attention to itself. I was rather glad that my dad was not listening to the audiobook Dr. Collier lent him. I think it would embarrass my dad. It reminded me of a movie from 1967 – the year the movie ratings were introduced and Hollywood officially embraced sex and violence. I cracked the window and felt the flow of warm, dry Panhandle air. My first job after I graduated from college with a B.S. in geology was in Amarillo. I was a petroleum geologist for Diamond Shamrock, and I had a lovely office, a great salary, and a brand new Audi 5000 Turbo, which I had purchased with profits from my little business. I bought oil and gas leases on prospects that seemed to be likely to have oil and gas production, and then I would sell the prospect (geology plus leases) for a profit. I retained an overriding royalty interest. Fun fact: some are still producing – 25 years later. Granted, the checks are small – but now that the price of oil is relatively high, they’re not bad – $500 or so. Amarillo always gives me a deep, expansive feeling. The drive to Dumas is a little edgier – no cell signal for most of it, thanks to the arroyos and other rugged terrain features near the North Canadian River. Highway 87 can be very nerve-wracking – it’s a kind of weigh-station-free zone for truckers headed to Denver from Dallas. So – it’s not uncommon to see semis going side-by-side 80 mph – heaven help the ordinary mortals driving boring Toyotas and GMC SUVs. One year seemed to be “Coyote Tragedy” year – so sad to see so many coyotes on the side of the road, as dead as an armadillo. Little did I know that I would join the fallen coyotes, and I would be nervous suddenly about my reawakened mortality. Oh my. You’d think I’d welcome the experience especially since I like to fly, fly, fly into another consciousness, the one I like to call my Panhandle Consciousness, where I blend my mind and my heart with the dominant ethos – that of Mexican-origin Spanish speakers, and then  
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the cool wonderful culture of the yuppie second generation – ambitious, yet with a heart. That resonates with me. But, I did not enjoy the experience of watching as, one by one, every system light came on, while the lights started to dim, the CD player skipped, and it became very hard to steer the car. My car is a 2004 Subaru Outback. I bought it after I had moved from Oklahoma to Guilderland, New York (near Albany), and I felt very nervous about relying on my Volkswagen Passat, which was being repaired after having been in a catastrophic accident that should have killed me, but did not. My Volkswagen Passat was a 5-speed, and I was not too adept at changing gears. The accident occurred as I was heading home after work. It seemed like a destiny thing. There is no way that I would have been able to handle the Passat in upstate New York. Too many hills, too much ice. I needed something more maneuverable. I found that very thing in NY as I surveyed the parking lots of malls, supermarkets, convenience stores, and office complexes, to see what most people drove Hands down, it was a Subaru Outback. So, that’s what I pursued. My mom and dad were happy to help me negotiate in Norman – and, I’m glad they did. Subarus in Oklahoma sold for roughly $4,000 less than in upstate New York. Call it supply and demand. I called it a relief. As you can see, I don’t really want to tell you what happened in Amarillo. It makes me cringe. Okay. To get back to the story –as I approached Amarillo, the lights indicating problems started to flash – battery, power steering, anti-lock brakes, the different lights, etc. What should I do? I thought of a relaxing weekend in Amarillo at a good hotel near the airport. Long story short: 12 miles south of Dumas, the car came to a complete halt. It was not pleasant. It was dark and lonely. There was a miracle moment, though: my cell phone worked. I was able to get a signal in an area that usually has nothing. So – I was able to call and be rescued. I’ve been forced to look in the mirror and examine my patterns – thinking and behavior. It has not been easy. I am a chronic self-doubter and a runner. It is no coincidence that I did my dissertation on the apocalyptic narrative. I’m riddled with doom and gloom and prognostications of mass death. It is very exhausting. When you were doing a lot of hiking in the Nevada mountains, did you ever worry about car trouble? Breakdowns? This is an abrupt end, but this is to be continued.
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EL PROSTIBULO It was definitely a down-market kind of place. Outside, the architecture had a frayed sort of Baja California mission-inspired elegance. Inside it was seedy. The felt was ripped on the pool table in the large entryway, and the beer they sold was cheap yet cold. I would not have realized it was a brothel as well, except for the look of alarm on the women’s faces when I walked in. It was on a back street far from the tourist areas of Cabo San Lucas, far from “El Squid Roe,” Cabo-Wabo, Carlos and Charlies, and all the places where newlyweds smoothed cocoa butter balm on their sunburns, and women soothed themselves with a cool papaya and shea butter masque while having their bodies abraded smooth with ginger and lime scented salt scrubs. They were seeking life. I was not. I was seeking death - not my own, but the portable shreds and scraps that could infuse one’s veins with life. This was far from the upscale spas and clubs. It smelled vaguely of Clorox. I heard the scrape and swoosh of a broom on a tile floor, as I felt eyes bore through my heart. My knees felt rubbery, and my abdomen ached in sympathy with what I knew the majority of the women here would eventually have to endure, if they had not already. “Can I help you?" Give them faulty condoms. Make sure they become pregnant. Force them to terminate their pregnancies. Collect the stem cells. Collect the fetal tissue. Collect the placenta. Collect whatever you can of new life. Take that incipient life, that vital fluid. Bag it. “I don’t know. I am looking for my husband.” I let my voice trail off, hoping it would be a technique that would be effective at disguising the fact that I was not altogether sure of myself. I wasn’t sure if I wanted to go through with this. Somewhere in Costa Rica, a tropical pit viper with a head the size of a small child’s hand would coil itself tightly and buzz its “cascabeles;” the frantic shatter-buzz of its rattles a conditioned response to both danger and predatory urge. She looked at me with a blend of compassion and ennui. “I’m sorry,” she said. “Yes,” I responded. The smell of spearmint. Gray-green flesh. Char was better. A soldier vomiting in the corner. The smell of blood. The smell of burned blood. The scream of a man burning alive. The sound of the love of my life. I started weeping, tears violent and unrelenting. My chest constricted. My breath came in ugly gasps and wheezes. My heart melted and remelted, reconstituting itself every time the grief surged anew.
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She, of course, misunderstood my reaction. She attributed it to spousal infidelity. When I thought of that, I almost laughed, despite the profound disconcertedness of my own consciousness. You never know how it will shake out, do you? Yeah, you have to laugh. Then fight the nausea. It’s all about the future, pre-destiny or the way human knowledge is spliced, diced, and pushed into a preset ideology. The blue mist came. There were images I preferred to push from my mind. It was best to never think of them. No one likes to think of one’s memory as being damaged. Perhaps the damage was confined to the soul. The pink gel held out a promise. Pink like the little cylindrical chunk of rubber on the end of a pencil. Erasing and healing errors, even the mortal ones. “I’m not sure,” I said to the woman wearing a tight cotton “wife-beater” t-shirt and a tight metallic gold skirt. Her high heels were reminiscent of the platform sandals of the 1970s. Her hoop earrings and gold chain had peace symbol charms. Overall, it was a vaguely retro hippie look, and it suited her. Incongruously, she wore a pink fake fur shoulder bag emblazoned with dice. It was cute in an oddly Japanese “harajuku” way. “Si, senora,” she said. Her eyes looked vaguely sad. Perhaps I was just projecting. “Thank you,” I said and walked slowly out the door.



 



191  



JESUS IS LORD TRUCKSTOP “You’re not going to find any garages open on Labor Day.” The guy at Pilot Truckstop off I-40 on the east edge of Amarillo and just south of the airport was polite but glum. I was glummer. Three nights before, in the dead of night, I watched as one by one each major system in my car failed, finally leaving me on the side of the road with not even enough battery power to flash the emergency lights. Coyote. Armadillo. Rattlesnakes soaking up heat on the still-warm asphalt, then squished by a fastmoving semi on the short-cut-without-weigh-stations to Denver. I could have been road kill, too, except for miracle of miracles – I could get a cell signal. It was a brush with death and I knew it. Now my “check engine” light was on, and the last thing I wanted was to be caught on the side of the road again – this time with 105 degree heat and no cell signal. I formulated plans. If I could not find a mechanic to see what was wrong with my car, I’d rent a car at the airport, then drive it to Oklahoma, and then I’d return next weekend to collect the car (or trade it in for something). “There is the “Jesus Is Lord” truckstop two miles back east on the way to Oklahoma City. They have a mechanic who works on just about anything.” “Great! Maybe he works on holidays,” I said. ***** The “Jesus Is Lord Truckstop” was a 70s time capsule that had not withstood the ravages of 115 degree summers and 5 degree winters. The asphalt was cracked, and you had to pay in advance for gas. At first I wondered if it were open. While the Pilot Truckstop had been an anthill of activity, the Jesus Is Lord truckstop had only one car in the parking lot, and a woman wearing pants and a dark tshirt smoking next to the back door. I parked carefully and approached the building. The windows had been covered with white butcher paper, each one with a different Bible verse. I John 1:5: This then is the message which we have heard of him, and declare unto you, that God is light, and in him is no darkness at all.
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Three nights ago, the prairie had been horribly dark, except for the full, full moon. The moon was full again the next night. They called it a “blue moon,” but I did not bother to find out what “blue moon” meant. Darkness is what has defined me year after year. Not that anyone else really sees it. It’s just my entire consciousness is all about detecting the darkness as it threatens to encroach, and then, anticipating its crushing blow, proactively going to battle with the darkness. What I did not realize is that it made me dark. How so? Well, all I had to do was to listen to my inner voice to see just how far the darkness had taken me over. “Susan. You’re doing well right now. At least that’s how it looks on the surface. It’s all an illusion, though. We both know that we’re on the edge of a collapse. That would be okay, but, thanks to your performance in the past, everyone expects you to perform at the same level, plus 10 or 15 percent. How are you going to pull it off? You can’t. So. Run NOW before it’s too late, and before you’re utterly humiliated and laughed at—or, worse – reviled.” It would be nice to blame the oil bust of the 1980s and say that’s what pushed me to darkness. But, I would say that it started long before that. I remember changing majors after receiving the Outstanding Freshman in Chemical Engineering award. It was all about fear and being convinced that I would fail – thus being humiliated. I often wonder what might have happened if I had continued… I was working in membrane ultrafiltration … could I have been a part of a solution to water problems? Affordable desalination? Purifying produced water to the point that it could recharge aquifers, be released to surface impoundments, and even be bottled / sold as potable water? If we could find out how to desalinate affordably enough, we could transform Africa. I’ll never forget speaking with a young mother in Mozambique who had spent most of the afternoon hauling dirty water from a distant pond in order to provide water for her family for a few days. I am quite sure that they did not waste their valuable firewood to boil the water. My fears have pushed me to the dark side. There is no doubt, I’ve been there for years, but the last 10 have been, in a word, BLANK. They have been filled with pressure and the need to formulate one, two, twenty contingency plans. Most of those plans were not worth the paper they were written on, especially since they required me to do whatever twitched with life, no matter how absurdly out of synch with my interests and expertise they might be. But here I was at the Jesus Is Lord truckstop in Amarillo, Texas. I am smiling. There are tears in my eyes. Does anyone see how lonely I am? How the last years have been a blur of 24-7 work, with the soothing and preoccupying metamorphosis of technology as my only constant companion.
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I pushed open the door and was greeted by row after row of merchandise, as well as a small snack area and grill. This truckstop had all the requisite elements of a full-fledged truckstop, but it was on a shoestring. There was something rather touching about the effort that was made. “Dennis is at the auto parts store, but he’ll be back soon,” said the cashier. I pulled my MacBook Air from my car, returned to the café section of the truckstop and started to work on a few articles that were behind deadline. Anything to keep my mind off the very real possibility of being stranded here or in the middle of dry, drought-stricken, middle-of-nowhere depopulated Texas and Oklahoma. A leathery-faced guy with a long ponytail and a bandanna, wearing jeans and a workshirt came into the restaurant. I jumped up, extended a hand, and introduced myself. He went out to my car. I popped my hood, and he left briefly to retrieve tools. “You’re fine. Just a bit low on coolant,” he said. “What happened is that your battery was so dead that the electrical systems shut down. The computer was not reset – and, it records things, but does not actually control anything. You’ll be okay a soon as you get an oil change.” We talked for a few minutes and, for some inexplicable reason, I felt an intense wave of emotion. I walked slowly back to the grill area of the truckstop. Young employee with fashion-forward glasses and ear plugs walked up. “Dennis is our chaplain,” he said. I glanced again at the butcher paper in the windows: I John 1:5: This then is the message which we have heard of him, and declare unto you, that God is light, and in him is no darkness at all. Flash of light in the dark road I had been traveling for years – at least 20 years, if I am honest with myself. Wasn’t it about time to change the tapes I played in my head? Wasn’t it time to stop scaring myself with apocalypse, and look simply at the reality that our creator is light – pure, hot, clear light. There is absolutely no darkness – no fear, no self-reprisals, no self-harming, no self-punishing. I had a lot to think about on the long road back home.
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THE SUBTERRANEAN BISTRO: SHALES, OIL & GAS, AND THE METRO The sign outside and the racks of bottles – vin blanc et vin rouge – lying on their sides suggest that this is a wine bar, but in truth, I’ve never seen anyone drinking wine. That doesn’t mean it doesn’t happen – it just means that it’s not generally what this crowd does at noon, the only time I’ve eaten here, except one time in the distant past – late 1990s – with a person I met in conjunction with a group of Azerbaijanis who were eager to learn the latest seismic techniques that would help them characterize the reservoirs lying beneath the Caspian Sea. I remember a rather forgettable dinner meal. Let’s be honest. Obviously I forgot the whole thing. Lunch at the Metro is never forgettable. It’s a secret garden, an English or French country house with lovely windows, wooden floors, and flowers. If Chef Gordon Ramsay of “Kitchen Nightmares” were to visit, I’m sure he’d find the fresh cut long-stem roses in vases and the intimate tables to be extravagant, even anachronistic. Chef Ramsay would insist on “banquette seating” as a trendy, revitalizing touch. It would defeat the very essence of what I perceive The Metro to be about, which is intimacy and conversation. Yes, banquette seating will increase capacity by 40%, but at what cost? I was disappointed during the last visit that the menu had changed. The Metro is not about change. It is about tradition. No longer present was “The Cellar” salad – I guess no one even knows what or where “The Cellar” restaurant was. It used to be downtown in the basement of the Hightower Building (coincidentally, where my dad had an office during the 1960s). I remember having lunch with him in 1971, right after Christmas. I was in the 7th grade in my first year at West Junior High, and I desperately wanted to have “cute” items to fit in. (I guess nothing changes with respect to wanting to be in the “cool” crowd – it may be worse now than before ...) At any rate, I had received $250 for Christmas, and I was eager to spend the money in after-Christmas sales at John A. Brown Department Store, the upscale department store located in downtown Oklahoma City, with, later, anchors at malls and even an elegant little store on Campus Corner at the University of Oklahoma. You’d walk in and be greeted immediately by exotic and expensive perfumes – the only thing that comes even slightly close to is a duty-free store in the international terminals of large airports. I remember Estee Lauder, Givenchy, Dior, Chanel in the air at a John A. Brown store. It was exciting beyond belief. I was 13 years old, in junior high, and eager to have a “fashion forward” presence. I would not be hostage to the upscale stores that catered to the youth – stores on Main Street, where the streets were still brick, and the buildings had elegant, bank-like facades. I could move beyond Sooner Tots ‘n’ Teens and Bonnie’s Dress Shop, and buy the brands I had read about in Seventeen magazine, and Glamour, which I purchased the instant they appeared on the magazine racks at the Safeway grocery store at the Hollywood Shopping Center.
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I was also convinced that I could be a fashion designer, and perhaps even a model. I was much too short. However, my new doctor (not a pediatrician) had informed my mother that I had an underactive thyroid and that I should be around 5 ft 11 inches, maybe even a full 6 feet, not the 5 ft 6 inches I had achieved by age 13. The fact that, at 13-1/2 years of age, I seemed nowhere near puberty was another indication of a basic endocrine malfunction, said the doctor, who later went on to specialize in endocrinology. My mother, who, unbeknownst to my dad, could go almost an entire week in her bed, neck and head wrapped with old cloth diapers smeared with the eye-watering Ben-Gay ointment designed to assuage some sort of generalized pain (the agony of existence, I can to realize), was against my doing anything at all to restore my endocrine balance. I could sense the deep-seated schadenfreude; the rivalry to best me, no matter what it took. She was 5 ft 8 inches. It was good that her daughter stalled out at something under that. She was, as it was absolutely self-evident, much more elegant and self-regulated. At 5ft 8 inches, 105 pounds, she evoked the sense of Jackie O or Twiggy – never her lumpen-proletariat daughter. It was like being Joan Crawford’s daughter. No coat-hanger, though. Just a wooden ruler. *** The Metro’s heavy wooden and leaded glass doors do not rattle the building when they slam shut, which is something to respect, considering the life and times of Oklahoma City. METRO REDUX The memory of dinner at the metro is coming back – at least the surreal conversation – an executive of a local company telling me his marriage was failing because his wife had announced to him that she was no longer attracted to men, and all I could think of was how he must have driven her to it, or, more likely, the whole thing was a sad, self-serving prevarication… Who really cares about attraction and its vagaries? It’s all A Midsummer Night’s Dream to me. You don’t really have a choice in the matter … it’s just how / where when the pansy juice hits your eyes and who you first lay eyes on… And what can I say? Intrusive thoughts of the summer I took a seminar on Shakespeare… I took my young son with me to Shakespeare in the Park. It was just a few miles north of the Metro. I believe those magical evenings in the park shaped his way of a thinking and viewing the world, but no one quite realized it at the time… I certainly was not conscious of it. Similarly, when I was that age, my dad would take me out to drilling wells, and let me look at the samples under black light, drop dropperfuls of toluene to see the oil “cut” and “stream” from the pore spaces. He would also let me drop dilute HCl on limestone to see it bubble and hear the sizzle like the old ZOTS candies the foamed and splattered in one’s mouth … the baking soda / vinegar sizzle being something I enjoyed. The things you find in cuttings – always unexpected. Upon first glance they seem like gravel for a Barbie doll house, or the gravel you’d put on the bottom of a fish tank… most of it is gray because  
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that’s the color of the fissile shales that fall into the well. They are called “cavings” and they are brittle. At that time no one really paid much attention to the shales. In the ground, they were source rocks and seals, which is to say tat they had oil content, but not enough maturation had taken place, and you could not really recover them. When I became a geologist, I was enchanted by the shales… they seemed so filled with promise (also known as oil and gas … hydrocarbons… I was like everyone who saw them – for me they were Siren rocks – seductive and yet ultimately deadly. If you yielded to the temptation to set pipe, you’d find you’d invested your very lifeblood trying to perf, frac, acidize, and produce from a formation that would do little more than withhold the goods. If it gave up anything at all, you’d pay, boy, yes … you’d pay. But why not pay a prince’s ransom for a dream? And the unwillingness to pay a price is the best way I can think of to make your dreams totally and permanently dry up. The mirage of vision can only be transformed into reality by means of risk and risk-taking. Is that how it is?
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MY PERSONAL MISSION: READ MINE, DEVELOP YOUR OWN My mission is to encourage creativity in all walks of life in order to build bridges and help solve what seemed, in the past, to be intractable problems in human relations, technology, economics, politics, and in one’s sense of self and destiny. Creativity, coupled with action and hard work, can, with luck and perseverance, open doors and expand access to education, economic life, and social groups, in order to strengthen one’s ability to have a purposeful, enfranchised, examined, and courageous life. How do I actualize my mission and vision? Tactic One: List and Describe Core Values Creativity: I like the way that thinking creatively requires the willingness to put unexpected things together, and to look at a set of things, circumstances, or concepts from multiple perspectives. Sometimes it’s necessary to explore biases and blind spots in order to avoid confusing the status quo with the truly creative, or simply using new ways to reinforce old biases. Creativity, in the ultimate sense of the word, should be generative and life-supporting, as well as psychologically freeing. Perseverance: I value staying with a project until it’s done. If the project is on the wrong path, I think it is perfectly acceptable to drop it. Nevertheless, the ability to envision the outcome, and to stick with it, is something I have always respected. Teamwork: Working alone is efficient, at least for awhile. Teams are better. They bring energy, diverse perspectives, and multiple skillsets to a challenge, task, or problem. Being in a team is also vital for feeling enfranchised and that you have a sense of belonging. Connecting the Previously Unconnected: I like the idea of taking two or three things that never worked together and seeing how they might connect. It’s a great way to approach problems, and can lead to breakthroughs of engineering. It’s also a great way to energize a team or group problemsolving group – there are usually moments of absurdity and humor that encourage the open exchange of ideas and create a supportive, non-punitive atmosphere. Tactic Two: Describe the World as It Is Now, Describe Potential Vision for the Future (key example of this tactic: Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.’s “I Have a Dream” speech) I see the world as a place where, despite the eternal self-fashioning and energizing transformations of technology, commerce, and human invention, the majority of the world’s peoples still behave as though they were approaching end times, “slouching toward Bethlehem” (as in the great Yeats poem, “The Second Coming”), and they interpret the events and activities around them as signs of decline, rather than opportunities for creative, energizing, empowering growth. The fear-driven mind finds apocalypse in the random words, signs, and acts that surround it. For the fear-driven mind, the future is a predetermined horrorscape of chaos, equivocation, and snarling despair. The end is predicted to be ugly and inescapable, and there is no way to protect oneself from it.
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The hope-driven mind may find apocalypse to be in our future, but instead of suffering and horror, the vision and hope-driven mind finds generative patterns, and pathways to growth. The end of the world signals Dionysian transformation, a necessary death phase that one goes through in order to be reborn, revitalized, regenerated. The vision-driven mind may have a mystical inclination, and the “dark night of the soul” is the test of faith that ushers in a state of union, of intuitive knowledge, of the achievement of great things. I would like to work toward a future that allows individuals to find a balance between their feardriven and hope-driven minds, and which provides a strategy for overcoming short-term, immediate anxieties by recognizing that working through the negative emotions is a necessary part of growth, and simply seeking to avoid pain will mean that one will remain in pain because no major changes have been made. In the future, I would like to see a world where people understand that they may transform themselves, and that the barriers that once existed can be eliminated. It may take some time, cooperation, and willingness to learn another language, computer skills, philosophy, or higher-order math. It might also require one to examine one’s own internal resistances to change, and to read works of literature and creative non-fiction in order to understand the mindsets of others vis-à-vis one’s own. The young child born into cold, hard streets of despair and abandonment has the same future as the young scion of a social media billionaire. It’s not enough to scoff and say that they share the same ultimate destiny, to die and be forgotten. It’s imperative to nurture the spark of life and imagination that drives one person to reach a hand out to another, without expectations or preconceptions, but simply to invite another to go on a journey together. The journey will strange, unpredictable, and yet infinitely worthwhile. I’m reminded of “Woyaya” by the South African song written by Osibisa, performed by Art Garfunkel in the early 1970s: We are going Heaven knows where we are going We ‘ll know we’re there…
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FRANKENFOOD AND THE SKUNK WHISPERER I stopped at the midpoint of the stretch of Turner Turnpike from Oklahoma City to Tulsa, drawn to convenience store, diesel, parking spots, and a big McDonald’s. I used to drive straight through, but getting up at 4 am to make it to the office by 7:30 am was never as easy as I thought it would be. I liked to tell myself it was better than returning the night before – better to have a relaxing evening and set the alarm for 3:45 am. It was a colossal lie. And, it wasn’t the first I had told myself. I am a master of self-deception and conflict avoidance. My early-morning thoughts are not happy thoughts. But was it? On this particular morning, I was mulling over a series of articles I had just read: “The Wheat You Eat Is Not Your Grandmother’s Grain.” • • • •



Monsanto took a bacteria gene that kills insects and spliced it into potatoes, corn, and cotton. DNA from fish has been spliced into strawberry plants. Winter flounder genes have been spliced into tomatoes to make them resistant to the cold. Wheat is “monster wheat” and even contains tiger DNA?



Tiger DNA? So. What’s the conclusion?? I conclude that there is nothing left to eat. We must avoid meats, dairy products, and fish due to antibiotics and growth hormones. When confronted with this dilemma, a friend of mine retorted, not missing a beat, “That’s why I stick to fried foods.” Corn syrup, candy, fast foods, and other convenience items are in reality petrochemical products. Well. It’s not all bad. People are worried about the impact of extreme longevity on the Social Security fund. With all this tampering, I don’t think we have anything to worry about. Today, during a lunchtime walk I encountered a young woman – in her early thirties, I would guess – who passed me in her motorized wheelchair. She was missing both feet. They had been amputated above the ankles. She was obese, so I concluded she suffered from diabetes. When I was 19, I flew out to Reno, Nevada, after having completed my first year of college (chemical engineering), and I relaxed by driving around to intriguing historical spots. Virginia City’s mansions appealed to me, as did an old fort outside Carson City.  
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In the gift store, I purchased the “Pioneer Woman’s Recipe Book.” It contained recipes for food that early settlers were likely to eat. The ingredients were amazingly limited: lard, salt pork, corn meal, baking soda, flour, sugar, salt, dried beans. They also drank water from wells that contained arsenic. It amazed me that anyone lived past the age of 10 or 12. I guess they got a lot of exercise. Pulling up to the E-Z Go Convenience store, I stretched a bit as I walked in and made a beeline for coffee. I contemplated the chemicals likely to be in the water, and I added a bit of cappuccino (pure corn sweetener poison). I regarded the “grillers” rolling on a hot dog / taquito / breakfast roll hot plate. I congratulated myself for having never even tried one of the glistening meat & fat tubes, and then picked up a miniature pumpkin pie. How much pumpkin did it really have? It was some sort of guar gum and flavoring concoction. Yum. Satisfying. Just one more thing to feel apocalyptic about… I made my way back to my car, coffee cup in hand. A pickup truck pulling something that looked like a modified horse trailer caught my eye. It had dramatic styling – a huge spray-painted skunk and the words, The Skunk! Whisperer. Skunk. Skunk Whisperer. The sign gave rise to mental images of a guy coaxing a skunk out from the crawl space of someone’s old Craftsman house, or gently scooping up skunk pups from their plush little nest in someone’s tool shed. What do skunks eat? What eats skunks? And, are they safe to eat? Why not splice a rose with skunk DNA? If there are any non-tampered-with items in our habitat that we can eat, I think the list is pretty short. In Oklahoma, here are the things you can eat with some assurance that it has not been genetically modified: • • • • • • •



 



Skunks Venomous snakes: copperheads, water moccasins, rattlesnakes (Western Diamondback and Pygmy) Opossums Armadillos (although now somewhat scarce, and largely leprous) Weeds and wildflowers (away from yards and fields): purple vetch, black-eyed susans, virginia creeper, dandelions, johnson grass, mistletoe, sumac, poison ivy, poison oak. Tree leaves and nuts: pecans, acorns, mimosas, redbud flowers, catalpa flowers and bean pods, mimosa poms and seed pods. Most of these items are probably toxic (aka “medicinal”)
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I read the stories about genetic modification and the adulteration of our food supply right after listening to Jerry Sandusky and his wife excoriate all the people who testified against him. They were greedy. They wanted to get at Penn State’s riches. They were in it for their own gain. It was intriguing. What if it had been – like some claim that the U.S. moon landing was – a huge conspiracy?? How, exactly would that work? How could everyone pull it off – a stunt which would require pretty dramatic and emotionally draining acting as well as lurid story-telling. I guess it can be done – think of all the people who became convinced they had been abducted by aliens. Think of the individuals who had false recall of having been abused… (turned out to be the power of suggestion)… The flaw in the story is … what triggered it? Why would someone invent such a story – and such an elaborate one with so many victims? It had to start somewhere – why start THAT story? Sigh. Don’t worry about it. Just pull your chair up to the computer and take notes as you stream “Swamp People: The ‘Swamps-Giving’ Episode.” Every last one of us needs to know how to make “turtle etouffee” and “horny toad fritters” or “jackrabbit sausage.” Yum. And now, just let me get back to my coffee and mini pumpkin pie from the EZ-Go.
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BLUEBIRD NO MORE The fall that Rod Stewart’s top-40 hit, “Maggie May,” hit the airwaves was the same autumn season that marked the beginning of an inexplicable sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach, and an overwhelming sense of dread, mixed with a kind of transfixed paralysis: Lot’s wife in the process of looking back at Sodom and Gomorrah, slowly (or not so slowly) transformed into a pillar of salt. That’s what you get, when you look back, right? But, I do not recall looking back at anything. What was there to look back at with any sense of longing? I had loved being a Bluebird, with our crisp white short-sleeve shirts, navy blue button down cotton vests, and red neckscarves. I chose being a Bluebird over being a Brownie simply based on the uniform. It made me feel happy and cheerful, and I loved the days when all of us wore our uniforms to school, then raced to the home of the mom whose turn it was to come up with activities for restless, curious, and easily enthused (and saddened) little girls. During my mom’s tour of duty (about six weeks, as I recall), we went craft crazy, fashioning puffy pompoms of yarn, stringing beads, painting coasters and hot plate holders. When it was Mrs. Collier’s turn, we made plaster casts of animal tracks left behind in sand and clay. I was intrigued by an especially big canine paw print, which I not so secretly hoped was from Bigfoot. Perhaps it was – now there is an annual Bigfoot Festival just a 50 or so miles from were we made those plaster casts. I played my favorite pop songs on the record player (45 rpm) we had in the formal living room in front of the massive Victorian armoire, beige carpet, watered silk wallpaper, dark carved overstuffed sofa with watered tapestry. I loved “Jingle Jump” (that came with a mini hula hoop for your ankle and a ball on a string that you could rotate and jump over … I know I’m not doing a very good job describing it), Georgy Girl, My Favorite Things (from The Sound of Music), and Minuet in G by Bach, Sonatina by Clementi, and other pieces I was working on after school for my biweekly piano lessons with Mrs. Crow, and then Mrs. Hunecke. Fly, fly, fly, little Bluebird! Bluebirds and the concept of being a Bluebird shaped my sense of self. We lived on the edge of farmland and a long, snaky creek, and birds chirped day and night. I had a light blue cloisonné Bluebird pin that I always affixed to my vest, and a cute little tie ring for my neckscarf. When I wore my navy blue skirt, navy blue knee socks, and little saddle-Oxfords, I felt very snappy and well put together. It was satisfying to see the other members of my unruly, noisy little flock – we chirped, hopped around, and poked around for cookies and snacks. The times were not as innocent as all that, though. After all, we were in the throes of the Cold War. Did anyone notice that our red scarves were more or less equivalent to those worn by Soviet Union’s Young Pioneers? I am sure my mother did not see they irony. She was a big Goldwater fan, and a John Birch Society member. My sense was that group was proto-Tea Party and intensely against a command economy, and a surveillance society that cohered only when a critical mass of the citizenry regularly ratted out each other, and where mental hospitals were charged with drugging and lobotomizing the “enemies of the state” (non-conformists). Ironically, we lived in Norman, Oklahoma, where the top two employers were the flagship state university (The University of Oklahoma) and the flagship mental hospital (Central State).  



203  



My mother, whose depression would engulf her in a few years, right about the time she lost her mother, perhaps never saw the parallels, or if she did, she viewed it as proof positive that we were the “heads” side of the coin; the positive side of the binary relationship that placed one side (ours) as shiny truth-warriors, and the other side (theirs) as chthonic robotic tools, crushing to the human spirit. Years later, after seeming to have conquered her depression, my mother sat on the edge of the sofa, listening to televangelists and tapes of Bible studies. She filled notebook after notebook with longhand notes. After she passed away, I tried to find the notebooks, hoping for pure gold that I could transcribe and publish as a book of daily devotions, a legacy of sorts. I envisioned something like the notebooks of a mystic, say, Julian of Norwich or Margery Kempe. It was not to be, however. Sadly, the few notebooks I was able to salvage had nothing in them but hand-written copies of Bible verses, repeated, over and over with no accompanying thoughts or insights… The experience of reading my mother’s notebooks (page after page of absolute emptiness) was exactly the same as the one of talking to my mom and looking into her eyes – it was like looking through glass bricks and seeing a distorted set of color blocks and contortions that echoed the human experience. You knew there was a person there, and you could see the big, bold gestures, but it was hard to connect through so much intervening glass and air. West Junior High School was not Monroe Elementary. For the 14-year-old, it was a different universe. Girls at school had stopped being nice to each other somewhere in the second nine weeks of the sixth grade, just after Thanksgiving and sometime when Santa’s workshops started to appear in the local department stores and shopping centers. if I did so, I am sure I would feel a bit of sadness. It would be the last year that the girls I went to school with were nice to each other. The leaves had changed color early that fall. I was second chair in the first violin section of West Junior High orchestra, and I took two private lessons per week – one with Mrs. Keith, whose husband was something of a local celebrity at the University of Oklahoma, and one with Mrs. Powers, whose son had an explosives fetish and ended up being a brilliant geophysicist working on the North Slope in Alaska, and who herself, changed directions entirely, and flung to the side her career as a music educator and orchestra teacher in the Norman Public School system and decided to return to school to become a registered nurse. Was she? No. She had to deal with the consequences of having been an impractical idealist, and being foolish enough to think that one’s violin prowess would mesh well with the exigencies of middle class life, and being a divorced mom of three feisty sons. I loved taking lessons from both Mrs. Powers and Mrs. Keith. Their personalities were utterly different, as were the pieces they assigned me to learn. Mrs. Keith was delicate and refined in a “faculty wife” kind of way. Mrs. Powers was thin, but in a wiry, un-made-up, scrappy survivalist sort of way. I was never convinced that either could play their instruments more competently than their students, but I have to say I love the way that Mrs. Keith’s technique chilled me with the ravishing tones and the perfect pitch, not to mention intense coloratura. Mrs. Powers was more utilitarian – no drama in her interpretations of the classics. Her performance and delivery screamed “I’m practical!” “I’m utilitarian and proud of it!” – technically proficient, her interpretations were divine on some level, but it was hard to engage the affect enough  
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to make her listeners passionate, riveted, filled with raw desire for music produced by wire, horsehair, and thick, hot rosin. But, I’m digressing, obviously in order to avoid the painful subject of my own raw, inflamed, chapped, and incapable of gripping anything with any sort of fervor at all. I want to tell you about the passion(s) that everyone feels. There is the passion for life, the passion for chrysanthemums in the fall, and for seeing under the surface, and into the great, deep heart of memory.
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THE KILLER OF LOVER’S LANE, OR, THE TEN-MILE-FLATS MURDER: TRANSGRESSIONS OF CLOSURE When I was a teen-ager in Norman, Oklahoma, there was a long-standing unsolved murder. It was something straight out of Friday, the 13th or any other movie where illicit sexuality is promptly punished with a chainsaw, and where unnatural desire is slashed with a big phallic knife. Two Norman High School students – juniors, I believe - had parked at the very end of Main Street in the low-lying floodplain, Ten Mile Flats, on the edge of the South Canadian River. It was an isolated spot at a bend in the river, near a sandy bank. It was a part of a point bar, I believe. Weeping willows, mimosas, persimmons, and cottonwoods created a secluded, park-like Lover’s Lane in the heart of the prairie. Apparently, they were parked there at sunset, when a member of the Norman police force pulled up. He expected to find two young adults who would be defensive and who would have plenty of excuses for why they happened to be parked there, and why they happened to be partially clothed. Instead, the officer found a grisly scene. Blood was everywhere. The girl and her boyfriend had died due to extreme trauma and multiple stab wounds. For years, the rumor was that the killer was a “dirty cop” – a police officer with “peeping Tom” proclivities, but no one was ever indicted or even accused. The case stayed open, and then it finally chilled out. It was a “cold case” - an unsolved mystery that had never achieved closure. When closure finally came, it was uncomfortable, awkward, and unsatisfying. A former police officer who had left the Norman police force was arrested in Colorado for exposing himself to young teenage girls. Someone made the connection and requested a DNA analysis. So, although the story was officially written, with a beginning, middle, and an ending, it was not a positive experience. One still had the feeling that there was something more, and that not all the loose ends in the story were ever tied up. The forced ending, the “too neat” closure brought to mind urban legends. In a certain way, urban legends are constructions and extrapolations of closure. They start with closure and then work backward to make the events align to have the desired outcome. Conspiracy theories, on the other hand, are not examples of forced closure. Instead, they have false closure. Fairy tales, fables, and other morality tales have imposed closure. The ending has to fit a very welldefined and well-known set of values and roles in a particular society. What does narrative closure do for the reader? What is the function of narrative closure? In many ways, narrative closure helps combat what I like to call “ambiguity anxiety.” The reality that closure is almost always a false construct is interesting. It means that everyone is aware, at least on a  
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subconscious level, that the nice, neat ending is false. It is a lie. And yet, the kinds of tales that have the kind of closure we’ve been talking about are almost always considered “truth” or “wisdom” discourse. When we think that didactic tales and all the narratives with forced, false, or imposed closure are actually false, it’s a little sad. Who wants to admit that we live out our lives knowing that we are deliberately embracing false consciousness? But, perhaps that’s exactly where the jouissance or plaisir is manufactured. Perhaps that’s the profound meaning of it all. We know that we are – at least for a nanosecond – self-aware and in control of the narrative we impose on ourselves. For a flash of jouissance or plaisir, we feel alive, joyous unity, with our own false consciousness. We thrill with omnipotence (or at least the knowledge of what omnipotence might mean) – we have, for an instant, completely controlled the meaning and the reality of our lives. But, is the imposed closure of the morality tale effective? The fact that the two young teenagers were killed on the edge of a river did nothing in terms of changing behavior in Norman, Oklahoma. Kids continued to park in the tree-lined shadows of the edge of the river in the middle of a flat, trackless prairie. As a cautionary tale, the event served to propose a series of actions and to create a causal chain. As a tale of morality, of crime and punishment, the story did nothing to change behaviors. In fact, it enchanted the place and imbued it with danger and in doing so, it deepened the magic and the mystery. By uniting sexuality and death, youth and blood, Lover’s Lane became, in the dark of night, ineffable. There was not much to say after the trial, when the headlines and the photos were laid out across the front page of The Norman Transcript. I drove home from the courthouse, where I had been filing an oil and gas lease, and fighting traffic as people left the packed courtroom. When I arrived home, my mother was pulling weeds out of her flower garden that bloomed with bright pink, gold, red, and purple zinnias and snapdragons. "They were saying the guy they found guilty was claiming to be innocent right up to the very end,” I said. “He probably believed it,” she said. “How?” I asked. “It was the only way he could get closure in his life,” she said. “Oh, of course,” I said, but I didn’t really agree. I don’t think he actually wanted closure. Instead, he probably wanted the ineffable, inarticulate horror of bringing the horrors of one’s imagination into the realm of flesh and blood.  
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I never parked at Ten Mile Flats. I was shy. I was unpopular in high school. And yet, on some level, I realized that the tragedy of youthful lovers dying in the pursuit of unity was somehow generative to the community as a whole. We did not throw virgins into a cenote or pull still-beating hearts up to the Sun God in a way that anyone was willing to admit. Instead, we had our psycho killers who punished youthful sexuality. They died so the community could live. Now, that’s narrative closure.
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FARMER EATEN BY HIS OWN HOGS The news report said the farmer had given his hogs pet names and that he truly loved them. And then they attacked and ate him. At 800 pounds each, the hogs, Molly and Dolly, were special. The farmer was proud of them, and he said he felt a special bond with them. That statement made my mind go in directions I preferred to avoid. The mental images were too much. That’s life for you. Question: What was his reason for feeding the hogs so they weighed more than twice as much as they should have? What did he profit from having such a “hog spectacle” of a morbidly obese set of twin girl hogs?? *** A change of direction: You’ll never have to worry. You’ll never have to hide. You’re loved, you’re cherished, you’re a person whose very footsteps glitter and shine with moondust and dreams. That’s the way it is. *** This year’s State Fair fried food competition, “State Fare,” went to Deep-Fried Bacon & Praline Ice Cream. I guess it was better than last year’s winner and this year’s “also ran” deep-fried butter, but what do I know? The Tulsa World website showed a long line of fair-goers dressed in fair-going garb: long t-shirts, running shoes or sandals, baggy shorts, smartphones in hand, either texting or talking. “Bacon goes with everything. That’s my general motto,” said the winner. “Actually, Spam is even better. I was going to enter Deep-Fried Spam & Raisin Jam Ice Cream, but I couldn’t get enough Spam, thanks to a strike at the Spam plant. Plus, the raisin jam people said they’d sue if we used their product in a “State Fair Spectacle” as they put it. They accused me of deliberate, malicious harm to their brand, and their corporate attorney, a fat woman named Quaryn, called me a rascally “tortfeaser.” Tort. Yes, it’s the latest 4-letter word. Let’s not ask what body part it corresponds to.  
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***** Bend your knees. Flex your thighs. Reach for it with your arm, your shoulder, your whole body. Stretch, reach, stretch again and just never, never, never take your eyes off the ball. Turn your body to the net, don’t forget your footwork, don’t let your grip slip out of continental. When your racquet makes contact, be sure to exhale – don’t hold your breath. Then – gasp – inhale. Deeply. The art of the overhead. ***** The State Fair “Fried Fare” winner was surprised when not everyone was equally smitten by his concoction. “I don’t get it. If they think I’m a little outside the lines, or “outré” as my French maman used to say, I’d like to refer them to the Great State of Hawaii. Behind every slab of sliced pineapple and burnt “brulee” pure cane sugar is a can of Spam, carefully peeled open with that bent-wire metal key you find at the base of the can which fits into the flap of metal on the side and slowly peels open as you turn it around and around…” The reporter looked both repulsed and intrigued. It was a typical reaction: duality revealed as a pretty much inescapable response to technological modernity. You could eat Spam with a fork, and you could, conceivably squeeze it out of a tube directly into your mouth like the “potted meat” my grandmother loved to whip up with herbs and chopped crisp vegetables to then spread on wheat berry bread onto which she then layered sliced beefsteak tomatoes, romaine lettuce, sliced green olives, and fig jam. It’s a soft target. How can you not use Spam to mock modernity? And, then, there’s this: Spam as iconographic semiotic signifier mirroring the colonialization of the imagination. ***** It’s dark this morning. The lights from the 1920s-vintage refinery flicker and shine in the waters of the Arkansas River. There has been an emission of some sort. I smell sulfur in the air. It penetrates my patio doors and window, even though they’re closed and I’m on the 14th floor, probably 2 or 3 miles away, as the crow (or pigeon) flies. I breathe deeply. I think of you. Breathing this stuff is dangerous.  
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***** In Hawaii, anyone who eats Spam is one who has been subjugated by alien invasive cultures, even as the same culture claims they’ve appropriated (hence dominated) the cultural artifacts (the “meat”)… And yes, it’s a kind of “cargo cult” ? How could it be anything but that? And, well, Spam has been appropriated as something as quirky as a Cargo Cult… the twin-engine plane spews its cargo… So, again, anyone who eats Spam is one who has been subjugated by an invasive culture. But is it so simple? I hope so. I love cargo cults. Cans of Spam raining from the skies, along with bars of chocolates – it’s a wonder to behold if you’re on an isolated atoll or island in the South Pacific and you are living during WWII. It’s especially nice if what rains from the sky is a blood-meat product… “There is power, power, power in the blood” Lewis E. Jones, 1899. “Wonder-working power…” Intrusive thought: How many times have the words of that famous hymn been misappropriated?? George W. Bush used those words in a campaign speech. George W. was, while governor, like many governors of Texas, very unwilling to pardon death row prisoners, even when there was grave doubt as to their guilt, even when confessions had been coerced and beaten out of them, and “eye witnesses” were venal jailhouse snitches. Oh but that’s another story… ********* The hog farmer was eaten by his own hogs. Are the people ever eaten by their own elected officials? Are they the hogs? What are we? **** When the hog farmer was buried, the Westboro Baptist Church turned out in full force, a departure from their usual cruel abuse of the families and loved ones of fallen service members.
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They had crocheted banners which looked all the world like spider webs, and illustrations from Charlotte’s Web: In all caps: SMART PIG
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TWINKIES 2012



The end of time happened for Twinkies in November 2012, and I took it as a harbinger of larger and gooier apocalypses to come. It’s sad that Hostess bakeries went bankrupt. How many of my childhood and teenage memories revolve around Hostess Zingers, Cupcakes, and the Little Debbie crème-filled oatmeal cookies? The packaging was perfect. With logos and designs virtually unchanged from the 60s, it was almost impossible to look at the food packaging without having flash memories of earlier times. They had a Mother Goose, “And the Dish ran away with the Spoon” feeling; cupcakes with toothpick legs in motion, and little cakes with tiny stick arms. The pastries themselves upped the kitsch ante, with their sweet, jarring frostings and heavy, bland, spongy cakes. I loved them. But, I bear in mind I also had a wall-sized DayGlo poster of Snoopy doing a happy dance on the wall in my room at my family’s cabin in Vermont. Like all “good” kitsch, Hostess products were all about consumer culture. But, I wasn’t worried about that as a 16-year-old swimmer on the swim team (all heart and no talent), I stopped by Sterr’s grocery store after school and to buy myself a satisfying snack to eat on the way home before practice. Zingers and Vienna sausages were perfect. My mother, the organic food purist, would have been horrified. I liked the way you could peel the frosting from Zingers and cupcakes and roll it up to make a coiled tube frosting confection you could pop in your mouth for pure sweet joy. You could even coil the frosting around the Vienna sausage. Yum? Yuk? You decide. Twinkies 2012. It coincides the end of time with the Mayan calendar. Love the sound of it: Twinkies Twenty-Twelve…. But… what’s going on? Ding-Dong, Apocalypse Calling. (Okay, that was too cute.) But seriously, Twinkies should be apocalypse-proof. After all, didn’t someone put a box of Twinkies in a time capsule, and when they opened it a year later, the contents were completely intact? That may be an urban legend. I don’t know. People like to blame the obesity epidemic on Twinkies. But, Twinkies were around in the 1930s, and there was no obesity epidemic then, at least not in Depression and post WWII-era America. Plus, Twinkies aficionados have complained for a few years now about the “miniaturization” of Hostess products, which makes me think it was a failed Mrs. Piggle-Wiggle solution to the public health crisis. “You may eat what you want! It’s all about portion control!” I can imagine her burbling in her 1950s cheerio voice and “well, of course, BooBoo, you can do it!” attitude.
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If Twinkies have shrunk from the size of a Coney Island hot dog bun, to roughly the equivalent of the teeny-tiny bread wrapper for a Vienna sausage, well, that’s just sad. With their petite size, Twinkies should be getting awards for their role in the fight against obesity. The same goes for Little Debbie. While individually wrapped cookies have gone gourmet, and weigh in at around a half-pound apiece, and their nutrition label suggests that there are 6 – 8 servings per cookie, Little Debbie classics – the crème-filled oatmeal cookies – have miniaturized. Once the size of a McDonald’s quarter-pounder hamburger pattie, the cookies are now somewhat larger than old-school silver dollars. For me, it’s criminal that a “vegan” peanut butter cookie would be considered “good” for you with 1200 calories per cookie (but you’re supposed to break it into 6 equal chunks and share with your buddies – who does that? No one, of course.), while Little Debbie is cast as “junk food” perhaps even bearing trans-fat (which it does not have). No one mentions that a Little Debbie cookie “miniature” weighs in at less than a hundred calories. The vegan snack is infinitely worse for you than a Little Debbie oatmeal crème cookie, and even a pair of Twinkies. But, well, perception matters more than reality, so here we are. The message is that Baby Boomer comfort food is bankrupt. By extension, are Baby Boomers themselves bankrupt? Not fiscally, but morally, ethically, and stylistically? I’m not sure I’d go that far. After all, Twinkies are the great equalizer, the great democratizer. If anything, I’d say that the demise of Twinkies suggests the demise of the tools of democratization and inclusion. After all, everyone loved Twinkies. Or, at least they did around 20 years ago. The Twinkies (miniaturized as they are) and Twinkies alternatives we’re stuck with now are socially and politically divisive: either you buy your snack food at a vegan Whole Foods-type upscale establishment, and pay $5 or so for a single snack, or you go to the other end of the spectrum, and go to Dollar Days stores to buy a expiration date-crowding box of snacks featuring misspelled labeling and deliberately obfuscating ingredient lists, along with goofy graphics and a creepy suspicion that the snacks are sweet due to propylene glycol, and not high-quality cane sugar or even corn syrup… I don’t know why or how Hostess leadership blew it, but I have to say that I’m not happy with them. My feeling is that this apocalypse could have been averted. That simple conviction makes me think that most, perhaps even all, commercial apocalypses could have been (or can be) avoided. That said, I have been just tragically too riddled with nostalgic grief to work through my shock  
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paralysis. I failed to do what I should have, and scoop up all the Twinkies I could at Homeland, the employee-owned grocery store that now occupies the land where the family-owned Sterr’s used to combine grocery store with a comfort-food deli, bakery, and, when the season was upon us, Christmas trees and Santa’s Workshop. What do we do now? For once in my life, I don’t have the slightest idea. Is it possible to rescue a brand that rests on little more than nostalgia these days? And, is it possible to rescue a brand that has great sales, but just too much overhead, thanks to generous pensions, labor contracts, and transportation arrangements? This is the time to share your thoughts. Do it before it’s too late. The end of time has not established itself as an absolute – at least not now…
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