


































































































































































Karen Babine 

snowmobiling, and I used to enjoy cross-country skiing when I was younger, 
but I'd always manage to fall into a position that would wrench joints when I 
tried to stand again. Downhill skiing is a sort of wonder in Minnesota, since 
we don't have mountains, not that I'm brave enough to risk literal life and 
limb for that sort of fun. But there are those who do. 

On a recreational level, the more snow the better. Tourists come for the 
recreation, but it's part of our world too. Snowballs. Snowmen. Snow angels. 
I asked the six-year-old son of a friend if he'd thrown a snowball at his dad 
yet this winter, and Grant looked at me and with a frighteningly firm tone 
said, "No. But I will." Until my parents moved, my youngest sister liked to 
make snow angels on top of their garage roof. The colder the temperature, 
the more mighty I feel. It's a pride thing-especially shocking the California 
family with our tales of below zero temperatures. I remember when we went 
out to California for Christmas once and Grandmother came outside to 
greet us, wrapped in her long wool coat, gloves, scarf. We were out there in 
our short sleeves. It was fifty degrees. Coats? What for? 

The bottom line is that Minnesota needs snow, even if we can't articulate 
it clearly. If we don't have snow, parts of us begin to die. 

4. Language of Light 
When I moved to Spokane, my mother's cousin warned me that while 

Minnesota winters skies are most often blue, the customary gray skies over 
eastern Washington cause seasonal affective disorder in many people. I didn't 
believe him right away, but so many days would pass without sun that I would 
lose track of when I last needed my sunglasses. Something amazing inhabits 
this paradox so common to Minnesota and the Midwest, of blue skies and 
sunshine and very, very cold temperatures. 

What I love most about blue skies and cold temperatures has everything 
to do with breathing. How can people breathe with so much cloud cover? 
There's something elemental in the sharpness of the inhale, feeling the 
molecules of cold shoot to your fingertips down every inch of your veins. It 
hurts to breathe deeply, but you do it anyway, because you have to. Stand up 
straight. Breathe in slowly, but fill yourself. Pretend you're a singer. Don't 
just fill up your lungs, but your abdominals as well. None of these short, 
shallow inhales that allows your body heat to thaw the air before it hits your 
lungs. Fill yourself, until your toes and fingers begin to swell with air. And 
then you will know what it is like to be truly alive. 

Interestingly enough, within the word cloud, paradoxes fight and leave 
bruises. The word in Middle English means a hill, but from Old English, it 
not only translates to hill, but also to rock. Not exactly water. The assump­
tion being, that cloud means to obscure. But this etymology is a bit troubling, 
especially for a Minnesotan, whose name means somewhat-clouded-water. How 
can a thing that is made up of water come from a word that is the exact op-
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posite of water? We believe that water and land cannot peacefully coexist. 
One will always dominate. But here there is one word for two combative 
elements. How can that be? Does that translate to ourselves? Can we hold 
several mutually exclusive elements inside ourselves without the juxtaposi­
tion tearing us apart? 

If cloud cover blocked Minnesotan winter skies, then the difference 
between winter light and summer light would be less obvious. This is likely 
due to the reflective qualities of snow and ice, but the difference in the light 
can't be explained in such a manner-and if it could, I wouldn't want to read 
it. Nights are also longer during a Minnesotan winter, giving rise to other 
phenomena that you'll only find in the winter, waking up in the middle of 
the night and finding your bedroom light enough to navigate through without 
turning on a lamp. Going to the window and looking out and seeing what 
mariners called "whiskers 'round the moon," ice crystals around the moon. 
Of course, this was a bad omen, if you were on the water at the time. Crew 
members saw this phenomenon the night Titanic sank, for one. 

Take the northern lights. Aurora borealis: Latin. Dawrvnorthem. I'd like to 
describe them as "writhing ribbons of color," or something equally fanciful, 
but the northern lights are not always ribbons. There are several different 
forms, from rays to curtains. In the summer, the most brilliant I ever saw 
were aqua blue, above Lake Andrusia in northern Minnesota. In the winter, 
mint green lights were almost blinding. Maybe such a blinding would not 
be so terrible. 

And sun dogs are a welcome sight, those rainbow-colored bookends of 
the sun. Parhelion is the scientific term-and it's just a good word. Parhelion. 
Greek: para- beside; helios-sun. Sun dogs are the result of the sun's rays being 
bent through ice crystals, which act as prisms. Sun and ice, light and warmth. 
Opposites can certainly exist in the same sphere. If they didn't, we wouldn't 
have rainbows in the winter. 

5. Lake of the Woods. French: Lac DuBois. 
Lake of the Woods Bible Camp, known affectionately by its acronym, 

pronounced low-beck, sister-camp to Minne-Wa-Kan, sits on the Rainy River in 
the far north of Minnesota. On the other side of the river is Canada. Every 
Wednesday, we took the kids to Zippel Bay State Park, which is on the Lake 
of the Woods, for the afternoon. My first time there, I didn't understand 
the empty water coolers we packed into the van. I was told we'd fill them at 
the spring, but I didn't understand what that meant either. 

The spring wasn't too far from the swimming beach, and when my fellow 
staff members emptied their Nalgene bottles and filled them with spring water, 
I did the same. This, I understood. The water at LOWBC is not known for 
its purity. The spring water, however, was everything water should be. Cool, 
clear, sweet. After the day was over, we filled the coolers with water again 
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and took them back to camp, then hid them in the kitchen. We'd make the 
campers drink the camp water, but we didn't tell them our bottles held good 
water. The spring water became one of the perks of working at LOWBC. 
It was a place where we consumed the water of the spring, even as we were 
consumed by the power of the lake itself. 

The language to the Lake of the Woods is primal, a language without 
words, which appeals to Minnesotans. This was a place where the lake is so 
large that on the right day, at the right time of day, with the right slant of 
light, the lake is exactly the same color as the horizon, making the water and 
the sky one entity. Many people feel a calling when they are near the ocean, 
even if they have no desire to swim in it. Water is an exercise in humility. I 
am powerless, incapable of asserting myself if the water decides it wants to 
keep me. And maybe Minnesotans fear captivity as well, given what we've 
constructed to escape our dwellings during all four seasons. 

I remember a photograph I saw during the spring of the 1997 Red River 
flood. A field covered in water, a blurred barn in the background, and the 
brilliance of the northern lights, vibrant blues and greens, reflected in the 
flood waters. 

Water is wild and will remain wild, in fluid conversation with the sky 
above. They are not as separate as we sometimes like to make them. 

6. River People 
My college years were spent on a prairie in western Minnesota. I couldn't 

understand the language of the prairie. I couldn't understand the flatness 
of the land, the immensity of sky, the lack of water. But to be fair, I didn't 
really try. I spent my time by the Red River and comforted myself with the 
knowledge that before long, I would be back in Lakes Country. These days, 
I'm out on the prairie of northwestern Ohio, not close enough to Lake Erie 
to make much of a difference. If I were to give a translation to the prairie, 
it would be the opposite of Minnesota. Sometimes in opposites we find the 
truest definitions. 

The language of the eastern Montana prairie-and the other prariries I 
am familiar with- is not of water, but of sky. My first real exposure to this 
came in August of 1998, when I spent an afternoon on the Missouri River. 
In the time since, my sister moved to Missoula, to the valley surrounded by 
the Bitteroot Mountains. Were she actually to come from this place, were 
this place to become part of who she is, not just her place of residence, I 
would call her a Dahlberg. Valley-mountain. We were Dahlbergs once, once 
upon a generation. 

The Big Muddy offered up some contrasts I didn't expect. I wanted the 
water to be the constant, so that I could feel more comfortable just being 
near it, but it wasn't. And that was strange, especially as I tried to figure out 
why that was. The answer came in the difference between river people and 
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lake people. Lake people, like those of Lakes Country Minnesota, don't 
seek anything beyond the shore. Those who settled Minnesota and dug 
themselves into the soil had no reason to look beyond. They had found 
what they needed. River people are always looking for more. Find yourself 
standing on the shore of a river, like the Mississippi or the Missouri, and 
you'll find yourself compelled to walk it. You may not know where you're 
going or why your legs don't obey your mind, but you'll keep walking. You'll 
keep wondering about where you'll end up. If you walk the Mississippi long 
enough, you'll find its beginning, up at Itasca, thirty miles from where I 
grew up. If you walk the other way, you'll find yourself in New Orleans. And 
once you've done this, you'll find another river. And another one. A lake is 
self-contained, complete. There's no need to wander. Everything you need 
is right there. Scott Russell Sanders writes, "Riverness-the appeal of a river, 
the way it speaks to us-has to do with our craving for a sense of direction 
within the seeming randomness of the world. Narrative offers us the same 
pleasure, a shape and direction imposed on time. And so we tell stories and 
listen to them as we listen to the coursing of the water." But water is water 
and you take what you can get when nothing else is available. 

I was nineteen years old, having just finished my first year of college, 
accompanying the youth group on a mission ttip to Montana. My role was 
awkward- I was not one of the youth anymore, but I wasn't an adult. Should 
I hang out with the kids? The adults? Neither was appealing. On Tuesday of 
our week there, we planned to spend the afternoon canoeing on the Missouri 
River. I'd been drafted-as a semi-adult, a role I had no language for-into 
the canoe that held two rowdy sophomore boys. It would be an interesting 
afternoon. 

The summer-warmed water was a benefit, since the boys in my canoe 
wanted to be in front and splashed anyone who came near. Not having a 
paddle of my own, I made do with my hands, which were not particularly 
effective. Our lead remained unchallenged for several miles, when we upped 
the deterrent. Splashing was not enough. We now had to tip anyone who 
came near. 

So we did. 
We called ourselves the Missouri River Bandits and we made it our mis­

sion to tip every canoe, and we did, except for the "safe canoe," piloted by my 
mother and the pastor of the church we were helping. It was great fun. 

At the sand bars, the lot of us-fifteen or so-covered ourselves in mud, 
tossed mud, and explored the mud. Covered in mud myself, I stood at the 
edge of these sand bars in ankle-deep water, noticing the unusual sensation 
of the world under my feet dissolving. Hours later, I could still feel the sand 
shifting underneath my feet. My feet were toughened from two months of 
being barefoot, but they were still sensitive enough to feel the grains of sand. 
The sand was firmly packed as I walked across it, but something in the current 
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of the river and the shallows dissolved the sand whenever I stopped and stood. 
It almost tickled. But it was also unnerving, especially for a lake person who 
wants to stay put. The river itself was literally compelling my movement. 

Trevor and Brian had something to do with compelling my movement 
as well. They covertly got my attention and the three of us jumped in our 
canoe and headed downstream before anyone noticed that we had all the 
paddles. 

7. From the Ojibwe: the lake into which the river pitches and ceases to flow. 
Lake Belle Taine, formerly known as Elbow Lake, remembers little of its 

original Ojibwe name except the translation. (Nobody knows where "Belle 
Taine" came from either, but that's a different story.) This is all that remains: 
a lake, one of seventeen in the Mantrap Chain, carved up by glaciers aeons 
ago, into which water flows, but there is no outlet. Belle Taine is one of ninety 
lakes in a ten-mile radius, at the heart of Lakes Country in north-central 
Minnesota. My hometown is built on its shores, my childhood home three 
blocks from the beach. 

Until only a few years ago, the lake level wasn't a problem, as drought 
kept Belle Taine at a manageable level. When I was younger, spending all 
my summer free time at the beach, I used to measure the lake level by the 
square of concrete on which the lifeguard's chair was perched. I remember 
that when we moved to Nevis, the water lapped at the base of the concrete, 
but in the following years, dry yards separated the red chair and the lip of the 
lake. But in June of 2001, the lake hit its highest level in recorded history, 
nearly five feet higher than average. 

Homes built before the 100-feet-from-the-lake requirement was enacted 
found themselves in trouble. The sandbagging against floodwaters so com­
mon to the Red River Valley to the west now became a common sight around 
Belle Taine residences. The public beach, which was by now a misnomer, was 
suffering from so much erosion that a retaining wall was built to hold in the 
hill. Lawns turned into swamps. 

Consequently, the city lost its public landing, the only public landing 
on Belle Taine. The city council finally decided that if the landing remained 
impassible, the tourists would take their boats and money and go elsewhere, 
so the council dumped truckloads of sand so that vacationers and locals 
would be able to use the landing. 

The county has done little more than fight over how to resolve this prob­
lem. They've brought in the DNR to assess options, but that has not helped. 
I wonder, though, how the ecological balances the psychological. How is our 
language complicated when water is stilled against its will? When the water is 
clouded by something other than sky? What happens to our language when 
streams are dammed? When I walk along the Columbia River in Washington, 
or other Pacific Northwest rivers, stand at the Grand Coulee Dam-what's the 
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real effect of this? Do we destroy or just complicate our ability to understand 
the world around us? 

Part of me just wants to let the lake have its way. It was here first, after 
all. Whatever the outcome, however, Belle Taine retains a sense of irony 
about the situation. Despite the flooding, the aquifer underneath the lake 
is nearly dry. 

8. Translating a Rant of Rain and Wind 
The winter rains were a continual presence in Ireland for most of my 

six months there. As I recall, it was raining when I arrived. Except for the 
expected green of the grass, everything else was gray: the sky, the Atlantic, 
the rain, the stones. Minnesota rain is not like Irish rain, I observed. Irish 
rain is influenced by proximity to the ocean, which produces thick mists and 
light patters that don't really require a raincoat, and Minnesotan rains are the 
result of clashing fronts of hot and cold air masses. I much prefer storms to 
gentle downpours or mists, another reason I love Minnesota, the northern 
portion of Tornado Alley, where the summer rains are much like my bad 
moods-vicious, but never lasting very long-storms that bring bruising rain, 
hail that dents cars and crops, winds that lay waste to all obstacles, and then 
an hour later, it's calm, and there's a blue sky in its wake. 

Perhaps a Minnesotan's relationship with water stems from the realiza­
tion that water is both life-giving and life-taking. Sticks and stones may break 
your bones, but water can hurt you too. It's constructive and destructive. 
The residents of the Red River Valley between Minnesota and North Dakota 
know this well: they've tried to control the Red for years. During the spring 
of 1997, the river won and no one who witnessed it will ever forget. We've 
had floods since, bad ones, but 1997 is the high-water mark. Picture Katrina, 
but without the hurricane, without the advanced warning, and add in eight 
blizzards, record-setting snowfalls, a crazy melting pattern, and a flat land 
so intense that you can actually see the curvature of the earth. Now picture 
water spreading out over that flatness like an ice cube melting on a flat table, 
overwhelming homes and livestock and wild creatures. Water is humbling; 
there is nothing we can do to beat it. We should know that by now, but we 
still fight. We complain when there isn't enough water and we complain 
when there's too much. 

And sometimes we just play. Sometimes we just have to. 
Minnesota is full of Scandinavian Protestants, people stereotyped as 

stoic and serious. The stereotype isn't all that far off. We Minnesotans are, 
psychologically, people of middle-ground. We admit it. We may even be 
proud of it. The water, extremes in both summer and winter, rarely finds 
this middle ground, so something has to. If anything, Minnesotans err on 
the side of serious. But it's not good to keep emotions bottled, so maybe 
summer thunderstorms are the weather-equivalent of Minnesotans losing 
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their temper, yelling at the top of their lungs. 
One summer, there was this unforgettable storm up at LOWBC. As I 

stepped out of my cabin that morning, the storm rippled along my skin like 
a promise. The air was heavy, still. 1 could very nearly taste the anticipation 
and tension in the air and it made me grin like a fool. 1 forget how many 
storm systems they say hit us that July day, but it thundered and lighminged 
all day, the clouds d ropping about eight inches of rain in twelve hours. We 
couldn't see the Rainy River in the darkness, but we could hear it. We weren't 
in danger of flooding, because the Rainy emptied into the Lake of the Woods, 
which was large enough to handle the volume. But we sure had a lot of mud 
to deal with. And nothing attracts kids like mud. 

About 9:00 that night, we snapped. Several of the staff decided to give a 
staff initation to my sisters, which involves being tackled and then dumped 
in to the showers fully clothed. Somebody got thrown into the showers nearly 
every week-if there wasn't a newbie around, then any staff member was fair 
game. The campers loved it. We decided the tackling would be more fun if 
we hauled Kris and Kim outside, dumped them in the muck of the lawn and 
tackled them there. The still-torrential rain would make a suitable shower. 
We were drunk on rain, high on thunder, buzzed on lightning. 

What is the language of a thunderstorm? What happens within a Min­
nesotan thunderstorm that we can't get elsewhere? Sometimes, it's just a 
purity of emotion made tangible by the weather. A thunderstorm may be what 
we are afraid to say. A thunderstorm may be a release from the constraints 
of Minnesota culture, which, at times, can be restrictive. We could yell and 
scream and let loose all the messy emotions inside us and have it d rowned 
out by the noise of the storm. There's a privacy there. A thunderstorm may 
give permission to say what I want, act how I want, and woe to the person 
who gets in my way. It would be too exhausting to act that way all the t ime, 
but it's fun-and perhaps healthy-to act without caution once in a while. 

During that storm, as well as many others that summer, Carrie and 
1-the leadership staff- sat on the steps outside the dining hall, with the 
campers tucked safely downstairs with the counselors. We noted the differ­
ence in thunder: rumbles that sound like marbles on a hardwood floor, bass 
drum booms, and cracks that sound like the sky is being cracked like an egg. 
With the phone in hand, the National Weather Service on speed d ial, we 
would watch the clouds rotate, rating the thunder on a scale of 1-10, often 
heckling, "Come on, God, just one funnel cloud-is that too much to ask?" 
We didn't want a tornado. We'd seen the ravages they'd left behind. But we 
wanted to see, really see, the power held in that water and those clouds. We 
wanted to be surrounded, really, truly surrounded, by what made us wholly 
Minnesotan.? 
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DOORWAY TO THE OLD COUNTRY 
to m:y grandparents, and their stories 

Surprising their village, the ancient wraith 
arrived on the death rattle of wind whipping 
the parched crops. Famine swept out the grain 
bins with the energy of a fresh bride 
scouring potato cellars spotless 
even bread basket bottoms 
to remove yesterday's crumbs. 

Yet some stale bits of cake 
stayed in the woman's apron pockets 
so the man and the woman knew 
that they would set a weighty door 
on the ground in the scorched field. 
They found a firm stick to prop the door 
open about two feet on one end. Using the 
identical knot he had used to lead 
his last calf to butchery the man 
bound a long rope to the stick. 
The woman-with forethought born 
of motherhood-emptied her pockets 
over the earth beneath the door. 

Secreted under their blanket the man 
with the woman waited until the indifferent sun 
rose as usual while the heedless sky stared down 
at the stock-stili couple as usual 
and then-spying the crumbs-starving 
sparrows flew in, hundreds of small, insanely 
chirping birds struggling, clawing 
to possess the particles of food. 

Nothing moved. Then the instantaneous 
snap of the man's wrist then the big 
whomp when the doorway closed on 
the feasting birds then the momentaneous 
hush then the man and the woman laughing 
embracing, examining their scrawny, toothsome harvest. 
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Still Life 

Nowadays, when my neighbors throw horseshoes, they're not aiming 
for each other. They must have worked it out. I'm happy for them. 
I really am. I want to send them a fruit basket full of star fruit and 

nectarines and papaya, anonymously, so they'll have something to guess at. 
Just this morning, before I left for work at the salon, I scribbled my son 

a quick note on the message board on the fridge. It said: Be sure to take care 
of your hamster, Brett. The phrase "take care" means: "put out of its misery." 
Brett knows this. It is a code we've created. Just recently, we'd discussed life 
and death and what pet-owner responsibility means to him. 

At social events like anniversary parties or graduation parties or it' s-warm­
and-someone-has-a-backyard-and-tiki-torches-were-on-sale party, I introduce 
Brett as "the son I've had for eleven years now." Nobody knows how to 
respond. They nod and sip fruit punch or wine coolers or take a stab at a 
square of cheddar stuck to a glossy red plate. I smile so all my teeth show, and 
I pull on Brett to do the same. I wrap an arm around him and sometimes 
he crosses his eyes. 

At this point in conversation, people plop the cheddar into their mouths, 
then excuse themselves, casually asking the host if Brett has been adopted, 
which he hasn't. I made him myself, almost. 

Here's a secret I rarely tell: once, I had sex with a man painted entirely 
green. He just stood there, hardly breathing, as I dabbed at him with the 
brush. The paint dried quickly and later, when we peeled it off, we peeled it 
off in strips and laid them on the kitchen counter like fish filets. That wasn't 
the night Brett was conceived, but it was close. 

We live on the ocean, which means we have sea grass in the backyard. 
Beyond that, sand, seagulls, water. These neighbors, they have no ear for vol­
ume. They don't know how sound carries. Back in the days when they flung 
horseshoes, they'd scream obscenities while Brett and I lay in the kiddy-pool 
and let the sun roast the tops of our knees. We'd lounge there, dabbing at 
the shallow water, trying not to rip the plastic sides, while Henry called Liz 
a "Goddamned arrogant cunt-rag whore," and Liz, quite succinctly, called 
him "scum." 

At first I was hesitant about Brett listening in, but it was such a lovely 
Sunday and the kiddy-pool felt fantastic, and we had lemonade within arm's 
reach. So all afternoon, the metal horseshoes chinked indentations in the 
wooden fence that separated our yards and Brett refilled our drinks. Henry 
continued his strings of names while Liz rotated within one-word rebuttals: 
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scum, slime, slob. 
Sometime around dinnertime, they must have tired because the horse­

shoes stopped clinking. I perked up and heard Henry mumble something 
about egg rolls, and how did that sound? I couldn't hear what Liz said. 

At the end of our soak, as 1 slid on at-shirt and flip-flops and removed 
my aviator sunglasses-stood there with my swimsuit seeping through-I turned 
to Brett and said, "Well, d id you learn anything important today?" 

Brett bent down to empty the kiddy-pool. The water surged over the 
colored whale prints on the bottom of the plastic and then moved on to the 
grass, spread over the lawn, absorbed. He turned to me and said yes, he'd 
learned many, many things. 

"Name one," I coaxed, and he scratched his ear and said, "Well, I don't 
know. Umm ... boys talk more than girls do. I didn't know that before." I 
nodded. I flung an arm around him and walked him to the house. Our feet 
squished, and the grass stuck to us. 

"That's right," I agreed. "That's absolutely right. Good observation." 
He shrugged, and I opened the screen door for him, the ice in our empty 
glasses clinking. 

These parties we went to, sometimes we weren't even invited. Every time, 
really. "But don't feel bad," I'd assure Brett as we walked into some stranger's 
backyard bearing an angel food cake, "because probably, if they actually did 
know us, of course they'd want us to come. Does that make any sense?" He 
always promised it did, that it made some sense, and I always said I loved 
him very much. 

The party I remember most was a graduation party. But it wasn't a high 
school graduation or even a college graduation. It was Sara Elbridge's gradu­
ation from Steambrook Middle School. According to the tri-fold her mother 
had prepared and placed on the picnic table, Sara excelled in mathematics 
and French. She had a fairly lovely smile to boot. 

"So Sara," I'd said, cornering her midway between the volleyball net and 
the croquet wickets, "tell me a little about your math experiences." It was best, 
I'd discovered, to approach the host or hostess before they got to you. Poor 
Sara, she didn't know who I was, and she was about to ask, but I interrupted, 
told her she looked cute with her braids, and had her mother done them for 
her? She said yes, and I smiled, then searched the Elbridge backyard for the 
mother who I didn't know but who'd done a fine job with those braids. 

"Janice?" I called. "Ohhhh Jaaanice?" 
Her mother's name was Aimee. 
At that party, Brett seemed to thoroughly enjoy himself. All of those kids 

zooming everywhere, zooming with bows in their hair and dirt in their nails 
and laughing. He played freeze tag and lawn darts and ate three pieces of 
cake, the icing smudged all over his lips. He grinned at me, and all I could 
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see was chocolate with marshmallow teeth. 
Meanwhile, to pass the time while Brett made friends, I mingled with 

people I'd never met before. I laughed at their jokes and I patted their shoul­
ders and I asked questions about daughters and sons and pets. Do you stiU 
have that cat? The old one? Oh what was her name? 

When they gave me updates, I'd shake my head, say, "Seriously Victoria, 
it really has been much, much too long for us. We can't let this happen again, 
you understand?" Victoria always understood. All the Victorias did. We all 
had so many regrets, and when had time started moving so quickly, and how 
had we all lost touch? 

By the end of the evening, as the night darkened and the cake trays were 
dumped into bins, the punch swirling down sinks, most of those people were 
hugging us goodbye. 

"Now promise us," the Victorias said, kissing Brett's cheeks and ruffling 
his hair, "promise that you come back soon. Do you promise?" Brett and I 
nodded. 

"Well good!" they beamed. "No need for you to be strangers!" 

The man's name was Cliff, and let me preface this by saying that he 
started out the color of peaches. I met him in aisle nine. He had a box of 
Frosted Cheerios in his cart, and I, a box of Fruit Loops. We eyed each other's 
boxes. It was enough. 

And then, quite suddenly, we were wheeling down aisles, comparing 
prices and ounces, sorting through two-for-one coupons. Gasping, thrilled 
at the need for two of anything: TV dinners, Campbell's soup, loaves of 
bread. Meow Mix, even. We divided the cans equally, and promised to find 
the cats later. 

Finally, when we ventured to the frozen foods, he asked what kind of 
turkey he should get, and was an entire turkey too much for one man? I 
placed my hand on the bird, stared at its weight and said, "Cliff, tell me 
your favorite color." 

At register four, we paid for our items and bagged them ourselves. A 
small black girl named Lachanda told us to have a great day, and I promised 
I would, and Cliff promised too. 

"And thank you," C liff winked, "for all the well wishes." 
He followed me in his wood-paneled station wagon, waving to me at 

the Stop signs. 
We pulled into my driveway, and in a fit of passion, the first thing we did 

was heave our food side by side in the fridge. We didn't even try to divide 
it or remember. 

"My cheese pizza is yours and your Ritz Bits are mine," he ordered. I 
swooned, and we kept everything from spoiling. 

I was in the middle of repainting the porch, so we moved to the garage, 
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and I spread out my paint tarp and told him to take off his clothes. He did 
it-I was nineteen and lovely-and I dabbed a thick, bristled brush into a gal­
lon of hunter green and told him it might feel a little cold at first. 

"But not to worry," I shrugged, lifting the brush, spilling dots to the tarp, 
"I do this all the time." 

I started with a big slash right down the center of his chest. And the 
first thing he said was, "Hey, that's not blue!" I said, "Sorry Charlie, but my 
porch is going to be green." 

Small brushstrokes and I filled in the curves of his armpits, the skin 
between fingers, beneath his stubbly chin. He shivered. "Now stay still," I 
whispered, slipping the brush around his outer ear. "Don't move a single 
muscle." 

Twenty minutes later I'd finished him up and snuck the brush bristles 
into all his secret corners. When I was done, really done, I noticed I'd missed a 
few pretty significant regions and he stared directly down at the white patches 
and asked, "You do this all the time?" 

And then Brett was born ten months later, and Cliff and I were just a 
little off from sharing pizza and crackers forever. 

"Shucks," he said when I told him, and I always believed in that 
shucks. 

I wanted so much for my son to know stories of his father: that he was a 
green man, a god; that it all began with our shared affinity with circular cere­
als. But that would be lying, I realized, though a lie I was comfortable with. 

I gave birth, and for the sake of the birth certificate, the doctor asked 
whom he should list as the father. It could have been one of four different 
men, I told him. I mentioned how they'd all been so warm and wonderful 
and so surprised by my advances. 

"It's like they couldn't believe," I explained to him, "that I'd ever show 
them to my bedroom." Worried, a nurse stuck a stethoscope to my chest and 
told the doctor I sounded normal enough. 

The doctor cleared his throat, and reminded me that there was only one 
line for the name, and that scientifically, no child can have four fathers. 

"Leave it blank then," I ordered, still groggy. "I'll fill it when I'm feeling 
a bit more creative." 

But after Cliff, my creativity seemed to vanish. Though there were plenty 
of paint cans lined up in the garage, there was no painting after him-just 
clean sheets, pale men, and the missionary position. 

When Brett had been my son for nine years, I made the mistake of getting 
him that hamster. We were browsing through Paws N' Claws in the mall and 
sucking on Orange Julius's. I was leaning toward a bubble-eyed goldfish, and 
I'd already picked out a nice ten-gallon aquarium and everything, even the 
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neon pink stones. But we glimpsed that baby hamster to our right, and he 
looked so lovely and fresh pushed up against the glass, and how could I say 
no to something so new? Since Brett, the hamster, and I were all so lovely­
and death seemed so far away-I demanded that Matt, the Pet Specialist for 
Paws N' Claws, box that hamster right up. 

"I am prepared," I informed Matt as he reached for the hamster, "to pay 
for him in full." 

Just last night, while Brett slept with glow-in-the-dark stars gleaming 
down on him, Hamster rocked off his wheel, and he looked as good as dead. 
I knew it. He didn't move; he just lay there in the shavings, sniffing out at 
me beyond his wire cage. Brett's entire room smelled like sawdust and feces 
and rotting vegetables. Hamster shook like his bones had turned sharp, and 
I didn't want to see him shake like that any longer. Hunkering low, my lips 
to his nose, I promised him I'd leave Brett a note on the fridge. 

"This," I told him, reaching out to pet a wisp of fur, "is for your own 
good, and you're welcome." 

I waited for him to say thank you or goodbye or for some miracle to occur. 
But he just lumbered back to the wheel, and the wheel squeaked. I nodded. 
I assured him I understood completely. 

Right now, I'm driving home from the salon, and today, I gave three 
perms and four haircuts. I made forty-one dollars in tips. With that kind 
of money, I could buy half a dozen hamsters or more. But what would we 
do with half a dozen hamsters or more? Sometimes these replacements just 
don't work out. Even after you dress them up and paint them up, they still 
don't look quite the way you'd imagined. 

I'm pulling into the intersection, and I wonder if Brett saw my note, 
and if so, what he's going to do about it. Poor kid. He's only been my son 
for eleven years now, and maybe I haven't taught him enough about putting 
things out of their misery. 

I see a sign for a Scott's Foods, and on a whim, I pull into the parking 
lot. That parking lot is full and noisy and all the cars scuttle like ants lost 
in a smog. 

When I get inside Scott's Foods, all I do is mull over aisles of soda pop 
and potato chips and Rubbermaid, and nothing strikes me as the kind of 
gift that could suck out the blackness and shoot out the light. Scott's is a 
small, local place, and maybe, I think, I should try somewhere with a larger 
inventory. 

I search the highest parts of shelves and reach my hands deep inside 
freezers, finding nothing but icicles there. Eventually I grow cold and tired, 
so I tell a woman I want her finest fruit basket. She says her name is Edna. 

"Edna! What a relief," I say. "Sometimes it feels like the whole wide world 
is made up of Victorias, right?" I hold out my money. 
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Edna smiles and says I can hold onto the money and pay at the cash 
register-she's just the one who arranges the oranges. She begins limping 
around and directing me to the baskets, but she looks so old, and I don't 
want to make her walk any farther. 

"lust the one who arranges the oranges?" I say, giving us both a chance 
to rest. "Edna, I think you're being modest." I wave my arm over the vast 
landscapes of her fruit geometry, her tomato pyramids, her lettuce heads 
parallel to the grapes and perpendicular to the squash. She smiles and says 
it's really nothing special, just something she picked up after forty-two years 
of service. 

"I don't know, Edna," I say, shaking my head as we continue walking. 
"Maybe it is special. Have you ever consider that?" 

She shows me her finest fruit basket, and it is fine-bursting full of the 
ripest melons and pineapple and grapes. 

"Do you have anything of the star fruit/papaya variety?" I ask but she says 
no. I nod. I consider my options. "Well this one will be great," I assure. "Did 
you make it yourself?" No, but she says her friend did. Her friend's name is 
Betty. Betty has forty-eight years of service, and Edna says I should see what 
Betty can do with nectarines. 

"What can she do?" I ask, and she glances behind her and then whispers: 
"Rhombus." \ 

I admire the fruit basket she shows me. We both just stop and stare at 
it, and she pats my hand as we stare. It's so lovely I'd like to hang it on the 
wall like a three-dimensional picture. But it would rot, probably, and very 
few people want rotting fruit dangling in their living rooms. 

Edna points me to a small card dangling off the side. It's cream-colored, 
gold embroidered. On the front, in perfect cursive, it says, "Much Appreci­
ated." 

"For my neighbors," I lie, hoisting the basket into my arms. The plastic 
rubs against my cheek and turns it red. "I'm just going to leave it on their 
door step. Won't sign the card or anything. A good, anonymous, deed." 

A mother does not buy a fruit basket for her son. 
Through the plastic, I smile at Edna. She says it is a lovely gesture and 

what lucky neighbors I have! 
"It's nothing," I admit, peering down into the fruit at all those grapes 

and melons. 
"But I have a son, you know," I tell her, glancing up. "I've had him for 

eleven years now. Funny story, his hamster passed away today. Thought he 
could use something a little bit special." 

She eyes me strangely, and then I remember that I just told her the fruit 
was for the damn neighbors. 

Edna's very, very sorry about the hamster. She offers condolences. 
"Yes, well," I shrug, glancing at the bakery and the people wheeling carts. 

"At least we don't throw horseshoes." 
After a time, Edna asks, "Just the one basket then?" 
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"Oh yes, just the one, thank you. For my neighbors, of course." 
I walk the basket toward the register, and a few loose grapes fall out of 

position and a melon follows, tumbling. The entire mountain collapses, 
pushing against the plastic wrap, deforming everything and bulging. Edna 
says oops. She says sorry; Betty usually packs it tighter. But Betty has arthritis, 
she explains, and Betty's husband, Wilbur, recently passed and she's sure I 
can understand if I only open my heart and ... 

"Hey," I say, pushing back against the wrapping. "Edna, I want you to 
listen, and I want you to listen good." I put my hands on her shoulders and I 
try not to crack her bones with my fists. "My son's hamster died today, okay? 
So if anyone can understand what you must be going through, it's me. Watch­
ing a loved one's loved one die? It's not an easy task, I know. Trust me. I was 
in love once too, okay? He wanted the color blue, but we compromised with 
green. So I painted him green and then I painted the porch. He's not even 
my son's father, for crying out loud, and still I painted him green. Does that 
make any sense?" I think we might hug, so I open my arms, but we don't. 

"Okay, unrelated question: have you seen a wood-colored station wagon? 
This man I knew, before I painted him, he drove this wood-colored station 
wagon. And he liked Frosted Cheerios. He doesn't own a cat. Have you seen 
anyone who fits that description?" 

She holds my hand and says the grief is a very difficult emotion to har­
ness. 

Anyway, we push and prod at the plastic, but the fruit doesn't fit like it 
should. It just keeps falling, and I think it will take at least five hands to right 
what we've wronged with all the nudging. 

"You hold it on this side," I order, "and I'm going to work from the 
back." 

Together, we convince most of the melons to stay. We don't move, and 
poor Edna hardly breathes. In a show of solidarity, I decide to hardly breathe 
too. Edna and I hold that basket, motionless, afraid to disrupt the newfound 
balance. Like crabs, we walk sideways to the cash register, and once there, a 
woman asks if I'd like to pay debit or credit. I say I am prepared to pay cash. 
I balance the basket with a knee and tug a few bills from my pocket. I look 
to Edna. I say, "Okay, now give it to me straight. How long we got before this 
whole thing starts to rot? Before it all comes tumbling down?" 

Later that night, Brett and I bury Hamster in the ocean. I try to play 
Taps on a kazoo. Afterward, we pray the morning tide will not return poor 
Hamster to our shore. 

"One day," I tell Brett, "maybe the ocean will bring us something that 
isn't dead or dying." 

"Like sand dollars," he says. 
"Sure! Like sand dollars." 
But you can only collect them for so long. And they will not buy you the 

things that you want. :F 
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]o Ann Beard 

The Nicest Person Michael Lewis Has Ever Met: 
A conversation with JoAnn Beard 

Jo Ann Beard is the author of The Boys of My Youth, a collection of 
autobiographical essays, as well as other works published in magazines, 
literary journals, and anthologies. In 1997 she received a Whiting Foundation 
Award for Emerging Writers, and in 2007, was named a fellow with the John 

Simon Guggenheim Foundation 
and the New York Foundation for 
the Arts. Originally from the Mid­
west, Beard now lives in upstate 
New York. Fugue editor Michael 
Lewis conducted this interview 
with Ms. Beard over the late sum­
mer and early fall of this year. 

Michael Lewis: Jo Ann, we've 
talked in the past about the process 
of writing for you; how deliberate 
and exact it is. We've also discussed 
some of the misconceptions people 
have regarding writing as a form 
of work. It seems like people of­
tentimes hold a belief that writers 
don't work in the same way other 

artists do, that the creative process for writers doesn't involve turmoil or de­
termination, as if not wanting to admit that real writing happens when you 
sit and work at it. I wonder if you could comment on that. 

]o Ann Beard: Well, for me, it certainly isn't play. Although occasionally 
something will happen and I'll stumble upon a passage that is fun to write 
(this has happened to me three times in the last decade) and suddenly I un­
derstand why certain other people actually like the process of writing. Not 
me! As Shirley Hazzard once said: "It's a nervous work. The state that you 
need to write is the state that others are paying large sums to get rid of." 

To write well, to really get at something deep down, to make art out 
of life, is truly difficult. I avoid the effort and the pain most of the time by 
simply not doing it, which has in a way ruined the second half of my life. 
It's why I frequently find myself saying to people: "I can't go with you to do 
the fun thing, because I have to do my work." The injustice of this is always 
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followed by me changing my mind and doing the fun thing, but balancing 
it out by not enjoying myself. 

ML: Likewise, I wonder if you could spend a moment talking about how you 
came to your own approach to writing. When did you realize that there was 
no set blueprint for a writer, that each writer can form their own system? 

JAB: My process hasn't changed much along the way, although it has slowed 
down some. I work sentence by sentence, shaping the piece as I go, not always 
knowing where it is leading but always moving forward, never backward. I'm 
like the Tin Man who started out much less nimble than everyone else and 
ended up rusted to a halt. 

ML: I read in a past interview of yours that lots of times writing an essay be­
comes a sort of "jigsaw puzzle" and I wonder if that is still true for you and if 
you ever find yourself NOT decoding a puzzle you the writer have created? 

JAB: Well, if I may contradict myself, nothing seems puzzling to me when I 
write. Although I may not always know where it leads, I do trust either that 
my subconscious knows, or that my conscious writing brain will make it 
work out in the end. It's like making a painting-you have to believe that you 
can work with any mark you put on the canvas. That mark may not be right 
at first-say a green shadow or a daub of crimson-but you have to trust that 
you have enough skill to make it right. And the painting progresses, mark by 
mark, as the artist builds toward something he or she could not wholly have 
predicted. Writing is like that, for me. 

ML: Do you feel like there's a "Jo Ann Beard essay"? It struck me when I 
was preparing this interview that I was having the hardest time trying to find 
certain things that appear in your essays and what I found was this sort of 
compassion for people. All your characters are treated in this very tender and 
humane way. All your sentences seemed carved out of wood. In short, your 
essays are all good! But I do wonder if you feel you have an aesthetic, or if at 
some point there has been an editor or a teacher, or a fellow writer, who ap­
proached you about your style of telling stories and made you aware of it. 

JAB: Again, if you go down deep, examining the characters who populate 
your work, you will see them as whole, three-dimensional beings who are 
not just one thing but many things. Faceted, like a diamond, each slant re­
flecting the light and surroundings in a different way-this is what we mean 
by complexity in writing, and in character building on the page. People are 
incredibly complicated and unique, it's only when they are reduced to their 
most basic parts that they become stock characters, flattened out, and don't 

96 FUGUE#35 



refract/reflect their own (and our) milieu. It doesn't just pertain to writing, 
of course: Seeing people as complicated, many-faceted individuals who have 
absorbed and reflected what is around them ... that is the path to human 
compassion. 

ML: I know you read a good deal of poetry - dare I say an avid reader of 
poetry?- and I'd like to talk about that. What draws you to poetry? Do you 
read poetry while you're working? It's old-hat to say that the personal essay 
and the poem are very closely related, but if you would, could you give me 
your explanation for that connection? 

JAB: What draws me to poetry is what draws me to prose-the distillation 
of language and idea. I guess one of the things that I hesitate to say about 
writers in nonfiction graduate programs is that they don't seem to hold 
themselves (I'm generalizing here) to a high standard in terms of artistry. 
Many people show up because they have a story to tell, hoping to learn how 
to make a book, and then a bundle. My thinking on that is: We don't care 
about your story, we've heard your story, we've seen your story, we watch a 
hundred hours of television a week, and if we haven't seen your story yet it's 
because it isn't particularly interesting. You have to tell that story in a way 
that will surpass not only television and movies and video games but John 
Cheever and Annie Dillard and Jonathon Franzen and Richard Yates. Those 
last have written starkly brilliant pieces about a man swimming through a 
lonely afternoon (Cheever), a moth caught in a candleflame (Dillard), bird 
watching (Franzen), and a grade school teacher who hands out pink rubber 
erasers to her students at Christmas (Yates). Of course, none of these pieces 
were about swimming or burning or watching or giving really, they were about 
something deeper, darker, lighter, and more profound. That's the challenge 
each student is given; to create art and profundity out of their own common, 
humble experiences. It's tough, yes, but exalting. 

ML: I'm a big fan of your essay "Out There." The essay is so steady, so con­
trolled. Your essays never seem to run to things. They just sort of "get there" 
and that to me is what makes your collection Boys of My Youth so wonderful: 
the control. Every essay gets to where it is going without really making a show 
of how it got there. So my question is, as a young writer, how did you learn 
that restraint? How did you learn to control an essay the way you do? 

JAB: I better go back and read that essay again, because my memory of it­
of the real event as much as the written event-is now pretty gauzy. What I 
remember about the writing of it is trying to describe that feeling of being 
stuck to a car seat while having a nervous breakdown. What I remember 
about the real event is much more diffuse-! think it all happened so fast that 

Summer· Fall2008 97 



ali i can summon is Neil Young on the stereo and the man's hat. Also, the 
fact that my elderly Toyota had had a paint failure and when you leaned up 
against it you came away silver. 

But you're right, the issue of control in an essay is very important-though 
you can't control that control much. If the writer goes deep enough, and 
records accurately what she is feeling/seeing/remembering, then there won't 
be any control issues involved ... the essay will emerge fully formed, like whoever 
from whoever's forehead. My forehead, and yours. 

ML: I read recently where you said you started "Fourth State of Matter" as an 
essay about dogs and it made me wonder, how often do you surprise yourself 
as a writer? With on the one hand, the deliberate style of your writing and 
the process of it, how is that sometimes softened or countered by the surprise 
of writing, by the actual "moment" of it? 

JAB: That was an unusual case for me-it started out being about dogs, then 
about a specific dog, then about that dog's decline. A month before her 
death, a surprise occurred in my life and in the lives of the people around 
me; in that way, the essay emerged organically from real life. But mostly 
things aren't that extreme in terms of surprises: they certainly occur in life, 
but if you're fully seeing/imagining/remembering during the act of writing 
a story, there's something profoundly unsurprising about psychological 
truth. We may interpret something as a surprise, if we're reading, but for 
the writer there should be no real surprises; if you're writing the truth (and 
even fiction writers must write the truth) everything that happens should be 
absolutely inevitable. 

I like a story by Alice Munro called "Floating Bridge," which has a surprise 
in it. Also a story by Zadie Smith called "The Trials of Finch," which has 
a different kind of surprise in it. Both of these stories-and others as well­
surprise the reader on her first time through. Second time through, though, 
the reader sees the inevitability, the careful peeling back of the layers until 
the surprise is visible, under the surface ... in one case a terrible wound, and 
in the other, a beautiful kernel of joy. 

ML: Someone once told me there are two types of creative people: those 
that embrace the world around them and those that exile themselves from 
it, and I wonder which strain you are. When you approach something like 
"Undertaker, Please Drive Slow" does it help to have an informed sense of 
what is going on, and to understand possibly what the public response to 
the topic might be, or is it best to dive in head-long and form a point of view 
as you go? 

JAB: I never did form a point of view about that piece; the issue is too com-
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plicated. It seems best to show it as completely as possible, which sometimes 
just furthers ambivalence, but that's all right. Again, if one goes deep enough 
and far enough into a piece, one arrives at some kind of truth, psychological 
and otherwise. People tend to recognize truth when they read it. 

ML: How does the process of invention differ from the process of research for 
you? How does the approach change from an essay such as, say "Out There," 
to an essay like "Undertaker, Please Drive Slow"? 

JAB: In the "Undertaker" essay, I had to research it first and then imagine it. 
So 1 got a full picture of everything I could, from the nuts and bolts of what 
happened to this woman who got sick and tried to get better and then died 
by her own (and Jack Kevorkian's) hand, and then I made myself live it as I 
was writing it, so that I could describe on the page all the feelings she might 
have had, and the details that might have surrounded her. Those details, of 
course, are what make an essay or a story come alive for the reader-in this 
case, the dog Ursa, an ice rink, a lonely parakeet, the scent of burning leaves, 
girls in flannel shirts, a pair of yellow clogs. Those images and details are 
things I shared with someone I never met but came to love. Some of them 
were real and some were real only in my head. 

To write "Out There," I simply had to revisit my memory and mine 
my knowledge of certain things. In terms of memory, say, 1 had to think 
about what the road looks like in Alabama, deserted and verdant, or what 
the hot wind felt like blasting through the silver Toyota; in terms of mining 
my knowledge, I had to think about specifically what one might see on the 
road when it isn't deserted (maybe a truck that says England on the side), or 
what one thinks about when driving a long time in a shaky state (maybe the 
demoralizing things said by a departing husband). 

ML: 1 wonder if we could talk about last lines. Yours are always powerful and 
complete and there are a good number of your essays (Most notably "Fourth 
State of Matter" and "Boys of My Youth") where the end line is often just a 
sentence long. Are you thinking of that last line before you get there, or is it 
simply just a matter of realizing that the essays feel done? 

JAB: The best endings create resonance. As in: reverberation, intensification 
or amplification. Everything in an essay (and a story) must be made to mean 
something; the short form requires that there are no wasted words, scenes, 
images, but that everything is in service to the master. Keep in mind that the 
master is not the writer, though, far from it. 

ML: I wonder if we could spend a bit talking about teaching. Specifically, what 
advantage does teaching offer you? And what do your students teach you? 
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JAB: I teach writing because 1 need a job and it's the job that gives me the 
most pleasure. I love literature, I love talking about writing, ideas, language, 
images-this is vastly and constantly stimulating to me-and I learn how to 
write better by immersing myself in these things, and by talking to colleagues 
and surrounding myself with art and artists. It's easy in this culture to zone 
out, to sink into the too-much-information world of flickering light. We used 
to call TV the plug-in drug because it was recognized that all those techni­
cal events-fast cutting in particular-had a numbing, hypnotic effect on the 
viewer. Somehow we knew it but we didn't care, and in fact have embraced 
it, and now spend more hours staring at light than not. I'm as susceptible as 
anyone, but for me the the voices of amazing writers like Stephen Crane, Rick 
Moody, Joan Didion, Leo Tolstoy, Marjorie Kinnan Rawlings, Lorrie Moore 
(I'm looking at the bookshelf next to me as I write this) act as an antidote. 

What my students teach me is everything. About writing, about creativ­
ity, about the scope of human experience. They offer respect to their profes­
sors, which is a great thing if you're on the receiving end of it. I was always 
a nobody, somebody's sidekick, secretary, wife, friend, and then I became a 
teacher. I have to be careful that 1 don't enjoy it too much-people deferring to 
my opinion simply because I'm the one with the class roster and the overhot 
shared office-because it's a power that comes with responsibility. To educate 
and to inspire, which is not as easy as it sounds. 

ML: I'd like to spend a few moments talking about your dogs. We've talked 
in the past about the joys you get from walking them, but I wonder if you 
also find some sort emotional, or creative, outlet in them. 

JAB: I do love dogs--though I will say that the dogs I end up with are nearly 
always secondhand, and the current ones have a lot of problems. I spend 
a great deal of time now managing them as much as enjoying them, to the 
point where 1 have fantasies about running away with other dogs. 1 went 
into a local pet store to buy something the other day and caught a glimpse 
of a dog in a (too small) crate, staring out at me. This dog looked gentle, 
intelligent, and had a long nose and I've been thinking of him ever since: I 
have a crush on a dog. 

It seems like, for a personal essayist, anything that you can get a crush 
on is inspirational. 

I like the way their minds work and don't work, I find it fascinating that 
they can be resting a head on your knee one moment and killing a fawn in 
the tall grass the next. It's terrible for the fawn and for the human, although 
most humans do worse to animals at every meal. Though again, no consola­
tion to the fawn. 

ML: Could you describe what would be the perfect writing day? 
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JAB: Go straight to the computer in pajamas, drink tea out of my lucky cup 
and look through the binoculars at the birds on the wire outside my study, 
see a bald eagle sitting on top of the tree in the field (this happened once), 
and imagine, then write, a scene from the point of view of a turtle. The turtle 
might eat a leaf of lettuce and fall off a motel bed, but be caught by the nar­
rator. The narrator in real life would have purchased the turtle while she was 
driving through Florida, from a boy who sold it for a dollar at a gas station. 
The turtle would have had an STP Oil sticker on its shell, and all this would 
have happened the day before she was chased by a man in Alabama. For me, 
that would be the perfect writing experience: the combination of seeing the 
real world and then imagining it from a more interesting perspective. After 
a couple of hours of that, I would quit and do something else for the rest 
of the day. 

ML: Finally, JoAnn, I'd like to ask you about David Foster Wallace. When 
he passed, lots of writers came forward to discuss who he was as a writer, as 
an editor, and as a person, and I wonder if you had any stories or moments 
about him that you'd like to share. 

JAB: His work meant everything to me as a nonfiction writer, his willingness 
to reveal his own inadequacies meant everything to me as a fellow traveler. His 
love of dogs and his brilliant and sly defense of the lobster; this is a person 
I wish we could have kept with us. The world of nonfiction grew dimmer 
when he left.? 
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Charles Antin's stories have been published in The Virginia Quarterl1 Review, 
Ballyhoo Stories, Rosebud, Alimentum, The Philadelphia Inquirer, Food & Wine, 
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2007. She graduated from Princeton University. 

Jenni Blackmore grew up in the industrial north of England but is now living 
her dream on a small island just east of Halifax, Nova Scotia. "Some days find 
me as a painter, other days I'm a poet, or a playwright, a short story writer, 
a novelist ... my hyperactive imagination does not allow for just one mode, 
and besides, life is way too exciting to fit into any one mould, yes? (Well, that's 
my excuse :-)I like to explore the mystical and suggest playful alternatives to 
the seemingly mundane and of course the influence of my maritime home 
seems to wiggle its way into much of my art and writing. The experiment, 
M1 Tit/er, was inspired by stories told me years ago by my Welsh uncle, an 
itinerant story teller himself. Thank you Fugue for allowing his words and 
experience to echo back through time." 

Gabriel Bravo was born in Miami, Fl. in 1980. In 2007, two of his poems 
were published in the Pacific Review (San Diego State University), and he also 
was the recipient of the 2007 "National Gold Circle Award" for "Free-Verse 
Poetry" from Columbia University (New York City). 
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-Judith Cody's poetry has won national awards from Atlantic Monthly and 
Amelia, three honorable mentions from the Emily Dickinson Poetry Award, 
and is in the Smithsonian Institution's permanent collection. Poems appear 
in: Nimrod, New York Quarterly, South Carolina Poetry Review, Poet Lore, Xavier 
Review, Texas Review, Primavera, Phoebe, Louisville Review, Madison Review, Eureka 
Literary Magazine, Westview, Ginosko, Rio Grande Review, and others. Poems are 
anthologized in: Meridian Anthology of Contemporary Poetry 2007, Oakland Out 
Loud 2007, Words Upon the Water 2006, and Anthology of Monterey Bay Poets 
2005. Books are: Vivian Fine: A Bio-Bibliography, Greenwood Press, 2002; Eight 
Frames Eight, poems; Roses in Portraiture, photography, Kikimora 2008. She is 
a University of California Master Gardener. www.judithcody.com 

David J. Corbett lives in Lake Barrington, Illinois with his wife and two 
children. "Letter to Dr. Goldberg" is his first published poem. 

Elizabeth Earley's fiction, poetry, and prose has appeared in Whiskey Island 
Magazine, The First Line Magazine, the Story Week Reader, Windy City Times, The 
Chicago Reader, Chicago Life, Time Out Magazine, HLLQ, Backpacker Magazine, 
Geek411, and Hair Trigger. She lives in Phoenix, AZ and is currently working 
on her second novel. Learn more about her at www.elearley.com. 

Albert Garcia's two books of poems are Rainshadow (Copper Beech Press) 
and Skunk Talk (Bear Star Press). He is also the author of Digging In: Literature 
for Developing Writers from Prentice Hall. He lives in Wilton, California and 
works at Sacramento City College. 

Mark Halliday teaches at Ohio University. His books of poems are Little Star 
(1987), Tasker Street (1992), Selfwolf (1999) and jab (2002). 

Guan Hanqin (ca. 1225-1305) Yuan Dynasty physician, Chancellor of the 
Royal Academy of Medicine. Not only was he a major poet, he is considered 
one of the four leading playwrights of his era. Thirteen of his sixty plays have 
survived, as well as fifty-seven of his poems. 

Stephen Larson is a house painter, musician, organic gardener, writer, and 
student of dreams who lives in Northern Minnesota on the edge of the 
Boundary Waters Canoe Wilderness Area. He has worked with mentally 
handicapped adults, with boys judged to be juvenile delinquent, as a light 
bulb salesman, a school bus driver, a poet/teacher in the Minnesota Poets­
in-the-Schools Program, and as an educator in public schools. 

Sage Marsters lives in Jamaica Plain, Massachusetts and works as a writing 
coach for WriteBoston. She has published short stories in Green Mountains 
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--Review, Rosebud, the New England Review, the 2008 Pushcart Prize Collection, 
and forthcoming in the Alaska Quarterly Review. She is currently completing 
a collection of short stories. 

Carol Louise Munn received an MFA in Creative Writing from the Uni­
versity of Michigan and received the Academy of American Poets Prize and 
the Michael R. Gutterman Award for Poetry. Her work has been published 
in Poetry, llya's Honey, So To Speak (George Mason University), and The GSU 
Review (Georgia State University). Her poems have been anthologized in Stories 
From Where We Live: The Gulf Coast, and the Houston Poetry Fest 2004, 2006, 
and 2007 Anthologies and will be the featured poet in the Houston Poetry Fest 
in October 2009. Carol teaches English and Creative Writing at St. John's 
School in Houston, Texas. 

Ann Pancake is the author of a collection of short stories, Given Ground 
(winner of the 2000 Bakeless Award), and a novel, Strange As This Weather 
Has Been (finalist for the 2008 Orion Book Award and a New York Times 
Editor's Choice). Her fiction and essays have appeared in journals and an­
thologies like Glimmer Train, New Stories From the South, Poets and Writers, and 
The Pushcart Prize. She teaches in the low-residency MFA program at Pacific 
Lutheran University. 

Daniel Polikoffs first collection of poetry, Dragon Ship, was published by 
Tebot Bach in December 2007. His poetry and translations have appeared 
in over fifty literary journals, including Nimrod, Gulf Coast, and The Literary 
Review. Daniel teaches literature in the Bay Area, and is currently at work on 
a book on Rilke and archetypal psychology. 

Shawn Poynter is a freelance photographer based in Knoxville, TN. You can 
see more of his pictures at shawnpoynter.com. You can read his cute animal 
blog at shawnpoynter.tumblr.com. 

Paul B. Roth is the author of five collections of poetry, the latest Cadenzas 
by Needlelight, to be opublished by Cypress Books in 2009. His work can be 
found more recently in journals such as Skidrow Penthouse, Osiris, Common 
Grounds, and La ]ornada (Mexico). He is the editor and publisher of The Bitter 
Oleander Press. 

Roger Sheffer teaches writing at Mi nnesota State University, Mankato. He's 
published stories in The Missouri Review, Northwest Review, Harpur Palate, 
and other magazines, and recently won first prize in Third Coast's fiction 
contest. 
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Alex To was born in China, spent his teenage years in Hong Kong, then at 
eighteen emigrated to the US. After finishing medical school in Boston he 
took a detour and went onto Wall Street. For the past seventeen years he 
has worked as a biotech analyst, and at times has managed hedge funds. He 
writes poems in between his trades. Or. To is a contributing editor of Fulcrum. 
He is also on the Board of Governors for the Poetry Society of America. His 
poems have appeared in various journals. 

Justin Vicari's first book, The Professional Weepers, won the 2007-2008 
Transcontinental Award and is forthcoming in February 2009 from Pave­
ment Saw Press. He is also the author of the forthcoming poetry chapbook, 
Siamese Twins of the 21" Century (West Town Press, 2008), and the translator 
of Woman Bathing Light to Dark: Prose Poems by Paul Eluard (Toad Press, 2006). 
His work is appearing in Disquieting Muses Quarterly and The Ledge. He lives 
in Pittsburgh. 

Paul Watsky, a clinical psychologist who works in San Francisco, is co­
translator with Emiko Miyashita of Santoka (Tokyo, PIE Books, 2006). His 
own poetry has appeared in various journals, including The Cream City Review, 
Poetry Flash, onthebus, and Cave Wall. 

Nancy White's first book, Sun, Moon, Salt, won the Washington Prize for 
Poetry. Further poems have appeared in The Antioch Review, Black Warrior 
Review, FIELD, Harpur Palate, Ploughshares, Seneca Review, Virginia Quarterly 
Review, and others. She teaches at Adirondack Community College in upstate 
New York. 

Margaret Zamos-Monteith holds a Masters degree from Columbia Univer­
sity, an MFA in fiction from CUNY/Brooklyn College, and a BA from the 
University of Southern California. She is the recipient of a stipend from the 
National Endowment for the Humanities (NEH) and has recently completed 
her first novel, East of Five. A resident of Brooklyn, NY, she is living in Rome 
for one year with her husband, photographer Matthew Monteith. 
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Washington and Lee University 

is pleased to announce 

The Glasgow I Shenandoah 
Prize for Emerging Writers 

$2,500 
The Prize includes publication of new work in Shenandoah. 

Eligibility for 2009 Prize: all writers of poetry 
with only one published book in that genre. 

To apply for the prize send first book, five unpublished poems 
and biographical information along with an s.a.s.e. and 

a check for $25, which brings a year's subscription to Shenandoah, 
between March 15 and March 31, 2009 to: 

106 

R .T. Smith 
The Glasgow/Shenandoah Prize 

Mattingly House 
2 Lee Avenue 

Washington and Lee University 
Lexington, VA 24450-2 116 

(540) 458-8908 

Sec slzenandoah.wlu.edu for list of previous winners. 
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The work of language deserves our 
greatest care, for the tongue's fire may 
devour the world, or may light the way. 

108 

--Scott Russell Sanders 
from • Amos and James• (4513) 

LARGER size 

new DESIGN 

MORE pages 

Still the same award-winning 
contents. 

=-+-= 
Then: William Faulkner, Eudora Welty, e e 
cummings, Sally Mann, Alice Adams, John 
Barth, W. H. Auden, J. R. R. Tolkien, Peter 
Taylor, Robert Lowell, Wallace Stevens, 
Anne Tyler, Cy Twombly, William Matthews, 
John Updike, William Carlos Williams 

Now: James Lee Burke, Eavan Boland, Rick 
Bass, Mary Oliver, Robert Morgan, Natasha 
Trethewey, Ron Rash, Yusef Komunyakaa, 
Rita Dove, Ha Jin, Bret Anthony Johnston, 
George Singleton, Catherine Barnett, Ann 
Pancake, Pam Durban, Ben Fountain 

From the cover art to the Editor's Note, 
SHENANDOAH consistently delights, 
surprises, and inspires. 

-- Claudia Emerson 
winner, 2006 Pulitzer Prize for Poetry 

SHENANDOAH ... has long been a 
showcase for exceptional writing. 

-- The Washington Post Book World 
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Past Contributors 

Charles Baxter 
Mark Halliday 

Michael Martone 
W.S. Merwin 

Melanie Rae Thon 
Franz Wright 

Stephen Dunn 
Philip Levine 

Campbell McGrath 
Sharon Olds 

Natasha Tretheway 
Robert Wrigley 

Dean Young 

Subscribe 

~arne: __________________________________ __ 

Address: ______________ _ 

City/State/Zip:------------

Subscription Rates: 
1 year (two issues) $14 
2 years (four issues) $25 
3 years (six issues) $35 

Mail this form to: 
Fugue 

200 Brink Hall 
University of Idaho 

Moscow ID 83844-1102 

0 Writing published in Fugue has won the Pushcart Prize.O 
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S'h Annual Conle1l in 
· Pto1e and poelry 

Poetry 

non-riction 
1st prize receives $1000 

and publication 
2"d and 3'd prizes receive 

publication 

1st prize receives $1000 
and publication 

2"d and 3'd prizes receive publication 

$20 entry fee includes one-year 

subscription to FUGUE 
Postmark deadline: 
May 1, 2009 

Clearly mark entry as poetry or fic­
tion and send, along with check, to: 

Fugue Contest 
200 Brink Hall 
University of Idaho 
PO Box 441102 
Moscow, ID 83844-1102 

www.uidaho.edu/fugue 



FUGUE 
Featuring: 

Fugue's Seventh 
Annual Poetry and 

Prose Contest 
Winners 

Lisa Bellamy 
David J. Corbett 

Carol Louise Munn 
Sage Marster:. 
Roger Sheffer 

Margaret Zamos-Mo nteith 

Interview: 

Jo Ann Beard 

J 

Plus stories about 
theDonkey,man, the 

danger of sharing 
bagels with interns, 
and Guan Hanqin, 
13th century poet, 

I 

proves he's still hip. 

,J 
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