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In the anxiety of the unfamiliar, a little help from our friends
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Signs line the road near the Namib Desert to warn of windborne sand.

Photo: Jill K. Robinson / Special To The Chronicle

Close

The olive shading of the black mamba can’t be ignored. It’s the last thing you want to see in
Namibia.

And it’s under my car.

I perch on a picnic table at a tiny rest stop 30 miles north of Otjiwarongo, with my eye on
the snake, knowing better than to throw something to scare it off. Tall grass punctuated
with sprawling trees lines each side of the highway, and what lies beyond is protected by
chain-link fencing. After 10 minutes of waiting for the snake to move, a truck turns off the
road.
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“Are you having trouble with your vehicle?” asks the man.

“In a way,” I respond. “I’ve got a mamba under my car.”

The man introduces himself as Solomon, a Namibian wildlife guide, and asks if I have
binoculars so he can check my claim. My binoculars are in the car. I hand him my camera.
He looks through the lens, grunts and gives it back.

“Indeed, that’s what he is,” says Solomon. “We’re here for a while. Do you have lunch?”

I reply that I have a great lunch, but it’s sitting in my car next to the binoculars. Solomon
strides back to his truck, reaches inside and pulls out a bag and cooler. In less than a
minute, he’s set the picnic table and laid out his meal to share with me.

After a week, I’ve gotten so comfortable in Namibia that I’m not worried about driving
across the country, walking through town at night, or hiking alone. Concerned e-mails from
home ask if I’m staying safe and locking my hotel room door, tell me to watch out for
strangers (which is everyone), and advise me to “be careful in Africa.” I’m beginning to
wonder if I’m having a one-person fairy-tale experience and missing something ominous
that will teach me a lesson.

It’s understandable, of course, that people are afraid of the unfamiliar. This entire
continent is often prejudged or labeled based on events in a few regions. The only way to
know the real truth is to pack your bags and see for yourself.

Even I had my moment of doubt before coming. When asked by the country’s tourism
office if I felt comfortable driving a rental SUV around by myself, I hesitated.

“I’m a blond surfer girl from the United States,” I answered. “I won’t blend in. Do you feel
comfortable with me driving around alone?”

The immediate, positive response was all I needed to dismiss any doubt. But when I
checked in at the rental car agency and was presented with a two-wheel-drive car instead of
a four-wheel-drive SUV, I realized that my tire-changing skills were more than rusty.
There’s no such thing as an auto service club in Namibia, and obstacles abound — from
deep water holes to families of warthogs that seem to wait until the last moment to hurl
themselves across lanes of traffic with their skinny tails in the air.

Noticing that the presence of the snake makes me nervous, Solomon asks me why.
Surprised by his question, I sputter a little with my response about the mamba’s aggression
and venom. I omit telling him that only recently have I gotten a lifelong snake phobia
under control. But I still get shivers when I see a photo of a black mamba. Having a live one
this close to me is unnerving.
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“But right now, he is your friend,” Solomon advises. “Everyone is already your friend: the
snake, the elephant, the leopard, the stranger. They are only not your friend if they hurt
you.”

I counter his optimism. “It’s hard to overcome irrational fears, especially when potential
danger is involved.”

Solomon nods, and points out that we’re two seemingly opposing animals in the world’s
wilderness. “But here I am, an African man, talking to you, a blond California woman, out
in the middle of nowhere in Namibia,” he says. “Nobody is here to help if things go badly.
And many people think that’s the only way this scenario can end, as if Africa is too
dangerous to bother trusting. You’ve trusted Namibia, so you can trust our mamba friend.
But that doesn’t mean you do it without caution.”

We enjoy his lunch of barbecued chicken, corn and garlic bread, which he’d packed for a
break in his six-hour drive. The cooler is packed with frosty bottles of Hansa Urbock, a
bockbier that gives a subtle nod to the country’s German settlers. A glance at my car tells us
that the mamba is still there, so we each open a beer and toast to friends who don’t bite.

“Back at home,” he says, “if you have car trouble, do you wait for help?”

I remember my father’s lessons in changing tires, back when I was 15. “Yes,” I explain.
“However, the person who comes to help is usually a mechanic who I call. Strangers don’t
usually bother, thinking it’s not their responsibility. And we are often too wrapped up in
our own lives to think about others.”

Solomon sighs, and silently points at the towering neck and head of a giraffe in the
distance. He smiles when he sees my eyes widen — as if I’m 5 years old.

“If we help each other,” he says. “There is more time for wonder. Like that giraffe. How
many have you seen in Namibia so far?”

I reply that I’ve seen perhaps 30. But every time I spy another animal — no matter if it’s an
elephant, leopard, cheetah, honey badger, oryx, jackal or baboon — it’s as if I’ve seen it for
the first time. The excitement never wanes.

“That’s how it should be with everything,” he says, and looks into the distance after the
giraffe.

I haven’t looked at my watch this entire time, fascinated with Solomon’s stories. I have no
idea if 20 minutes or two hours have passed. Aside from my need to get to my destination
before sundown, I’m in no rush. I ask Solomon if I’m keeping him.
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“If we don’t make time for friends,” he says as he hands me an orange, “how sad would our
lives be?”

We look over to the car for our regular snake check. The mamba is gone. I silently hope
it hasn’t crawled into my car’s undercarriage, but don’t want Solomon to know that I still
don’t trust the snake completely.

As we pack up his gear, Solomon pulls some ostrich shell beads from a package in his
truck, opens my hand and places them gently in my palm.

“Your friends are more than these,” he says, as he closes my fingers over the beads. “See
them everywhere they are, and you will be happy.”

He walks me to my car, and as I drive away, I see him waving. Far ahead of me on the road,
a family of warthogs runs across my path. I begin to think like Solomon.

They are all my friends, so I slow down and drive with caution.

Jill K. Robinson is a freelance writer based in Half Moon Bay. E-mail:
travel@sfchronicle.com Twitter: @dangerjr
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SSSSSSSShhhhhhhhoooooooooooooooottttttttiiiiiiiinnnnnnnngggggggg        DDDDDDDDaaaaaaaadddddddd        

bbbbbbbbyyyyyyyy        SSSSSSSSaaaaaaaarrrrrrrraaaaaaaahhhhhhhh        VVVVVVVVoooooooowwwwwwwweeeeeeeellllllllllllllll        

 If you were passing by the house where I grew up during my teenage years and it happened 

to be before Election Day, you wouldn’t have needed to come inside to see that it was a house 

divided. You could have looked at the Democratic campaign poster in the upstairs window and the 

Republican one in the downstairs window and seen our home for the Civil War battleground it was. 

I’m not saying who was the Democrat or who was the Republican – my father or I – but I will tell you 

that I have never subscribed to Guns & Ammo, that I did not plaster the family vehicle with National 

Rifle Association stickers, and that hunter’s orange was never my color. 

  About the only thing my father and I agree on is the Constitution, though I’m partial to the 

First Amendment, while he’s always favored the Second. 

  I am a gunsmith’s daughter. I like to call my parent’s house, located on a quiet residential 

street in Bozeman, Montana, the United States of Firearms. Guns were everywhere: the so-called 

pretty ones like the circa-1850 walnut muzzleholder hanging on the wall, Dad’s clients’ fixer-uppers 

leaning into corners, an entire rack right next to the TV. I had to move revolvers out of my way to 

make room for a bowl of Rice Krispies on the kitchen table. 

  I was eleven when we moved into that Bozeman house. We had never lived in town before, 

and this was a college town at that. We came from Oklahoma – a dusty little Muskogee County 

nowhere called Braggs. My parents’ property included an orchard, a horse pasture, and a couple of 

acres of woods. I knew our lives had changed one morning not long after we moved to Montana 

when, during breakfast, my father heard a noise and jumped out of his chair. Grabbing a BB gun, he 

rushed out the front door. Standing in the yard, he started shooting at crows. My mother sprinted 

after him screaming, “Pat, you might want to check, but I don’t think they do that up here!” From the 

look on his face, she might as well have told him that his American citizenship had been revoked. He 

shook his head, mumbling, “Why, shooting crows is a national pastime, like baseball and apple pie.” 

Personally, I preferred baseball and apple pie. I looked up at those crows flying away and thought, 

I’m going to like it here. 

  Dad and I started bickering in earnest when I was fourteen, after the 1984 Democratic 

National Convention. I was so excited when Walter Mondale chose Geraldine Ferraro as his running 

mate that I taped the front page of the newspaper with her picture on it to the refrigerator door. But 

there was some sort of mysterious gravity surge in the kitchen. Somehow, that picture ended up in 

the trash all the way across the room. 

  Nowadays, I giggle when Dad calls me on Election Day to cheerfully inform me that he has 

once again cancelled out my vote, but I was not always so mature. There were times when I found 

the fact that he was a gunsmith horrifying. And just weird. All he ever cared about were guns. All I 

ever cared about was art. There were years and years where he hid out by himself in the garage 

making rifle barrels and I holed up in my room reading Allen Ginsberg poems, and we were 

incapable of having a conversation that didn’t end in an argument. 

  Our house was partitioned off into territories. While the kitchen and the living room were well 

within the DMZ, the respective workspaces governed by my father and me were jealously guarded 

totalitarian states in which each of us declared ourselves dictator. Dad’s shop was a messy disaster 



area, a labyrinth of lathes. Its walls were hung with the mounted antlers of deer he’d bagged, forming 

a makeshift museum of death. The available flat surfaces were buried under a million scraps of paper 

on which he sketched his mechanical inventions in blue ball-point pen. And the floor, carpeted with 

spiky metal shavings, was a tetanus shot waiting to happen. My domain was the cramped, cold 

space known as the music room. It was also a messy disaster area, an obstacle course of musical 

instruments – piano, trumpet, baritone horn, valve trombone, various percussion doodads (bells!), 

and recorders. A framed portrait of the French composer Claude Debussy was nailed to the wall. The 

available flat surfaces were buried under piles of staff paper, on which I penciled in the pompous 

orchestra music given titles like “Prelude to the Green Door” (named after an O. Henry short story, by 

the way) that I started writing in junior high. 

  It has been my experience that in order to impress potential suitors, one should skip the teen 

Debussy anecdotes and stick with the always attention-getting line “My dad makes guns.” Though it 

won’t cause the guy to like me any better, it will make him handle the inevitable breakup with 

diplomacy – just in case I happen to have any loaded family heirlooms lying around the house. 

  But the fact is, I have only shot a gun once, and once was plenty. My twin sister, Amy, and I 

were six years old – six – when Dad decided it was high time we learned how to shoot. Amy 

remembers the day he handed us the gun for the first time differently. She liked it. 

  Amy shared our father’s enthusiasm for firearms and the quick-draw cowboy mythology 

surrounding them. I tended to daydream through Dad’s activities – the car trip to Dodge City’s Boot 

Hill, his beloved John Wayne Westerns on TV. My sister, on the other hand, turned into Rooster 

Cogburn Jr., devouring Duke movies with Dad. In fact, she named her teddy bear Duke, hung a 

colossal John Wayne portrait next to her bed, and took to wearing one of those John Wayne shirts 

that button on the side. So when Dad led us out to the backyard when we were six and, to Amy’s 

delight, put the gun in her hand, she says she felt it meant that Daddy trusted us and that he thought 

of us as “big girls.” 

  But I remember holding the pistol only made me feel small. It was so heavy in my hand. I 

stretched out my arm and pointed it away and winced. It was a very long time before I had the nerve 

to pull the trigger and I was so scared I had to close my eyes. It felt like it just went off by itself, as if I 

had no say in the matter, as if the gun just had this need. The sound it made was as big as God. It 

kicked little me back to the ground like a bully, like a foe. It hurt. I don’t know if I dropped it or just 

handed it back over to my dad, but I do know that I never wanted to touch another one again. And, 

because I believed in the devil, I did what my mother told me to do every time I felt an evil presence. 

I looked at the smoke and whispered under my breath, “Satan, I rebuke thee.” 

  It’s not like I’m saying I was traumatized. It’s more like I was decided. Guns: Not For Me. 

Luckily, both my parents grew up in exasperating households when children were considered 

puppets and/or slaves. My mom and dad were hell-bent on letting my sister and me make our own 

choices. So if I decided that I didn’t want my father’s little death sticks to kick me to the ground 

again, that was fine with him. He would go hunting with my sister, who started calling herself “the 

loneliest twin in history” because of my reluctance to engage in family activities. 

  Of course, the fact that I was allowed to voice my opinions did not mean that my father 

would silence his own. Some things were said during the Reagan administration that cannot be taken 



back. Let’s just say that I blamed Dad for nuclear proliferation and Contra aid. He believed that if I 

had my way, all the guns would be confiscated and it would take the Commies about fifteen minutes 

to parachute in and assume control. 

  We’re older now, my dad and I. The older I get, the more I’m interested in becoming a better 

daughter. First on my list: Figure out the whole gun thing. 

  Not long ago, my dad finished his most elaborate tool of death yet. A cannon. He built a 

nineteenth-century cannon. From scratch. It took two years. 

  My father’s cannon is a smaller replica of a cannon called the Big Horn Gun in front of 

Bozeman’s Pioneer Museum. The barrel of the original has been filled with concrete ever since some 

high school kids in the ‘50s pointed it at the school across the street and shot out its windows one 

night as a prank. According to Dad’s historical source, a man known to scholars as Some Guy at the 

Museum, the cannon was brought to Bozeman around 1870, and was used by local white merchants 

to fire at the Sioux and Cheyenne Indians who blocked their trade access to the East in 1874. 

  “Bozeman was founded on greed,” Dad says. The courthouse cannon, he continues, 

“definitely killed Indians. The merchants filled it full of nuts, bolts, and chopped-up horseshoes. 

Sitting Bull could have been part of those engagements. They definitely ticked off the Indians, 

because a couple of years later, Custer wanders into them at Little Bighorn. The Bozeman merchants 

were out to cause trouble. They left fresh baked bread with cyanide in it on the trail to poison a few 

Indians.” 

  Because my father’s sarcastic American history yarns rarely go on for long before he trots out 

some nefarious ancestor of ours – I come from a long line of moonshiners, Confederate soldiers, 

murderers, even Democrats – he cracks that the merchants hired some “community-minded 

Southern soldiers from North Texas.” These soldiers had, like my great-great-grandfather John 

Vowell, fought under pro-slavery guerrilla William C. Quantrill. Quantrill is most famous for riding 

into Lawrence, Kansas, in 1863 flying a black flag and commanding his men pharaohlike to “kill every 

male and burn down every house.” 

  “John Vowell,” Dad says, “had a little rep for killing people.” And since he abandoned my 

great-grandfather Charles, whose mother died giving birth to him in 1870, and wasn’t seen again until 

1912, Dad doesn’t rule out the possibility that John Vowell could have been one of the hired guns on 

the Bozeman trail. So the cannon isn’t just another gun to my dad. It’s a map of all his obsessions – 

firearms, certainly, but also American history and family history, subjects he’s never bothered 

separating from each other. 

  After tooling a million guns, after inventing and building a rifle barrel boring machine, after 

setting up that complicated shop filled with lathes and blueing tanks and outmoded blacksmithing 

tools, the cannon is his most ambitious project ever. I thought that if I was ever going to understand 

the ballistic bee in his bonnet, this was my chance. It was the biggest gun he ever made and I could 

experience it and spend time with it with the added bonus of not having to actually pull a trigger 

myself. 

  I called Dad and said that I wanted to come to Montana and watch him shoot off the cannon. 

He was immediately suspicious. But I had never taken much interest in his work before and he 

would take what he could get. He loaded the cannon into the back of his truck and we drove up into 



the Bridger Mountains. I was a little worried that the National Forest Service would object to us 

lobbing fiery balls of metal onto its property. Dad laughed, assuring me that “you cannot shoot 

fireworks, but this is considered a firearm.” 

  It is a small cannon, about as long as a baseball bat and as wide as a coffee can. But it’s heavy 

– 110 pounds. We park near the side of the hill. Dad takes his gunpowder and other tools out of this 

adorable wooden box on which he has stenciled “PAT G. VOWELL CANNONWORKS.” 

Cannonworks: So that’s what NRA members call a metal-strewn garage. 

  Dad plunges his homemade bullets into the barrel, points it at an embankment just to be safe, 

and lights the fuse. When the fuse is lit, it resembles a cartoon. So does the sound, which warrants 

Ben Day dot words along the lines of ker-POW! There’s so much Fourth of July smoke everywhere I 

feel compelled to sing the national anthem. 

  I’ve given this a lot of thought – how to convey the giddiness I felt when the cannon shot off. 

But there isn’t a sophisticated way to say this. It’s just really, really cool. My dad thought so, too. 

  Sometimes, I put together stories about the more eccentric corners of the American 

experience for public radio. So I happen to have my tape recorder with me, and I’ve never seen 

levels like these. Every time the cannon goes off, the delicate needles which keep track of the sound 

quality into the bad, red zone so fast and so hard I’m surprised they don’t break. 

      The cannon was so loud and so painful, I had to touch my head to make sure my skull hadn’t 

cracked open. One thing that my dad and I share is that we’re both a little hard of hearing – me from 

Aerosmith, him from gunsmith. 

  He lights the fuse again. The bullet knocks over the log he was aiming at. I instantly utter a 

sentence I never in my entire life thought I would say. I tell him, “Good shot, Dad.” 

  Just as I’m wondering what’s coming over me, two hikers walk by. Apparently, they have 

never seen a man set off a homemade cannon in the middle of the wilderness while his daughter 

holds a foot-long microphone up into the air recording its terrorist boom. One hiker gives me a 

puzzled look and asks, “So you work for the radio and that’s your dad?” 

  Dad shoots the cannon again so they can see how it works. The other hiker says, “That’s quite 

the machine you got there.” But he isn’t talking about the cannon. He’s talking about my tape 

recorder and my microphone – which is called a shotgun mike. I stare back at him, then I look over 

at my father’s cannon, then down at my microphone, and I think, Oh. My. God. My dad and I are the 

same person. We’re both smart-alecky loners with goofy projects and weird equipment. And since 

this whole target practice outing was my ideas, I was no longer his adversary. I was his accomplice. 

What’s worse, I was liking it. 

  I haven’t changed my mind about guns. I can get behind the cannon because it is a 

completely ceremonial object. It’s unwieldy and impractical, just like everything else I care about. 

Try to rob a convenience store with this 110-pound Saturday night special, you’d still be dragging it 

in the door Sunday afternoon. 

  I love noise. As a music fan, I’m always waiting for that moment in a song when something 

just flies out of it and explodes in the air. My dad is a one-man garage band, the kind of rock ‘n’ roller 

who slaves away at his art for no reason other than to make his own sound. My dad is an artist – a 



pretty driven, idiosyncratic one, too. He’s got his last Gesamt-kunstwerk all planned out. It’s a 

performance piece. We’re all in it – my mom, the loneliest twin in history, and me. 

  When my father dies, take a wild guess what he wants done with his ashes. Here’s a hint: It 

requires a cannon. 

   “You guys are going to love this,” he smirks, eyeballing the cannon. “You get to drag this thing 

up on top of the Gravellies on opening day of hunting season. And looking off at Sphinx Mountain, 

you get to put me in little paper bags. I can take my last hunting trip on opening morning.” 

  I’ll do it, too. I will have my father’s body burned into ashes. I will pack these ashes into paper 

bags. I will go to the mountains with my mother, my sister, and the cannon. I will plunge his remains 

into the barrel and point it into a hill so that he doesn’t take anyone with him. I will light the fuse. But 

I will not cover my ears. Because when I blow what used to be my dad into the earth, I want it to 

hurt. 
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Annie Dillard's Classic Essay: 'Total Eclipse'
theatlantic.com/science/archive/2017/08/annie-dillards-total-eclipse/536148/

A total solar eclipse in Svalbard, Longyearbyen, Norway, on March 20, 2015Jon Olav Nesvold / Stringer
/ Getty

Ever since it was first published in 1982, readers—including this one—have thrilled to
“Total Eclipse,” Annie Dillard’s masterpiece of literary nonfiction, which describes her
personal experience of a solar eclipse in Washington State. It first appeared in Dillard’s
landmark collection, Teaching a Stone to Talk, and was recently republished in The
Abundance, a new anthology of her work. The Atlantic is pleased to offer the essay in full,
here, until the end of August.

-Ross Andersen

It had been like dying, that sliding down the mountain pass. It had been like the death of
someone, irrational, that sliding down the mountain pass and into the region of dread. It
was like slipping into fever, or falling down that hole in sleep from which you wake yourself
whimpering. We had crossed the mountains that day, and now we were in a strange place—
a hotel in central Washington, in a town near Yakima. The eclipse we had traveled here to
see would occur early in the next morning.
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This article is adapted from Dillard’s recent book.
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I lay in bed. My husband, Gary, was reading beside me. I lay in bed and looked at the
painting on the hotel room wall. It was a print of a detailed and lifelike painting of a
smiling clown’s head, made out of vegetables. It was a painting of the sort which you do not
intend to look at, and which, alas, you never forget. Some tasteless fate presses it upon you;
it becomes part of the complex interior junk you carry with you wherever you go. Two years
have passed since the total eclipse of which I write. During those years I have forgotten, I
assume, a great many things I wanted to remember—but I have not forgotten that clown
painting or its lunatic setting in the old hotel. The clown was bald. Actually, he wore a
clown’s tight rubber wig, painted white; this stretched over the top of his skull, which was a
cabbage. His hair was bunches of baby carrots. Inset in his white clown makeup, and in his
cabbage skull, were his small and laughing human eyes. The clown’s glance was like the
glance of Rembrandt in some of the self-portraits: lively, knowing, deep, and loving. The
crinkled shadows around his eyes were string beans. His eyebrows were parsley. Each of
his ears was a broad bean. His thin, joyful lips were red chili peppers; between his lips were
wet rows of human teeth and a suggestion of a real tongue. The clown print was framed in
gilt and glassed.

To put ourselves in the path of the total eclipse, that day we had driven five hours inland
from the Washington coast, where we lived. When we tried to cross the Cascades range, an
avalanche had blocked the pass.

A slope’s worth of snow blocked the road; traffic backed up. Had the avalanche buried any
cars that morning? We could not learn. This highway was the only winter road over the
mountains. We waited as highway crews bulldozed a passage through the avalanche. With
two-by-fours and walls of plywood, they erected a one-way, roofed tunnel through the
avalanche. We drove through the avalanche tunnel, crossed the pass, and descended
several thousand feet into central Washington and the broad Yakima valley, about which
we knew only that it was orchard country. As we lost altitude, the snows disappeared; our
ears popped; the trees changed, and in the trees were strange birds. I watched the
landscape innocently, like a fool, like a diver in the rapture of the deep who plays on the
bottom while his air runs out.

The hotel lobby was a dark, derelict room, narrow as a corridor, and seemingly without air.
We waited on a couch while the manager vanished upstairs to do something unknown to
our room. Beside us on an overstuffed chair, absolutely motionless, was a platinum-blonde
woman in her forties wearing a black silk dress and a strand of pearls. Her long legs were
crossed; she supported her head on her fist. At the dim far end of the room, their backs
toward us, sat six bald old men in their shirtsleeves, around a loud television. Two of them
seemed asleep. They were drunks. “Number six!” cried the man on television, “Number
six!”

On the broad lobby desk, lighted and bubbling, was a ten-gallon aquarium containing one
large fish; the fish tilted up and down in its water. Against the long opposite wall sang a live
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canary in its cage. Beneath the cage, among spilled millet seeds on the carpet, were a
decorated child’s sand bucket and matching sand shovel.

Now the alarm was set for 6. I lay awake remembering an article I had read downstairs in
the lobby, in an engineering magazine. The article was about gold mining.

In South Africa, in India, and in South Dakota, the gold mines extend so deeply into the
Earth’s crust that they are hot. The rock walls burn the miners’ hands. The companies have
to air-condition the mines; if the air conditioners break, the miners die. The elevators in
the mine shafts run very slowly, down, and up, so the miners’ ears will not pop in their
skulls. When the miners return to the surface, their faces are deathly pale.

Early the next morning we checked out. It was February 26, 1979, a Monday morning. We
would drive out of town, find a hilltop, watch the eclipse, and then drive back over the
mountains and home to the coast. How familiar things are here; how adept we are; how
smoothly and professionally we check out! I had forgotten the clown’s smiling head and the
hotel lobby as if they had never existed. Gary put the car in gear and off we went, as off we
have gone to a hundred other adventures.

It was dawn when we found a highway out of town and drove into the unfamiliar
countryside. By the growing light we could see a band of cirrostratus clouds in the sky.
Later the rising sun would clear these clouds before the eclipse began. We drove at random
until we came to a range of unfenced hills. We pulled off the highway, bundled up, and
climbed one of these hills.

* * *

The hill was 500 feet high. Long winter-killed grass covered it, as high as our knees. We
climbed and rested, sweating in the cold; we passed clumps of bundled people on the
hillside who were setting up telescopes and fiddling with cameras. The top of the hill stuck
up in the middle of the sky. We tightened our scarves and looked around.

East of us rose another hill like ours. Between the hills, far below, 13 was the highway
which threaded south into the valley. This was the Yakima valley; I had never seen it
before. It is justly famous for its beauty, like every planted valley. It extended south into the
horizon, a distant dream of a valley, a Shangri-la. All its hundreds of low, golden slopes
bore orchards. Among the orchards were towns, and roads, and plowed and fallow fields.
Through the valley wandered a thin, shining river; from the river extended fine, frozen
irrigation ditches. Distance blurred and blued the sight, so that the whole valley looked like
a thickness or sediment at the bottom of the sky. Directly behind us was more sky, and
empty lowlands blued by distance, and Mount Adams. Mount Adams was an enormous,
snow-covered volcanic cone rising flat, like so much scenery.

Now the sun was up. We could not see it; but the sky behind the band of clouds was yellow,
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and, far down the valley, some hillside orchards had lighted up. More people were parking
near the highway and climbing the hills. It was the West. All of us rugged individualists
were wearing knit caps and blue nylon parkas. People were climbing the nearby hills and
setting up shop in clumps among the dead grasses. It looked as though we had all gathered
on hilltops to pray for the world on its last day. It looked as though we had all crawled out
of spaceships and were preparing to assault the valley below. It looked as though we were
scattered on hilltops at dawn to sacrifice virgins, make rain, set stone stelae in a ring. There
was no place out of the wind. The straw grasses banged our legs.

Up in the sky where we stood the air was lusterless yellow. To the west the sky was blue.
Now the sun cleared the clouds. We cast rough shadows on the blowing grass; freezing, we
waved our arms. Near the sun, the sky was bright and colorless. There was nothing to see.

It began with no ado. It was odd that such a well advertised public event should have no
starting gun, no overture, no introductory speaker. I should have known right then that I
was out of my depth. Without pause or preamble, silent as orbits, a piece of the sun went
away. We looked at it through welders’ goggles. A piece of the sun was missing; in its place
we saw empty sky.

I had seen a partial eclipse in 1970. A partial eclipse is very interesting. It bears almost no
relation to a total eclipse. Seeing a partial eclipse bears the same relation to seeing a total
eclipse as kissing a man does to marrying him, or as flying in an airplane does to falling out
of an airplane. Although the one experience precedes the other, it in no way prepares you
for it. During a partial eclipse the sky does not darken—not even when 94 percent of the
sun is hidden. Nor does the sun, seen colorless through protective devices, seem terribly
strange. We have all seen a sliver of light in the sky; we have all seen the crescent moon by
day. However, during a partial eclipse the air does indeed get cold, precisely as if someone
were standing between you and the fire. And blackbirds do fly back to their roosts. I had
seen a partial eclipse before, and here was another.

What you see in an eclipse is entirely different from what you know. It is especially
different for those of us whose grasp of astronomy is so frail that, given a flashlight, a
grapefruit, two oranges, and 15 years, we still could not figure out which way to set the
clocks for daylight saving time. Usually it is a bit of a trick to keep your knowledge from
blinding you. But during an eclipse it is easy. What you see is much more convincing than
any wild-eyed theory you may know.

You may read that the moon has something to do with eclipses. I have never seen the moon
yet. You do not see the moon. So near the sun, it is as completely invisible as the stars are
by day. What you see before your eyes is the sun going through phases. It gets narrower
and narrower, as the waning moon does, and, like the ordinary moon, it travels alone in the
simple sky. The sky is of course background. It does not appear to eat the sun; it is far
behind the sun. The sun simply shaves away; gradually, you see less sun and more sky.

5/12



The sky’s blue was deepening, but there was no darkness. The sun was a wide crescent, like
a segment of tangerine. The wind freshened and blew steadily over the hill. The eastern hill
across the highway grew dusky and sharp. The towns and orchards in the valley to the
south were dissolving into the blue light. Only the thin river held a trickle of sun.

Now the sky to the west deepened to indigo, a color never seen. A dark sky usually loses
color. This was a saturated, deep indigo, up in the air. Stuck up into that unworldly sky was
the cone of Mount Adams, and the alpenglow was upon it. The alpenglow is that red light of
sunset which holds out on snowy mountaintops long after the valleys and tablelands are
dimmed. “Look at Mount Adams,” I said, and that was the last sane moment I remember.

I turned back to the sun. It was going. The sun was going, and the world was wrong. The
grasses were wrong; they were platinum. Their every detail of stem, head, and blade shone
lightless and artificially distinct as an art photographer’s platinum print. This color has
never been seen on Earth. The hues were metallic; their finish was matte. The hillside was
a 19th-century tinted photograph from which the tints had faded. All the people you see in
the photograph, distinct and detailed as their faces look, are now dead. The sky was navy
blue. My hands were silver. All the distant hills’ grasses were finespun metal which the
wind laid down. I was watching a faded color print of a movie filmed in the Middle Ages; I
was standing in it, by some mistake. I was standing in a movie of hillside grasses filmed in
the Middle Ages. I missed my own century, the people I knew, and the real light of day.

I looked at Gary. He was in the film. Everything was lost. He was a platinum print, a dead
artist’s version of life. I saw on his skull the darkness of night mixed with the colors of day.
My mind was going out; my eyes were receding the way galaxies recede to the rim of space.
Gary was light-years away, gesturing inside a circle of darkness, down the wrong end of a
telescope. He smiled as if he saw me; the stringy crinkles around his eyes moved. The sight
of him, familiar and wrong, was something I was remembering from centuries hence, from
the other side of death: Yes, that is the way he used to look, when we were living. When it
was our generation’s turn to be alive. I could not hear him; the wind was too loud. Behind
him the sun was going. We had all started down a chute of time. At first it was pleasant;
now there was no stopping it. Gary was chuting away across space, moving and talking and
catching my eye, chuting down the long corridor of separation. The skin on his face moved
like thin bronze plating that would peel.

The grass at our feet was wild barley. It was the wild einkorn wheat which grew on the hilly
flanks of the Zagros Mountains, above the Euphrates valley, above the valley of the river we
called River. We harvested the grass with stone sickles, I remember. We found the grasses
on the hillsides; we built our shelter beside them and cut them down. That is how he used
to look then, that one, moving and living and catching my eye, with the sky so dark behind
him, and the wind blowing. God save our life.
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From all the hills came screams. A piece of sky beside the crescent sun was detaching. It
was a loosened circle of evening sky, suddenly lighted from the back. It was an abrupt black
body out of nowhere; it was a flat disk; it was almost over the sun. That is when there were
screams. At once this disk of sky slid over the sun like a lid. The sky snapped over the sun
like a lens cover. The hatch in the brain slammed. Abruptly it was dark night, on the land
and in the sky. In the night sky was a tiny ring of light. The hole where the sun belongs is
very small. A thin ring of light marked its place. There was no sound. The eyes dried, the
arteries drained, the lungs hushed. There was no world. We were the world’s dead people
rotating and orbiting around and around, embedded in the planet’s crust, while the Earth
rolled down. Our minds were light-years distant, forgetful of almost everything. Only an
extraordinary act of will could recall to us our former, living selves and our contexts in
matter and time. We had, it seems, loved the planet and loved our lives, but could no
longer remember the way of them. We got the light wrong. In the sky was something that
should not be there. In the black sky was a ring of light. It was a thin ring, an old, thin
silver wedding band, an old, worn ring. It was an old wedding band in the sky, or a morsel
of bone. There were stars. It was all over.

* * *

It is now that the temptation is strongest to leave these regions. We have seen enough; let’s
go. Why burn our hands any more than we have to? But two years have passed; the price of
gold has risen. I return to the same buried alluvial beds and pick through the strata again.

I saw, early in the morning, the sun diminish against a backdrop of sky. I saw a circular
piece of that sky appear, suddenly detached, blackened, and backlighted; from nowhere it
came and overlapped the sun. It did not look like the moon. It was enormous and black. If I
had not read that it was the moon, I could have seen the sight a hundred times and never
thought of the moon once. (If, however, I had not read that it was the moon—if, like most
of the world’s people throughout time, I had simply glanced up and seen this thing—then I
doubtless would not have speculated much, but would have, like Emperor Louis of Bavaria
in 840, simply died of fright on the spot.) It did not look like a dragon, although it looked
more like a dragon than the moon. It looked like a lens cover, or the lid of a pot. It
materialized out of thin air—black, and flat, and sliding, outlined in flame.

Seeing this black body was like seeing a mushroom cloud. The heart screeched. The
meaning of the sight overwhelmed its fascination. It obliterated meaning itself. If you were
to glance out one day and see a row of mushroom clouds rising on the horizon, you would
know at once that what you were seeing, remarkable as it was, was intrinsically not worth
remarking. No use running to tell anyone. Significant as it was, it did not matter a whit. For
what is significance? It is significance for people. No people, no significance. This is all I
have to tell you.
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In the deeps are the violence and terror of which psychology has warned us. But if you ride
these monsters deeper down, if you drop with them farther over the world’s rim, you find
what our sciences cannot locate or name, the substrate, the ocean or matrix or ether which
buoys the rest, which gives goodness its power for good, and evil. Its power for evil, the
unified field: our complex and inexplicable caring for each other, and for our life together
here. This is given. It is not learned.

The world which lay under darkness and stillness following the closing of the lid was not
the world we know. The event was over. Its devastation lay around about us. The clamoring
mind and heart stilled, almost indifferent, certainly disembodied, frail, and exhausted. The
hills were hushed, obliterated. Up in the sky, like a crater from some distant cataclysm, was
a hollow ring.

You have seen photographs of the sun taken during a total eclipse. The corona fills the
print. All of those photographs were taken through telescopes. The lenses of telescopes and
cameras can no more cover the breadth and scale of the visual array than language can
cover the breadth and simultaneity of internal experience. Lenses enlarge the sight, omit its
context, and make of it a pretty and sensible picture, like something on a Christmas card. I
assure you, if you send any shepherds a Christmas card on which is printed a three-by-
three photograph of the angel of the Lord, the glory of the Lord, and a multitude of the
heavenly host, they will not be sore afraid. More fearsome things can come in envelopes.
More moving photographs than those of the sun’s corona can appear in magazines. But I
pray you will never see anything more awful in the sky.

You see the wide world swaddled in darkness; you see a vast breadth of hilly land, and an
enormous, distant, blackened valley; you see towns’ lights, a river’s path, and blurred
portions of your hat and scarf; you see your husband’s face looking like an early black-and-
white film; and you see a sprawl of black sky and blue sky together, with unfamiliar stars in
it, some barely visible bands of cloud, and over there, a small white ring. The ring is as
small as one goose in a flock of migrating geese—if you happen to notice a flock of
migrating geese. It is one-360th part of the visible sky. The sun we see is less than half the
diameter of a dime held at arm’s length.

The Crab Nebula, in the constellation Taurus, looks, through binoculars, like a smoke ring.
It is a star in the process of exploding. Light from its explosion first reached the Earth in
1054; it was a supernova then, and so bright it shone in the daytime. Now it is not so bright,
but it is still exploding. It expands at the rate of 70 million miles a day. It is interesting to
look through binoculars at something expanding 70 million miles a day. It does not budge.
Its apparent size does not increase. Photographs of the Crab Nebula taken 15 years ago
seem identical to photographs of it taken yesterday. Some lichens are similar. Botanists
have measured some ordinary lichens twice, at 50-year intervals, without detecting any
growth at all. And yet their cells divide; they live.
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The small ring of light was like these things—like a ridiculous lichen up in the sky, like a
perfectly still explosion 4,200 light-years away: It was interesting, and lovely, and in
witless motion, and it had nothing to do with anything.

It had nothing to do with anything. The sun was too small, and too cold, and too far away,
to keep the world alive. The white ring was not enough. It was feeble and worthless. It was
as useless as a memory; it was as off-kilter and hollow and wretched as a memory.

When you try your hardest to recall someone’s face, or the look of a place, you see in your
mind’s eye some vague and terrible sight such as this. It is dark; it is insubstantial; it is all
wrong.

The white ring and the saturated darkness made the Earth and the sky look as they must
look in the memories of the careless dead. What I saw, what I seemed to be standing in,
was all the wrecked light that the memories of the dead could shed upon the living world.
We had all died in our boots on the hilltops of Yakima, and were alone in eternity. Empty
space stoppered our eyes and mouths; we cared for nothing. We remembered our living
days wrong. With great effort we had remembered some sort of circular light in the sky—
but only the outline. Oh, and then the orchard trees withered, the ground froze, the glaciers
slid down the valleys and overlapped the towns. If there had ever been people on Earth,
nobody knew it. The dead had forgotten those they had loved. The dead were parted one
from the other and could no longer remember the faces and lands they had loved in the
light. They seemed to stand on darkened hilltops, looking down.

* * *

We teach our children one thing only, as we were taught: to wake up. We teach our
children to look alive there, to join by words and activities the life of human culture on the
planet’s crust. As adults we are almost all adept at waking up. We have so mastered the
transition we have forgotten we ever learned it. Yet it is a transition we make a hundred
times a day, as, like so many will-less dolphins, we plunge and surface, lapse and emerge.
We live half our waking lives and all of our sleeping lives in some private, useless, and
insensible waters we never mention or recall. Useless, I say. Valueless, I might add—until
someone hauls their wealth up to the surface and into the wide-awake city, in a form that
people can use.

I do not know how we got to the restaurant. Like Roethke, “I take my waking slow.”
Gradually I seemed more or less alive, and already forgetful. It was now almost 9 in the
morning. It was the day of a solar eclipse in central Washington, and a fine adventure for
everyone. The sky was clear; there was a fresh breeze out of the north.
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The restaurant was a roadside place with tables and booths. The other eclipse-watchers
were there. From our booth we could see their cars’ California license plates, their
University of Washington parking stickers. Inside the restaurant we were all eating eggs or
waffles; people were fairly shouting and exchanging enthusiasms, like fans after a World
Series game. Did you see ... ? Did you see ... ? Then somebody said something which
knocked me for a loop.

A college student, a boy in a blue parka who carried a Hasselblad, said to us, “Did you see
that little white ring? It looked like a Life Saver. It looked like a Life Saver up in the sky.”

And so it did. The boy spoke well. He was a walking alarm clock. I myself had at that time
no access to such a word. He could write a sentence, and I could not. I grabbed that Life
Saver and rode it to the surface. And I had to laugh. I had been dumbstruck on the
Euphrates River, I had been dead and gone and grieving, all over the sight of something
which, if you could claw your way up to that level, you would grant looked very much like a
Life Saver. It was good to be back among people so clever; it was good to have all the
world’s words at the mind’s disposal, so the mind could begin its task. All those things for
which we have no words are lost. The mind—the culture—has two little tools, grammar and
lexicon: a decorated sand bucket and a matching shovel. With these we bluster about the
continents and do all the world’s work. With these we try to save our very lives.

There are a few more things to tell from this level, the level of the restaurant. One is the old
joke about breakfast. “It can never be satisfied, the mind, never.” Wallace Stevens wrote
that, and in the long run he was right. The mind wants to live forever, or to learn a very
good reason why not. The mind wants the world to return its love, or its awareness; the
mind wants to know all the world, and all eternity, and God. The mind’s sidekick, however,
will settle for two eggs over easy.

The dear, stupid body is as easily satisfied as a spaniel. And, incredibly, the simple spaniel
can lure the brawling mind to its dish. It is everlastingly funny that the proud,
metaphysically ambitious, clamoring mind will hush if you give it an egg.

Further: While the mind reels in deep space, while the mind grieves or fears or exults, the
workaday senses, in ignorance or idiocy, like so many computer terminals printing out
market prices while the world blows up, still transcribe their little data and transmit them
to the warehouse in the skull. Later, under the tranquilizing influence of fried eggs, the
mind can sort through this data. The restaurant was a halfway house, a decompression
chamber. There I remembered a few things more.

The deepest, and most terrifying, was this: I have said that I heard screams. (I have since
read that screaming, with hysteria, is a common reaction even to expected total eclipses.)
People on all the hillsides, including, I think, myself, screamed when the black body of the
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moon detached from the sky and rolled over the sun. But something else was happening at
that same instant, and it was this, I believe, which made us scream.

The second before the sun went out we saw a wall of dark shadow come speeding at us. We
no sooner saw it than it was upon us, like thunder. It roared up the valley. It slammed our
hill and knocked us out. It was the monstrous swift shadow cone of the moon. I have since
read that this wave of shadow moves 1,800 miles an hour. Language can give no sense of
this sort of speed—1,800 miles an hour. It was 195 miles wide. No end was in sight—you
saw only the edge. It rolled at you across the land at 1,800 miles an hour, hauling darkness
like plague behind it. Seeing it, and knowing it was coming straight for you, was like feeling
a slug of anesthetic shoot up your arm. If you think very fast, you may have time to think,
“Soon it will hit my brain.” You can feel the deadness race up your arm; you can feel the
appalling, inhuman speed of your own blood. We saw the wall of shadow coming, and
screamed before it hit.

This was the universe about which we have read so much and never before felt: the
universe as a clockwork of loose spheres flung at stupefying, unauthorized speeds. How
could anything moving so fast not crash, not veer from its orbit amok like a car out of
control on a turn?

Less than two minutes later, when the sun emerged, the trailing edge of the shadow cone
sped away. It coursed down our hill and raced eastward over the plain, faster than the eye
could believe; it swept over the plain and dropped over the planet’s rim in a twinkling. It
had clobbered us, and now it roared away. We blinked in the light. It was as though an
enormous, loping god in the sky had reached down and slapped the Earth’s face.

Something else, something more ordinary, came back to me along about the third cup of
coffee. During the moments of totality, it was so dark that drivers on the highway below
turned on their cars’ headlights. We could see the highway’s route as a strand of lights. It
was bumper-to-bumper down there. It was 8:15 in the morning, Monday morning, and
people were driving into Yakima to work. That it was as dark as night, and eerie as hell, an
hour after dawn, apparently meant that in order to see to drive to work, people had to use
their headlights. Four or five cars pulled off the road. The rest, in a line at least five miles
long, drove to town. The highway ran between hills; the people could not have seen any of
the eclipsed sun at all. Yakima will have another total eclipse in 2086. Perhaps, in 2086,
businesses will give their employees an hour off.

From the restaurant we drove back to the coast. The highway crossing the Cascades range
was open. We drove over the mountain like old pros. We joined our places on the planet’s
thin crust; it held. For the time being, we were home free.

11/12



Early that morning at 6, when we had checked out, the six bald men were sitting on folding
chairs in the dim hotel lobby. The television was on. Most of them were awake. You might
drown in your own spittle, God knows, at any time; you might wake up dead in a small
hotel, a cabbage head watching TV while snows pile up in the passes, watching TV while the
chili peppers smile and the moon passes over the sun and nothing changes and nothing is
learned because you have lost your bucket and shovel and no longer care. What if you
regain the surface and open your sack and find, instead of treasure, a beast which jumps at
you? Or you may not come back at all. The winches may jam, the scaffolding buckle, the air
conditioning collapse. You may glance up one day and see by your headlamp the canary
keeled over in its cage. You may reach into a cranny for pearls and touch a moray eel. You
yank on your rope; it is too late.

Apparently people share a sense of these hazards, for when the total eclipse ended, an odd
thing happened.

When the sun appeared as a blinding bead on the ring’s side, the eclipse was over. The
black lens cover appeared again, back-lighted, and slid away. At once the yellow light made
the sky blue again; the black lid dissolved and vanished. The real world began there. I
remember now: We all hurried away. We were born and bored at a stroke. We rushed down
the hill. We found our car; we saw the other people streaming down the hillsides; we joined
the highway traffic and drove away.

We never looked back. It was a general vamoose, and an odd one, for when we left the hill,
the sun was still partially eclipsed—a sight rare enough, and one which, in itself, we would
probably have driven five hours to see. But enough is enough. One turns at last even from
glory itself with a sigh of relief. From the depths of mystery, and even from the heights of
splendor, we bounce back and hurry for the latitudes of home.

This post is excerpted from Dillard’s book The Abundance: Narrative Essays Old and New. Copyright © 2016
by Annie Dillard. Published by arrangement with Ecco, an imprint of HarperCollins Publishers.

We want to hear what you think about this article. Submit a letter to the editor or write to
letters@theatlantic.com.
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"The Flowers" by Alice Walker

Reading and Writing about Short Fiction. Ed. Edward Proffitt. NY: Harcourt,
1988. 404-05.

It seemed to Myop as she skipped lightly from hen house to pigpen to smokehouse that the days
had never been as beautiful as these. The air held a keenness that made her nose twitch. The
harvesting of the corn and cotton, peanuts and squash, made each day a golden surprise that
caused excited little tremors to run up her jaws.

Myop carried a short, knobby stick. She struck out at random at chickens she liked, and worked
out the beat of a song on the fence around the pigpen. She felt light and good in the warm sun.
She was ten, and nothing existed for her but her song, the stick clutched in her dark brown hand,
and the tat-de-ta-ta-ta of accompaniment,

Turning her back on the rusty boards of her family's sharecropper cabin, Myop walked along the
fence till it ran into the stream made by the spring. Around the spring, where the family got drinking
water, silver ferns and wildflowers grew. Along the shallow banks pigs rooted. Myop watched the
tiny white bubbles disrupt the thin black scale of soil and the water that silently rose and slid away
down the stream.

She had explored the woods behind the house many times. Often, in late autumn, her mother took
her to gather nuts among the fallen leaves. Today she made her own path, bouncing this way and
that way, vaguely keeping an eye out for snakes. She found, in addition to various common but
pretty ferns and leaves, an armful of strange blue flowers with velvety ridges and a sweet suds
bush full of the brown, fragrant buds.

By twelve o'clock, her arms laden with sprigs of her findings, she was a mile or more from home.
She had often been as far before, but the strangeness of the land made it not as pleasant as her
usual haunts. It seemed gloomy in the little cove in which she found herself. The air was damp, the
silence close and deep.

Myop began to circle back to the house, back to the peacefulness of the morning. It was then she
stepped smack into his eyes. Her heel became lodged in the broken ridge between brow and nose,
and she reached down quickly, unafraid, to free herself. It was only when she saw his naked grin
that she gave a little yelp of surprise.

He had been a tall man. From feet to neck covered a long space. His head lay beside him. When
she pushed back the leaves and layers of earth and debris Myop saw that he'd had large white
teeth, all of them cracked or broken, long fingers, and very big bones. All his clothes had rotted
away except some threads of blue denim from his overalls. The buckles of the overall had turned
green.

Myop gazed around the spot with interest. Very near where she'd stepped into the head was a wild
pink rose. As she picked it to add to her bundle she noticed a raised mound, a ring, around the
rose's root. It was the rotted remains of a noose, a bit of shredding plowline, now blending benignly
into the soil. Around an overhanging limb of a great spreading oak clung another piece. Frayed,
rotted, bleached, and frazzled--barely there--but spinning restlessly in the breeze. Myop laid down
her flowers.



And the summer was over.
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Things are about to change for the sport in Europe’s newest country as developers plan
to rebuild and vastly expand the industry there.

By Tim Neville

Feb. 24, 2016

The flakes stumbled into the windows, gathered themselves and then wobbled on like revelers
caught between pubs. At times it snowed so hard I could hardly see anything out there at all. A
wood hut. A concrete wall. When the storm finally broke three days later, some 40 inches of snow
had fallen and everything sprang to life.

The timing was ideal. A few hours earlier, I had arrived in Pristina, the red‑roofed capital of
Kosovo, just as the first flakes corkscrewed their way to earth. It was February, frigid, and a
worsted wool blanket stretched across the Balkan sky. I threw my skis into the back of a 4Runner
with two Serbs I had hired to pick me up, and we rode south in silence toward the Sharr
Mountains along the Macedonian border. In an hour we’d be at Brezovica, the most delightfully
dysfunctional ski resort in Europe.

You’ve probably heard of Kosovo but not of skiing in Kosovo. Landlocked between Albania and
Serbia, Kosovo was the last of the nations to congeal in the caldron of old Yugoslavia. For years it
remained a largely autonomous province tucked in southwestern Serbia, but a full‑blown war for
independence erupted there in 1998 between Orthodox Serbs and ethnic Albanians, who are
Muslims. The fighting grew so ugly with a Serb‑sponsored campaign of ethnic cleansing that
NATO eventually intervened on the Albanians’ behalf in 1999. Today, to the United States and the
110 other countries that recognize it, Kosovo stands as Europe’s newest country, an eight‑year‑old
diamond of roughly two million friendly, westward‑looking people still struggling to get on their
feet.

But before all of that there was skiing, and Yugoslavia had plenty of it, from Kranjska Gora in the
north to Papova Shapka in the south. The sport soared in popularity when the Olympics came to
Bosnia in 1984 and a Slovenian, Jure Franko, won silver in the giant slalom to clinch Yugoslavia’s
first Winter Olympic medal ever. Brezovica, about 250 miles southeast of Sarajevo, served as a
backup for those games, but Yugoslavia’s more hard‑bitten skiers already knew the place for
offering the steepest slopes and deepest powder for the fewest dinars.

Skiing Kosovo, Abandoned Lifts and All
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There near the Serbian enclave of Strpce about 35 miles south of Pristina, storms slam into the
8,000‑foot Sharr Mountains that rocket out of the Metohija basin with abrupt ridges and mighty
shoulders cupping some of the continent’s most extensive pasturelands. Back in the ’80s, the
resort’s hey‑decade, 10 lifts, including five surface tows, serviced nine named runs, though the
real magic happened in the go‑anywhere terrain of the open north‑facing bowls. D.J.s from
Belgrade and Skopje kept the parties going until dawn. In the morning you might awake to find so
much snow had fallen that even the wild chamois were stuck.

Brezovica survived the wars but not the peace that followed. Throughout the early 2000s, INEX,
the Serbian socially owned enterprise that managed the resort, stopped investing in Brezovica
and everything began to crumble. One of the main hotels, a graceless rectangular prism, became
a drafty concrete husk. The disco floor went cold. One by one the lifts failed, and by 2013 none of
them worked. The storied resort was all but dead.

Then last April, a French consortium signed a contract with Kosovo’s Trade and Industry Ministry
to bring Brezovica back to life; the plan was so ambitious that many locals weren’t sure if it was
true. A group of some of the world’s biggest leisure resort development firms — MDP Consulting,
the engineering firm Egis and the Compagnie des Alpes, the world’s largest ski area management
company behind French ski resorts like Val d’Isère, Tignes and Méribel — agreed to invest half a
billion dollars, about 410 million euros, over the next 17 years to make Brezovica one of the

An abandoned stone mansion called Stojko’s house, one of the few buildings that will
remain after redevelopment. Igor Nikolcevic

http://www.reuters.com/article/kosovo-investment-idUSL6N0T750H20141117
http://www.consultingbymdp.com/en/
https://www.compagniedesalpes.com/en
http://www.brezovica-ski.com/
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largest, if not the largest, mountain resorts in the Balkans. According to Jill Jamieson, a
consultant who has worked on the finance package, that is the single largest private investment in
the country since the war, if not ever.

The scope of the proposal is mind‑boggling. The consortium has until May to put the financing in
order, meaning work could begin this summer. When complete, the resort, at 8,000 acres, will be
the size of one and a half Vails, nearly all of which is skiable and inside a national park. It will have
the vertical drop of a Crested Butte, about 2,600 feet. The number of hotel beds will grow from 700
to 7,000 — three times as many currently available across the entire country. Visitors will have
100 miles of slopes, high‑speed lifts and three gondola‑linked villages. Two international airports,
Pristina and Skopje, are no more than a 90‑minute drive. One day Brezovica might even provide a
more budget‑friendly alternative to skiing in the Alps.

Skeptics abound, of course. Can the next greatest place to ski in Europe really be in a tiny war‑
weary country so obscure it’s hard to imagine anyone vacationing there at all? Is a mega‑resort
the most sustainable way to attract tourists? Will they even find enough snow on a warming
planet? Never mind Kosovo’s rampant corruption and politics that are so cantankerous that
politicians themselves have lobbed tear gas canisters in their own chambers at least six times in
the last few months to disrupt their own proceedings.

And yet there is hope.

“If we can do this, we can do anything,” said Manik Begolli, an Albanian Kosovar who worked on a
public‑private partnership team contracted by the United States Agency for International
Development to help find an investor.

Maybe. For the moment, though, I just hoped I could ski.

Seven‑Elevens have bigger parking lots than Brezovica’s but that’s where the Serbs dropped me
off just after dark as the storm gathered intensity. Igor Nikolcevic met me there in a camouflage
snowboard jacket. He was 42, a Serb with closely cropped hair and soulful eyes. He grabbed my
ski bag and led me up an icy path to a pizzeria that he started with his wife, Draginja, and which
he named after his daughter, Tina. Tina now lives in Pristina. I could have her room, fuzzy kitten
posters and all.

I followed Igor into the heart of the village, a collection of mostly hand‑built cottages run by
hangers‑on who have eked out a living by offering basic services to the few who make it this far.
There was the Cafe Braca and Restaurant Ljuboten. Skis lined the racks in a shop called Dane.
The main chairlift out of the village, an ancient double chair, stood eerily quiet, the seats glazed in
ice.

“What time will the lifts start running?” I asked.

“You mean, if they start running,” Igor replied.
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That was actually an improvement over the last time I was here, in 2013, when INEX was
hundreds of thousands of euros behind on its power bill and the utility company had cut electricity
to the lifts. All was not lost. Instead, for €7 — about $9 at the time — the Dane guys would give you
a ride to the top in a snow‑grooming machine, where an entire resort’s worth of untracked powder
tugged at my tips.

It was some of the best skiing I’d ever had for less than a nickel a turn: an unlimited supply of
deep, creamy snow on a steep, consistent fall line. Others just hiked up a small rise with sleds or
sipped brandy outside while music pumped from competing loudspeakers. I loved the vibe and
vowed to return.

This time, two years later, there was at least the possibility that the lifts might run. Sometime in
2014, as the French were quietly studying the resort’s prospects, a cadre of groups, including the
Kosovo Electricity Corporation, local officials and the minister of trade and industry, hashed out a
deal to get two of the chairlifts spinning again. The equipment was still old, maybe even from the
1970s, and too unsafe to operate in a blizzard. I would have to wait for fairer skies to ride them.

Igor pushed open a door and the pizzeria sighed a breath of warm air. Christmas lights hung from
the log cabin frame and spilled a molten glow on the snow outside. Snowshoes, wooden skis and
photographs of wintry scenes from the resort’s early days decorated the walls. A fire crackled in
the wood stove. A pizzeria in Kosovo is one of the coziest places I know.

I took a seat at a long wooden table next to a local with an even longer face. His house two doors
down had just succumbed to a chimney fire. With no firefighters to navigate the winding, snowy
road up from Strpce in time, the men of the village had rallied to form a bucket brigade and fell a
flame‑licked tree. That saved the village but the house, a lovely wood and stone cottage, was a
loss.

“It went up like paper,” said the owner, Andrej Kavcic. He poured two shots of slivovitz, the plum
brandy, and handed me one. “What am I going to do?” he asked. “You pick yourself up and move
on. What else.”

Stoicism seems to be a national trait in Kosovo, but there is no mistaking that the country is
picking itself up. Some 80 percent of the population was displaced during the war. Now new
furniture stores sit along new highways lined with new gas stations. The Pristina airport
underwent a €180 million expansion in 2013 and is now the third‑busiest airport in the old
Yugoslavia after Belgrade and Zagreb. Problems persist, but the country is making strides to
protect its landscape, integrate into Europe and normalize relations with Belgrade, the reason
behind parliament’s self‑tear‑gassing attacks.

The resort’s rebirth comes at a time when Kosovo could really use jobs. Drive around the country
and you’ll see smartly dressed people in cafes, in parks, in front of stores, anywhere but at work.
The resort could provide as many as 3,000 jobs, some temporary, many permanent, in a country
where half the population is under 30 and 58 percent of the work force is “inactive.”
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But more than that, travel insiders around the Balkans have long yearned to trade the region’s
oily image of strife for that of the crisp fabric of an emerging adventure‑travel destination. The
efforts appear to be working. In 2014, 3.7 million international tourists visited Albania, up from
about 645,000 in 2004. And in Montenegro, you can sea kayak through the watercress on Skadar
Lake or catch feisty trout in green Macedonian streams, both with guides.

Few Balkan countries beyond Croatia and Greece can entice transoceanic travelers as stand‑
alone destinations at the moment but, collectively, places like Bosnia, Macedonia, Montenegro
and Albania can make for a wildly fascinating itinerary. Kosovo wants in on that action. Brezovica
may be its best shot.

“Kosovo is absolutely ready for something like this,” said Pascal Roux, the chief executive of MDP
Consulting and leader of the French consortium. “Brezovica could be the pearl of the Balkans.”

Backcountry skiing in Brezovica. Benny Islami for The New York Times
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Maybe so, but “it’s just hugely important to be sure it’s done right,” said Christopher Doyle,
executive director for Europe of the Adventure Travel Trade Association, which champions
sustainable adventure travel markets. What is needed, he said, are “thoughtful supporting efforts
to engage the local community and protect the environment.”

Across the Balkans, there is little doubt that skiing is having a moment. Ecosign, a Canadian
mountain resort planning firm that has designed Alpine skiing venues for five Winter Olympics,
has completed 15 master plans for new or drastically reorganized resorts, including three in
Macedonia, four in Serbia and two in Greece. A Dubai‑based firm in December announced plans
to build a $5 billion “tourist city” with thousands of holiday homes near Bosnia’s Bjelasnica
mountain, where the Olympics were held. Kopaonik, Serbia’s most developed ski resort, added a
new six‑person heated chairlift last year and a new hotel. Poiana Brasov in Romania recently
spent €30 million expanding its terrain, adding snow‑making and upgrading lifts.

If anyone stands to lose on the Brezovica deal, it’s Igor. His grandfather, Radojko Nikolcevic, was
the ski area’s first general manager after the resort opened in 1954. In the ’70s he built a hut that
would become Tina’s pizzeria under Igor in 1993. Today the Nikolcevices earn enough money
selling pizzas in winter to last them the rest of the year. Now the consortium will level almost
everything — the hotels, the village, the lifts. The Nikolcevices will get about $250,000 in
expropriation fees, but money isn’t the issue.

“We’re happy people want to invest in the resort but never in my life have I been as afraid for my
future as I am right now,” Igor said. “The mountains are in me.”

Over the next three days a frustrating pattern emerged. Each morning I awoke to another foot of
snow, and each morning the lifts weren’t running. The Dane guys weren’t offering the seven‑euro
special. Hiking up alone would be misery. Still, I hoped for the best.

I lounged around Tina’s watching the snowflakes hit the windows or took naps under a shaggy
blanket in Tina’s old room. The Nikolcevices treated me like family. We sat near the fire talking
about life in Kosovo. On the war: “Stupid politicians caused it.” On being Serbs surrounded by
Albanians: “We never have an argument.” On why I should not clear the table: “This is Balkans,”
Draginja said. “Women do this.”

I helped anyway and then serviced my macho deficits by grabbing a shovel to clear snow off the
pizzeria’s roof. The electricity flickered on and off.

“There is something beautiful when everything is broken,” Draginja told me later over a meal of
tangy mountain cheese, winter cabbage and a Serbian dish of shredded pork called duvan cvarci.
“Everyone comes together.”

On the fourth day, the storm thinned into a delicate fog, and, miracle of miracles, the lifts creaked
to life. At last I could ski.
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I raced out the door. Classic rock blared from the Che & Fox cafe. Vendors jammed folding tables
into the snow to peddle Serbian beer, Austrian juices and Lucky Strikes. A man in the parking lot
sat next to a delivery truck with a cardboard sign: ski rentals €5. I clicked into my own skis and
scooted up to a double chair called Livada, or “meadow” in Serbian. It rose lazily over an
abandoned stone mansion called Stojko’s house, one of the few buildings that will remain. A man
stood next to the entrance ready to check my lift ticket. I didn’t have one. I asked where to buy it.

“No, no, you don’t need a ticket,” said a voice in English behind me. I turned to see two men on
skis. One of them in a red jacket shuffled forward, said something in Serbian and pressed about $3
worth of coins into the attendant’s palm. “Come, come,” my new friend said, and off we went.

Rexhep Krasniqi, 58, had fled Kosovo 23 years ago as a refugee and now worked as a contractor in
London. He had returned to ski with his younger brother, Isak, who had run a refugee camp in
Macedonia before landing a job in finance. Isak was now unemployed but not worried. “We are
good at surviving,” he said.

I spent most of the day skiing with the Krasniqis, who explained the ticket system. A price list
said I could buy anything from a single ride to 10 days of unlimited rides, but almost no one
consulted it. Instead they negotiated rates with the attendant. A single ride cost about $3.25,
though Rexhep had bargained to get both of us at least two rides for that. As best as I could tell a
day pass cost about $11.

Now, new for this winter, workers have installed an electronic ticket‑reader and day passes have
jumped to about $21, a fortune when the average worker earns about $380 a month. “No more
corruption,” a local told me later, “but less skiers.”

We picked our way through a steep notch called the Lion’s Gate and found untracked lines
through the trees. Wind‑powered snow roared off the ridge behind us in great white flames. The
snow hissed violently off the bottoms of my skis to form blue contrails. Most of the terrain was
intermediate to expert‑only. The revamped resort will have more beginner runs.

A frosty attendant’s shack next to the Livada ski lift at Brezovica. Tim Neville
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Eventually we stopped for lunch on a patio at a slopeside hut called Cafe Collmar, where a waiter
brought us coffee, brandy and cheesy bread. Rexhep refused to let me pay the $5 bill. “No
Albanian in Kosovo will ever let you pay,” he said, politely but firmly. “You are American, and to us
Americans are like Jesuses.”

My last day dawned a piercing blue and the air shimmered with suspended snow crystals. This
time Igor and a friend from Belgrade, Marko Nikolic, showed me a wild backcountry run that
dropped through miles of open powder into a tight stream bed. Marko, a mountain guide, then
invited me to climb to a high point in the resort, 8,274‑foot Pribreg mountain, where we could find
the longest, most challenging runs back to the base.

We rode Livada up as high as it went, then I slung my skis over my shoulder and kicked steps up
the sastrugi beyond the top station. We gained an easy ridge and made the summit after 45
minutes. A lift once came all the way up here but it hadn’t worked in years, and the top
wheelhouse was completely entombed in tons of feathered ice. The slope below was so steep it
gave me vertigo.

Soon all of this would be very different. I tried to picture a brand‑new lift stitched into the rock,
the sprawling village where Tina’s once stood, and the legs I’d need to ski all those new runs. I had
one foot in Macedonia, the other in Kosovo, and five more countries in view.

Igor Nikolcevic at Tina’s, his family’s pizzeria. Igor Nikolcevic
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It may have been selfish, but Brezovica felt perfect as is. We have so many polished resorts
already but so few that can foster skiing at its most authentic without any flash. Even more
selfish: What do you do when you know one of your favorite places to visit, a secret, is about to
blow up? Don’t you long for it to stay the way it is?

Brezovica has to change, of course. As anyone in Kosovo knows, stop moving for long enough and
someone will come bury you.

Marko wasted no time. He strapped on his snowboard. I lowered my goggles. Then we both
pushed off and floated through a beautiful, broken world.

IF YOU GO

Getting There
Pristina (PRN) and Skopje (SKP) are the closest airports to Brezovica. There are no direct flights
to either city from the United States. Check fares on Turkish Airlines, Swiss, Lufthansa, Austrian
Airlines, SAS, EasyJet, Delta, Alitalia and Norwegian for connecting in Europe.

What You Should Know
This winter will likely be the last to see Brezovica in all of its rundown glory. In its current state,
the resort is not for everyone. The lifts may not run every day. There is no such thing as customer
service. It’s unclear what facilities will be open next winter. For updates check the Sar Planina‑
Brezovica Facebook page or the Brezovica Resort Facebook page. The ski area also has a website
but it isn’t very helpful: brezovica‑ski.com.

Guides
Hiring a guide to help you find a place to stay and arrange airport transfers is a must at the

moment. Igor Nikolcevic is neither a guide nor an outfitter but he speaks very good English and
can help arrange transfers, especially from Pristina, lift tickets, guides and lodging. Message him

through the Pizzeria Tina Facebook page. Outdoor Albania, an outfitter based in Tirana, also runs
custom trips to Brezovica. (OutdoorAlbania.com; info@outdooralbania.com).

Transfers and Lift Tickets
Expect to pay about 50 euros each way for transfers from Pristina. Lift tickets now cost €20 a day.

Tim Neville, who lives in Oregon, writes frequently about the outdoors.

https://www.facebook.com/Sar-Planina-Brezovica-36684434530/?fref=ts
https://www.facebook.com/Brezovicaa/?fref=ts
http://www.brezovica-ski.com/
https://www.facebook.com/Pizzeria-Tina-196811677072896/?fref=ts
http://outdooralbania.com/
mailto:info@outdooralbania.com


1/14/2019 Skiing Kosovo, Abandoned Lifts and All - The New York Times

https://www.nytimes.com/2016/02/28/travel/kosovo-ski-holidays.html 10/10

A version of this article appears in print on Feb. 28, 2016, on Page TR1 of the New York edition with the headline: A Snowy Rebirth for Kosovo

READ 38 COMMENTS



https://www.outsideonline.com/1924416/baked-alaska-surviving-aniakchak-national-monument

Page 1 of 7 Apr 09, 2017 02:59:52PM MDT

Baked Alaska: Surviving Aniakchak National Monument
Get gorgeous trips in our weekly newsletter. outsideonline.com

The volcanic remains at the heart of Aniakchak National Monument—the least visited site in the
national park system—are a trippy mishmash of postapocalyptic cinder cones, hardened lava,
and flame-colored walls. The only catch? Doing it right involves days of trekking and rafting
through some of the planet’s toughest, most bear-heavy terrain.

Jimmy's Store in Port Heiden, population 102, stocks all the staples of Alaskan bush life, at bush prices:
$14 cans of Folgers, $7.50 packs of sunflower spits, something called the Jerky Master. And on the wall,
hanging from a nail: very large steel leg traps, without price or explanation.

“You’re goin’ up there today?” Jimmy asks from behind the counter, in what passes for a formal greeting.
Jimmy’s gaze trails across the ample gray acreage of his sweatshirt and settles on the window, where right
now a slasher-film fog is sticking to what little scenery presents itself. Tundra. Truck. Still more tundra,
unspooling to a horizon so unbroken by man or mountain range that the sky would start at your shoelaces if
only you could see them. Welcome to July on the Alaska Peninsula. 

Twenty minutes ago, our bush plane nosed down into the soup and left us on a gravel airstrip, where we
hitched a ride to Jimmy’s along with the mail sacks in the back of a gutted eighties Econoline
van. QUAYANA (“thank you”), the door read. NO PETS. 

Jimmy Christensen is half Aleut, and like many of the native Aleut here, he’s broad, quiet and kind, and in
possession of his people’s sly, dry sense of humor. The way everybody is always asking Jimmy for advice
or to borrow his dozer until next Friday, he seems to run his hometown. He’s sort of the gentle Tony
Soprano of Port Heiden. There’s not much new here for a man like Jimmy, and our sudden appearance
and determination seem to amuse him. He sells us a gallon of white gas and offers to drive us to the road’s
end. 

Grabbing his keys, Jimmy says we’re the first backpackers he’s seen in weeks. This doesn’t surprise us.
Nobody comes to the Alaska Peninsula by accident. Even fewer come here for fun. The peninsula marks
the start of the Aleutian island chain, the 1,400-mile tail that wags west toward Kamchatka. It’s a slim,
Vermont-size piece of nearly trackless green with a population of fewer than 3,000 residents, almost all of
whom live in just a few villages that sit uneasily on the map, as if nature might evict them at any time.
Naknek. South Naknek. Port Heiden. It’s a tortured landscape, pummeled by unrelenting storms and
warted with semiactive volcanoes. In a state grinning with superlatives, this is one of the wildest, rowdiest,
most remote places around. It remains a question mark to even the most sporting Alaskans. 

Which is exactly why we’re bouncing in the back of Jimmy’s king cab. I’m obsessed with blank spots on the
map, the places nobody goes. I’ve learned to follow my cell phone like a reverse Geiger counter: the poorer
the coverage, the more enticing the destination. For ten years, I’ve tried without luck to visit the most
promising one of all, the one that now lurks out there in the murk: Aniakchak National Monument and
Preserve, the least visited of the entire 401-unit national park system. 

Already it has taken my companions—guide Dan Oberlatz and photographer Gabe Rogel—and I three
flights from Seattle to reach Port Heiden, which sits about 450 miles southwest of Anchorage. Our plan is
to backpack 22 miles into the monument’s centerpiece, an ancient and massive crater, and then float 38

miles to the Pacific using ultralight, stowable rafts crammed deep in our packs. From there we hope to hoof

https://www.outsideonline.com/1924416/baked-alaska-surviving-aniakchak-national-monument
1.



https://www.outsideonline.com/1924416/baked-alaska-surviving-aniakchak-national-monument

Page 2 of 7 Apr 09, 2017 02:59:52PM MDT

miles to the Pacific using ultralight, stowable rafts crammed deep in our packs. From there we hope to hoof
and paddle nearly 80 miles down the coast to the native community of Chignik Lagoon, where the closest
airstrip awaits.

Inconvenience is the least of the obstacles that Aniakchak throws up for the would-be visitor. The central
peninsula is home to one of the largest concentrations of the biggest brown bears on earth. Then there are
the man-eating vegetables, alder jungles that swallow bushwhackers, and cow parsnip with poison leaves
that blister the skin. Add routinely nasty meteorology—“This is where a lot of the weather is made for the
rest of the country,” a guide once told me—and the challenge we face is pretty stark. 

We’re not even out of sight of Port Heiden’s last house when Jimmy starts in on his version of Alaska’s
familiar “out of the car, into the food chain” axiom. “Just remember there’s a bear up here, he’s about 12
foot,” Jimmy says. “The worst thing up here, though, are the wolves,” he adds. “They’ve been hanging out
now in packs of 40.” The leg traps suddenly make sense. In 2010, wolves in Chignik Lake killed a petite
schoolteacher while she was out for a run. The incident was only the fourth documented account in North
America of unhabituated wolves killing a human being. 

The truck stops where the muddy track meets a creek, and we pile out.

“What kind of gun you got?” Jimmy asks.

Dan introduces Jimmy to Pepe, his handgun and the fourth member of our group. Pepe is a brawny,
confident-looking .44 Magnum. Dirty Harry’s gun. I liked Pepe the moment I met him in Anchorage—a
fondness that grew once Dan discouraged me from bringing my bear spray, explaining that not only is bear
mace unpredictable, it’s also not allowed on commercial planes.

Feeding Pepe ammo at the trailhead, Dan suddenly seems apologetic. “Probably won’t do more than piss
off a 12-footer,” he says to Jimmy.

The Aleut’s silence is a verdict. Jimmy then says that he prefers to carry a shotgun with slugs, the
Alaska-approved way to stop one thousand pounds of charging meat. 

Before we shoulder our packs, Jimmy pauses to offer some parting native wisdom. “What you gotta do is
file the tip of the sight off,” he says, eyeing Pepe. “So it won’t hurt so much when the bear shoves it up your
ass.”

In 2012, 9.7 million visitors drove through the gates of Great Smoky Mountains National Park, the country’s
busiest. That’s nearly 19 people per minute. Meanwhile, 19 people stopped by Aniakchak all year. This
isn’t because Aniakchak lacks merit; it may be the coolest place you’ve never heard of. Around the time the
Egyptians were at the height of their powers, a 7,000-foot stratovolcano blew its top with a force equal to
10,000nuclear bombs. Bowels emptied, and the peak collapsed on itself, leaving a six-mile- wide crater
with walls rising as much as 2,500 feetfromthefloor.Forthenextfewthousand years, it sat resting in near
anonymity. Then, in 1930, the Glacier Priest arrived. 

Father Bernard Hubbard was a Jack London character sprung to life—a self-promoting Jesuit and
peripatetic head of the geology department at California’s Santa Clara University who was as quick with a
bear-felling shot as he was with a Hail Mary. Hubbard’s scrambles all over pre-statehood Alaska,
sometimes accompanied by a crew of strapping Santa Clara footballers who wore their leather helmets for
protection, made the Glacier Priest a household name at a time when a depressed nation hungered for

heroes. His exploits appeared in  and   for a time, he wasThe Saturday Evening Post  National Geographic;
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heroes. His exploits appeared in  and   for a time, he wasThe Saturday Evening Post  National Geographic;
said to be one of the top-paid speakers on the planet. “The world’s most daring explorer,” one magazine
declared.

Hubbard’s visit to unknown Aniakchak, though, really shot the Glacier Priest to fame. Inside the “great
moon crater,” as he called the long-quiet caldera, his crew discovered “paradise found… a world within a
mountain,” where orchids bloomed in the volcanically warmed soil and the rabbits were so guileless that
the padre and his crew felt guilty eating them (but did anyway).

Then Aniakchak erupted again, in the spring of 1931. When the holy man returned that summer and
peered over the crater’s edge, he likened himself to Dante on the edge of the Inferno. “It was the
abomination of desolation… the prelude of hell,” he wrote in his book   “Black walls,Mush, You Malemutes!
black floor, black water, deep black holes and black vents; it fairly agonized the eye to look at it.”
Hubbard’s Eden had been obliterated, replaced by a Hieronymus Bosch canvas of cauldrons bubbling with
sulfurous yellows and greens and fumaroles hot enough to cook his crew’s beans. 

No roads lead to Aniakchak, and the easiest way to get there involves hiking and rafting. Alaska Alpine
Adventures leads 12-day trips to the area every summer ($4,950; ).   alaskaalpineadventures.com Photo:
Gabe Rogel

Eighty years later, Aniakchak is a quiescent member of the Pacific’s volcanic Ring of Fire but is considered
“potentially active” by the Alaska Volcano Observatory. The crater and surrounding areas have started to
recover. So why does nobody come? Access, for one. No roads reach Aniakchak. The
aforementioned nasty weather, for another. Stuck between the raging Bering Sea and North Pacific
Ocean, the Alaska Peninsula is forever buffeted by storms like a beleaguered referee trying to separate
heavyweights. Skies are cloudy 300 days a year, with low ceilings. Flying here is akin to navigating inside
an old gym sock. Parties can wait days to get in or out.

Then there are the brown bears Jimmy warned us about. “The Alaska Peninsula has, if not the highest
density in the world, then close to it,” Dave Crowley, a biologist for the Alaska Department of Fish and
Game who manages the area’s bears, told me before I left. Recent studies have found up to 400 brown
bears per 1,000 square kilometers. (By comparison, it's estimated that just 718 of the famous, feared
Yellowstone grizzlies are sprinkled across 72,500 square kilometers in the greater park area.) The
peninsula’s bears are genetically similar to the famed Kodiak brown bears, which along with polar bears
are the largest bears on earth. 

If you do manage to reach Aniakchak, you will find no broad-brimmed park rangers. No Winnebagos. Not a
single marked trail. As the National Park Service’s website for Aniakchak puts it, “No lines, no waiting!”

“We gotta get up and outta this shit,” Dan says as he climbs back into the tent on the second morning. He’s
soaked. After our group left Jimmy yesterday afternoon, we squished southward for seven miles across
tundra and through low grasses that felt like someone’s overwatered lawn. Just a dozen miles from the
grumpy Bering Sea, the landscape almost cowered; bent beneath our 65-pound packs, we were still the
tallest things for miles. We eventually pitched camp in what felt like the inside of a milk jug. Now we can’t
see 50 feet. I thought back to two days ago, when we’d stood in the airport departure lounge in sunny,
75-degree Anchorage before a mural highlighting marquee destinations like Lake Clark National Park and
Katmai and read Gateway to Alaska’s Southwestern Wildlands. Aniakchak wasn’t on the mural. 

If this trip is a fool’s errand, I can’t think of better fools-in-travel than my companions. Dan, 45, is a
smart-ass native of Northern California with sharp blue eyes behind his geek-chic horn-rimmed

eyeglasses. A ball cap that hides a backpedaling hairline advertises Alaska Alpine Adventures, his
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eyeglasses. A ball cap that hides a backpedaling hairline advertises Alaska Alpine Adventures, his
16-year-old company that guides trips ranging from ski-touring from a yacht to climbing in the Brooks
Range and then floating to the Arctic Ocean in inflatable canoes. A few years ago, Dan also launched
Adventure Appetites, a gourmet backcountry food company that has supplied the fare for our trip. Gabe,
37, from Washington, is an up-for-anything photographer whose goofiness makes it easy to forget that he’s
a former mountain guide who has worked everywhere from the top of 8,000-meter Shishapangma to the
unclimbed vertical walls of Ethiopia.

“Chimps in the mist,” Dan dubs us after breakfast as we hunch under our packs and trudge into
the never-ending whiteout. The land rises almost imperceptibly in a long, green, mossy ramp that, the map
tells, is the volcano’s flank. We see bear tracks. We see caribou tracks. We see wolf tracks that stalk the
caribou tracks. 

Scouting the 38-mile Aniakchak River.

The fog machine is on full. We steer by GPS. Condensation drools from Dan’s hat brim and from Pepe’s
barrel, which rides holstered within easy reach on his hip. Gabe and I are jittery in the spooky murk. Wolves
appear at the corner of our vision, only to resolve themselves into shrubs. Bruins become boulders.
“Alaskan rock bear,” Dan says after I yelp at one. With no bear spray to comfort me, I calm myself by
recalling what bear-expert Crowley had told me: Aniakchak bears live at the largest buffet table on
earth—berries, salmon, moose. They’re so well fed they “tend to be fat and lazy,” he said; he’d watched
bears catch salmon and only lick them, they were so full. “If you don’t do anything stupid, you’ll be alright.” I
repeat the words   like a mantra.buffet table

Eventually, the moss gives way to black-pebbled plains and ash piles and rivers of pumice. There is no
wind, no birdsong, as if even sound itself has abandoned us. 

“This place is so otherworldly,” says Dan. “Dead. Not a thing alive.” 

Up and up, we chimps walk through the monochrome for hours. Finally, a black line materializes from the
white mist: the crater lip. Now the wind rouses, as if Aniakchak has awakened to the trespass. It roars,
grabs backpacks, lifts us like bright bits of cloth and practically tosses us over the rim, sending us running
down the steep pumice ramp into the crater.

Inside the caldera, the wind relents. The clouds lift. The sun shines. Finally, we can see where we’ve
arrived.

“Oh, my God,” I say, looking at Gabe. 

“Oh, my God,” says Gabe, looking at Dan.

“Oh, my God,” says Dan, looking everywhere.

A “bewitched stadium” is how Hubbard described the crater the first time he stepped inside. My initial
thought is less poetic. It feels like we’ve stumbled into a gargantuan gopher hole. Inside it’s sunny and dry:
an ash-filled bowl more than six miles across whose floor is so large—nearly 30 square miles—that
Manhattan could easily fit inside. Before us spreads a scene that’s   meets nuclearLand of the Lost
holocaust. Eighty years on, the ground underfoot still looks charred. A few sprigs of dwarf fireweed flower
bravely in the dry ash. Cinder cones pimple the crater 

floor, and all around us queer volcanic monuments pepper the landscape. To our left is a huge scoop in the
earth called Half Cone, remnant of some bygone blowout. Behind us lies a scab of hardened lava the size
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earth called Half Cone, remnant of some bygone blowout. Behind us lies a scab of hardened lava the size
of a neighborhood which oozed up during the 1931 eruption. As if the scene lacked for drama, high above
us fog pours over the crater rim in spectacular cascades that shred and evaporate on the descent. “Cloud
Niagaras,” Hubbard called them. 

There’s green water in the distance. We head toward it instinctively, kicking up ash like postapocalyptic
pilgrims.

After the 1931 eruption, the Glacier Priest had damned Aniakchak as the pit of Hades. The intervening
years have softened the place slightly, rinsing off the heaviest soot and endowing it with a flinty beauty. Call
it desolation sublime. We hike past walls candy-striped in sherbet pinks and reds. A caribou prances by, a
sole welcoming host. In the middle of the crater, we tramp past the huge cone of 3,350-foot Vent
Mountain—“a volcano within a volcano!” Hubbard had exclaimed upon first seeing it—looking sullen with
its burnt top. In the distance, glaciers cling to the shadier walls.

Then there’s Surprise Lake, the crater’s psychedelic gem, which glows the unreal green of Imodium A-D,
thanks to suspended volcanic particles in the water. The specially evolved sockeye salmon that spawn
here are essentially raised on soda water. “It’s like nothing I’ve ever seen in Alaska, that’s for sure,” Dan
says that evening after we make camp in a sheltered elbow along the lake and tuck into his company’s
reindeer rotini. 

The next morning, wearing only daypacks, we explore the crater’s oddness. It’s like taking a walking tour of
our dyspeptic planet. We cross electric green moss and black sand dunes so full of iron they stick to the
magnet on the chest strap of Gabe’s CamelBak. We hoof across otherworldly plains of dust staged with
small rocks, where I’m pretty sure NASA faked the Mars rover landing. We peer into springs bubbling with
a witchy brew of ferric browns and pumpkin oranges. I keep thinking of how one early geologist described
Aniakchak: a “pleasing weirdness,” he wrote. And all the more pleasing for our aloneness.

Or at least we seemed alone. “Now that’s a big bear right there. That’s a coastal brown. That’s huge,” Dan
says, looking down at muddy paw prints along the lake near our campsite. The claws on the front paw print
are as long as Swiss Army blades. The rear print swallows my XL hand with inches to spare. “Definitely a
ten-footer,” Dan says.

“So, uh, how old do you think those are?” I ask, second-guessing our solitude. I search to see if Pepe is
still strapped to Dan’s hip.

“At least a few days.” I exhale.

That afternoon, as the guys nap in warm 70-degree sunshine, I tie a fly to the end of my line. Standing atop
some of those bear tracks, I’m soon yanking in Dolly Varden trout, their polka dots pink in the yellow sun,
from where the Aniakchak River exits the lake. Every few casts, I swivel around to make sure my fly hasn’t
foul-hooked the ten-footer. Some people prefer meditation to make them feel present; for me, nothing
focuses the mind quite like knowing I’m a potential crudité.

From the moment it tumbles out of the crater, the 38-mile Aniakchak River runs south toward the Pacific as
if it’s late for dinner. It will be our escape route. We’ll use our packable Alpacka rafts to float right out of the
caldera. At one time the inside of the crater had been filled with a 600-foot-deep lake. That changed about
2,000 years ago, when an earthquake or eruption or massive rockslide cracked the crater wall. A biblical

flood gushed through the gap, with a flow close to the Mississippi, overwhelming the landscape
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flood gushed through the gap, with a flow close to the Mississippi, overwhelming the landscape
downstream. Today, the designated Wild and Scenic Aniakchak River still charges through that
1,000-plus-foot cleft, called the Gates, as it carries Surprise Lake to the sea.

Yesterday, we’d climbed high onto the crater rim to scout our departure. 

“Not a lot of volume,” Gabe had said, watching the small river squeeze through the Gates before uncoiling
on distant green plains. “Looks like it might be hard to get in a lot of trouble.” 

More-careful inspection showed garage-size boulders frothing the green waters. I knew the river dropped
75 feet per mile through here—honest rapids. I also knew that my entire whitewater experience consisted
of Mom letting me ride the log flume, twice, at Virginia’s Kings Dominion amusement park.

The next morning we wisely portage past the chewing rocks and Class III-plus rapids of the Gates.
Downstream, we suit up in ultra-light drysuits for a practice run. Dan gives us whitewater kayaking 101.
“They’re super-agile,” he says of our micro rafts. “They’ll bounce off rocks. You’ll spin around,” he adds.
“You’ll be fine.” 

For its first third, the Aniakchak is as wide and shallow as a sluicebox. This late in summer, it’s a fun-house
ride of mostly Class II rapids. We bounce downstream for 13 miles of unbroken whitewater, hooting and
hollering.

It’s comforting to see Pepe riding high on Dan’s life jacket. Which reminds me—what should I do if I see a
bear standing in the river?

 “Enjoy the experience,” Dan says. Then, after a short pause, he flashes a wide grin. “And paddle to the
deepest water.” 

Later that afternoon, we finally see our first: a honey-colored beauty who quickly bolts deeper into the
nearby willows after spotting our odd armada. 

The river slows dramatically the second day, as the land palms open into perfect bruin country. The terrain
even looks bear-like—humped, alder-furred hills that seem to root around in the underbrush. We find the
calm pace of this new land, sometimes dozing off while seated upright in our kayaks, other times tossing
pumice stones at one another and watching them float. 

As we drift languidly, I remember something Dan told me over lunch before we left Anchorage. “I could
grow my business and do stupid touristy shit,” he said, making a sour face. “But the soul of my business is
in the wilderness.” He’s led fifty-some trips in Alaska since founding his company, but these days he
personally guides only those, like Aniakchak, that he hasn’t done yet. Alaska is too big and too cool, he
said, to not keep exploring.

That afternoon, the Pacific Ocean welcomes us with a stiff-arm breeze and an incoming tide. After a short
struggle against both, we spy an old cannery cabin refitted by the Park Service above the beach. After five
days of so much expansiveness, the confines of four walls and a small space is a relief. Inside, the cabin’s
logbook records many wild things: Trips of 30-bear sightings. Parties pinned down for days by hurricane
winds. Savaged boats. I turn to the most recent entry and count backward. Just 11 visitors so far this year,
not including us—and three of them were here for work.

Most visitors to Aniakchak get picked up by floatplane at the cabin after their paddle to the sea. The reason

that Dan suggested we keep going on foot is simple: he’d never hiked the rarely trammeled, four-day,
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that Dan suggested we keep going on foot is simple: he’d never hiked the rarely trammeled, four-day,
80-mile route along the Pacific to Chignik Lagoon and wanted to do some recon for a possible client trip.
Gabe and I were game. 

Our trek along the beach is no Tahiti vacation. We spend long days bent under our still-heavy packs. We
make decent time cruising never--ending stretches of firm sand and sneaking around barnacled headlands
at low tide. Sometimes, though, we’re forced upland into thickets of alder that grow as tight as prison bars
and slow progress to a heartbreaking quarter-mile per hour. Whenever possible, Dan sniffs out bear trails,
centuries-old bruin inter-states that are the path of least resistance through the tangle. One is so
disturbingly popular that it’s trenched three feet deeper than the abutting alders.

The miles blur in a fever dream of suffering and spectacle. I remember bald eagles posing atop sea stacks
like hood ornaments for the continent. I remember inflating the pack rafts nervously for a 13-mile paddle
around a headland on the rolling Pacific, only to be pleasantly distracted by orange-beaked puffins and
curious sea lions. I remember Pepe, drawn and ready to shout, after we surprise a chuffing brownie on a
kill. And how that bear is the last of 19 we see in 24 hours as we leave the preserve and enter the Alaska
Peninsula National Wildlife Refuge. 

Mostly what I remember, though, is the feeling of a different rhythm taking hold, not of the wristwatch but of
natural places. Each day as we hike, the sun sets a little sooner. We see salmon gather in the bays, sniffing
for their home rivers—and see bears come down to the shore, ready to flick their sushi onto the sand. My
fancy GPS watch dies; I don’t much care. I go days without thinking of e-mail or my iPhone. This is what we
want from our Aniakchaks, isn’t it? Places that help us shake off the dross and find a surer and more
ancient pulse.

Four days after leaving the cabin, on the puddle-jumper out of Chignik Lagoon, a familiar green ramp
comes into view. From 15,000 feet, it appears as smooth as pool felt. I press my forehead to the window
and stare for a long time as the ramp finally climbs higher and higher, until it vanishes in a smother of white
clouds. I look up. Gabe and Dan are smiling. For a moment we grin like idiots at one another. Then we
press our foreheads against the cold of the Cessna’s tiny portholes. Seeing all this, some of our fellow
passengers look out their windows, perplexed. If you hadn’t been there, it would be easy to think there was
nothing worth seeing at all. 

Christopher Solomon ( ) wrote about a new and controversial approach to marathon@chrisasolomon
training in January 2013.
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౹<HOORZ�3DQWV౺�ZDV�KHU�QLFNQDPH�IRU�D�EODFN�KDLUHG�\RXQJ�PDQ�ZKRP�VKH�KDG�VSRWWHG�LQ�1DILVDV
ZHGGLQJ�YLGHR��ZHDULQJ�EULJKW�JROGHQURG�WURXVHUV�DQG�D�EODFN�VKLUW�b�7KH�PHQ�DQG�ZRPHQ�KDG�FHOHEUDWHG
DQG�GDQFHG�LQ�VHSDUDWH�URRPV�b�$�IHZ�GD\V�DJR��1D]R�KDG�VKRZQ�XV�WKH�YLGHR�RI�WKH�PHQ�GDQFLQJ�LQ�WKHLU
URRP��DQG�WROG�XV�WKDW�VKH�ZDV�KDYLQJ�KHU�IULHQGV�DW�KHU�JLUOV�VFKRRO�LQTXLUH�DERXW�WKH�PDQ�LQ�WKH�\HOORZ
SDQWV�b�7KHUH�ZDV�QR�GDWLQJ�LQ�$IJKDQLVWDQ��DQG�FKDQFHV�ZHUH��1D]R�ZRXOG�KDYH�DQ�DUUDQJHG�PDUULDJH
OLNH�1DILVD�DQG�KHU�EURWKHU�b�%XW�LI�VKH�KDSSHQHG�WR�VSRW�VRPHRQH��VKH�NQHZ�KRZ�WR�SXW�WKH�ZKHHOV�LQ
PRWLRQ�b�$�YDVW�DQG�VHHPLQJO\�LQYLVLEOH�QHWZRUN�RI�ZRPHQ�PLJKW�FRQWDFW�1D]RV�PRWKHU��DQG�WKH�WZR�RI
WKHP�PLJKW�EH�DEOH�WR�PHHW�LQ�D�IRUPDO�VHWWLQJ��LQ�WKH�SUHVHQFH�RI�WKH�WZR�IDPLOLHV�b�1DILVD�KDG�ILUVW
HQFRXQWHUHG�1D]RV�EURWKHU�LQ�VXFK�D�FKDSHURQHG�PHHWLQJ�b�7KH�FRXSOH�KDG�FRQVHQWHG�WR�PDUU\�HDFK
RWKHU�DIWHU�D�KDQGIXO�RI�VXSHUYLVHG�౹GDWHV�౺

౹:KDW�ZDV�<HOORZ�3DQWV�GRLQJ�LQ�\RXU�GUHDP"౺�,�VDLG��DQG�SOD\IXOO\�QXGJHG�1D]R�

6KH�VKULHNHG�IURP�EHKLQG�KHU�KDQGV�DQG�SUHWHQGHG�WR�UXQ�RXW�RI�WKH�NLWFKHQ�b�7KHQ�VKH�UHWXUQHG��ORRNHG
PH�LQ�WKH�H\H��DQG�GHDGSDQQHG��౹+H�ZDV�GDQFLQJ�b�-XVW�OLNH�LQ�WKH�YLGHR�౺

,�ZRQGHUHG�LI�VKH�UHDOO\�PHDQW�WKDW��RU�LI�౹GDQFLQJ౺�ZDV�D�HXSKHPLVP�b�,W�ZDV�KDUG�WR�NQRZ�VRPHWLPHV�KRZ
LQQRFHQW��RU�QRW��VKH�DQG�1DILVD�ZHUH��ZKDW�WKH\�XQGHUVWRRG�RI�UHODWLRQVKLSV��ORYH��VH[�b�1DILVD�DQG�1D]R
KDG�DVNHG�PH��6WHSKDQLH��DQG�/DLOD��WKH�WKUHH�RI�XV�ZHUH�DOO�DERXW�WKLUW\�DQG�XQPDUULHG��DERXW�RXU�ORYH
OLYHV��EXW�$PHULFDQ�VW\OH�GDWLQJ�ZDV�XQIDWKRPDEOH�WR�WKHP�b�:KHQ�6WHSKDQLH�H[SODLQHG�WKDW�VKH�OLYHG�ZLWK
KHU�ER\IULHQG��1DILVD�DQG�1D]R�LPPHGLDWHO\�VWDUWHG�FDOOLQJ�KLP�KHU�KXVEDQG�b�7KH\�FRXOG�QRW�LPDJLQH�LW
EHLQJ�RWKHUZLVH��LI�D�FRXSOH�VKDUHG�D�KRPH�b�$V�IRU�/DLOD��VKH�DOZD\V�FKDQJHG�WKH�VXEMHFW�TXLFNO\��QRW
ZDQWLQJ�WR�WHOO�WKHP�DERXW�WKH�ZKLWH�$PHULFDQ�ER\IULHQG�IURP�FROOHJH�ZKRP�VKH�ZDV�NHHSLQJ�IURP�KHU
IDPLO\�b�b,�WROG�WKHP�DERXW�UHODWLRQVKLSV�,�KDG�LQ�WKH�SDVW��RQH�ZLWK�D�PDQ�ZKRP�,�ZDQWHG�WR�PDUU\��RWKHUV
ZLWK�PHQ�,�KDG�QR�LQWHQWLRQ�RI�PDUU\LQJ��DQG�KRZ�DQG�ZK\�WKH\�KDG�IDLOHG��bb7U\LQJ�WR�H[SODLQ�WKLV�WR�1DILVD
DQG�1D]R��ZKR�IXUURZHG�WKHLU�EURZV�ZLWK�FRPSDVVLRQ�DV�,�GHVFULEHG�YDULRXV�EUHDNXSV��,�VWDUWHG�ZLVKLQJ
WKDW�,�KDG�D�VLPSOHU�DQVZHU�IRU�WKHP�
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7KH\�ZDWFKHG�+ROO\ZRRG�PRYLHV��EXW�HYHQ�WKRVH�ZHUH�YLHZHG�WKURXJK�WKH�OHQV�RI�WKHLU�H[SHULHQFHV�b�$IWHU
WKH�7DOLEDQ�ZHUH�RYHUWKURZQ�DQG�PRYLH�WKHDWHUV�UHWXUQHG�WR�.DEXO�� �ZDV�D�UXQDZD\�KLW��SHUKDSV7LWDQLF
EHFDXVH�WKH�WDOH�RI�HDUO\��� �FHQWXU\�$PHULFDQ�URPDQFH�IHOW�DOPRVW�OLNH�HDUO\��� �FHQWXU\�$IJKDQ�RQH�b�$WK VW
\RXQJ��XSSHU�FODVV�ZRPDQ��5RVH��LV�IRUFHG�E\�KHU�IDPLO\�WR�PDUU\�D�PDQ�IURP�KHU�VRFLDO�FODVV��EXW�IDOOV�LQ
ORYH�ZLWK�-DFN��D�SRRU�PDQ�RI�ZKRP�KHU�IDPLO\�GLVDSSURYHV�b�(YHQ�WKH�XQKDSS\�RXWFRPH��WKH�WZR�ORYHUV
DUH�SDUWHG�HWHUQDOO\�E\�WKH�VKLSZUHFN��UDQJ�WUXHU�WR�$IJKDQV�WKDQ�WKH�W\SLFDO�+ROO\ZRRG�IDUH�b
/RYH�FRQTXHUV�DOO�HQGLQJV�VHHPHG�XQUHDOLVWLF�WR�WKHP�b�'LVDVWHU��WKH\�XQGHUVWRRG�b�2I�FRXUVH��WKH�YHUVLRQ
WKDW�ZDV�VKRZQ�LQ�.DEXO�WKHDWHUV�ZDV�FHQVRUHG�b�6FHQHV�WKDW�$PHULFDQ�DXGLHQFHV�FDPH�WR�WKLQN�RI�DV�

V�VLJQDWXUH�PRPHQWV��-DFN�VNHWFKLQJ�5RVH�LQ�WKH�QXGH��RU�WKH�WZR�ORYHUV�IRJJLQJ�XS�WKH�ZLQGRZV7LWDQLF
RI�KHU�ILDQF«V�5HQDXOW��ZHUH�XQFHUHPRQLRXVO\�GHOHWHG�

1DILVD�VKRZHG�PH�SLFWXUHV�RI�KHU�DQG�KHU�KXVEDQG��1D]RV�EURWKHU��DW�WKHLU�ZHGGLQJ�b�+H�ZDV�WDOO�
VTXDUH�MDZHG��DQG�KDQGVRPH��ZLWK�D�WULPPHG�EHDUG�DQG�GHHS�VHW�H\HV�b�6KH�ZRUH�WKH�KHDYLO\�EHDGHG�
PXOWL�FRORUHG�GUHVV�RI�D�3DVKWXQ�EULGH��SLOHV�RI�JROG�MHZHOU\��DQG�D�PRXUQIXO�H[SUHVVLRQ�b�౹$�EULGH�PXVW�QRW
VPLOH��HYHQ�LI�VKH�LV�KDSS\�౺�VKH�VDLG�b�౹6KH�PXVW�DFW�OLNH�VKH�LV�VDG�WR�OHDYH�KHU�IDPLO\�౺b�+HU�KXVEDQG�KDG
ODQGHG�D�OXFUDWLYH�ZDUWLPH�MRE�ZLWK�WKH�8QLWHG�1DWLRQV�b�+H�VRPHWLPHV�ZDV�RQ�URDG�IRU�ZHHNV�DW�D�WLPH��DV
KH�ZDV�ZKHQ�ZH�KDG�DUULYHG�LQ�.DEXO�

7KHLU�ZHGGLQJ�KDG�EHHQ�OHVV�WKDQ�D�\HDU�DJR��DQG�1DILVD�ZDV�QRZ�LQ�KHU�VHFRQG�WULPHVWHU�RI�SUHJQDQF\�
KHU�OLWKH�ERG\�MXVW�EHJLQQLQJ�WR�VKRZ�XQGHU�KHU� �b�'LG�VKH�PLVV�KHU�KXVEDQG"VKDOZDU�NDPHH]

౹<HV�౺�VKH�VDLG��VLJKLQJ�b�౹%XW�ZKHQ�KH�FRPHV�EDFN�LW�LV�YHU\�QLFH�౺

$�FR\�VPLOH�SOD\HG�RQ�KHU�IDFH�b�౹9HU\�QLFH"౺�,�DVNHG�

౹9HU\�QLFH�౺�VKH�UHSHDWHG��ORRNLQJ�GRZQ�DQG�EOXVKLQJ�bb�6KH�VWUDLJKWHQHG�KHUVHOI�XS�b�౹1RZ�,�PXVW�JR�GR
WKH�ODXQGU\�౺�DQG�EUHH]LO\�WRRN�OHDYH�RI�PH�b�$V�VKH�VZXQJ�RSHQ�WKH�NLWFKHQ�GRRU��VKH�JODQFHG�RYHU�KHU
VKRXOGHU�ZLWK�KHU�ELJ�EURZQ�H\HV�DQG�ZLQNHG��b7KHQ�WKH�GRRU�VZXQJ�EDFN��DQG�,�FRXOGQW�VHH�KHU�DQ\PRUH�

$�FRXSOH�GD\V�ODWHU��1DILVD�VNLSSHG�KHU�XVXDO�DIWHUQRRQ�QDS��WRRN�D�VKRZHU��SLFNHG�RXW�D�IUHVK�RXWILW��D
VRIW�SLQN�VLON� ��SXW�RQ�SHUIXPH��PDNHXS��DQG�WULHG�RQ�ILYH�GLIIHUHQW� �EHIRUH�VHWWOLQJVKDOZDU�NDPHH] FKDGRU
RQ�RQH�b�$V�ZH�DOO�VDW�LQ�WKH�NLWFKHQ��ZDWFKLQJ�KHU�SXW�WKH�ILQLVKLQJ�WRXFKHV�RQ�GLQQHU��,�FDXJKW�KHU�H\H�b
౹<RXUH�QHUYRXV�WRGD\�౺�,�VDLG�b�౹$QG�SUHWW\�౺

౹ �౺�VKH�VDLG��XVLQJ�WKH�IDPLO\V�QLFNQDPH�IRU�KHU�KXVEDQG��WKH�3DVKWR�ZRUG�IRU�౹HQJLQHHU౺�PHDQW�DQ,QJLQLU
HGXFDWHG�PDQ��౹LV�FRPLQJ�KRPH�WRGD\�౺

7KHQ��WXUQLQJ�WR�PH�VR�RQO\�,�FRXOG�VHH�LW��VKH�WRRN�KHU�GHOLFDWH�KDQG��EDOOHG�LQWR�D�ILVW��DQG�ELW�GRZQ�RQ�KHU
SLQN\�NQXFNOH�b�6KH�JDVSHG�VRIWO\��IHLJQLQJ�EUHDWKOHVVQHVV��JULQQHG�DW�PH��WKHQ�UHWXUQHG�WR�VWLUULQJ�WKH
VWHZ�b�7KLV�ZDV�VH[LHU�WKDQ�DOO�RI�WKH�GHOHWHG�VFHQHV�IURP� �FRPELQHG�7LWDQLF

:H�VDZ�OHVV�RI�1DILVD�DIWHU�WKDW�HYHQLQJ��WKRXJK�WKH�ILYH�RI�XV�VWLOO�VOHSW�LQ�WKH�FRXSOHV�URRP�b�6KH�VWLOO
MRLQHG�XV�DW�QLJKW��MXVW�ODWHU�WKDQ�XVXDO�b�1D]R��RQ�WKH�RWKHU�KDQG��DQQRXQFHG�WR�PH�WKDW�VKH�ZDV�KDYLQJ
IULHQGV�LQTXLUH�DERXW�DQRWKHU�\RXQJ�PDQ�VKH�VDZ�DW�WKH�ELUWKGD\�SDUW\�WR�ZKLFK�VKH�KDG�WDNHQ�XV�b�౹:KLWH
6XLW�౺�VKH�VDLG��H\HV�GUHDP\�b�,�UHPHPEHUHG�KLP��KH�ZDV��LQGHHG��ZHDULQJ�DQ�DOO�ZKLWH�VXLW�ZLWK�D�EULJKW
UHG�VKLUW�b�+H�KDG�D�VPRRWK�IDFH�DQG�ZDV�D�IODPER\DQW�GDQFHU�

౹:KDW�DERXW�<HOORZ�3DQWV"౺

6KH�ODXJKHG�b�<HVWHUGD\��ZH�KDG�FRQWHPSODWHG�VRPH�TXHVWLRQDEOH�PHDW�LQ�WKH�IUHH]HU�DIWHU�RQH�RI�WKH
FLW\V�IUHTXHQW�SRZHU�RXWDJHV�b�,�WDXJKW�KHU�WKH�ZRUG�౹H[SLUHG�౺�H[SODLQLQJ�WKH�ODEHOV�LQ�$PHULFDQ�JURFHU\
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FLW\V�IUHTXHQW�SRZHU�RXWDJHV�b�,�WDXJKW�KHU�WKH�ZRUG�౹H[SLUHG�౺�H[SODLQLQJ�WKH�ODEHOV�LQ�$PHULFDQ�JURFHU\
VWRUHV�WKDW�LQGLFDWHG�ZKHQ�VRPHWKLQJ�VKRXOG�EH�GLVFDUGHG�

౹<HOORZ�3DQWV�౺�VKH�VDLG��IOLSSLQJ�WKH�HQG�RI�KHU� �GUDPDWLFDOO\�RYHU�KHU�VKRXOGHU��౹KDV�H[SLUHG�౺FKDGRU

��

2XU�ZHHNV�LQ�.DEXO�SDVVHG�TXLFNO\��DQG�ZH�KDG�VSHQW�RXU�ILQDO�GD\V�VD\LQJ�JRRGE\H�WR�HYHU\RQH��KDYLQJ
ODVW�PHDOV��H[FKDQJLQJ�ODVW�JLIWV��SRVLQJ�IRU�ODVW�SLFWXUHV�b�%\�WKH�WLPH�WKH�ILYH�RI�XV�UHWLUHG�WR�RXU�URRP
WRJHWKHU�RQH�ODVW�WLPH��,�ZDV�UHOLHYHG�b�:H�ZHUH�VSUDZOHG�DFURVV�RXU�VOHHSLQJ�PDWV�DQG�FXVKLRQV�

1DILVD�ORRNHG�LPSDWLHQW�b�6KH�NHSW�WU\LQJ�WR�FDWFK�1D]RV�H\H�b�1D]R�ZDV�PDNLQJ�D�OLVW�RI�TXDOLILFDWLRQV�IRU
KHU�IXWXUH�KXVEDQG��DPRQJ�WKHP�౹D�OLWWOH�IDW౺�DQG�౹D�ORW�RI�PRQH\౺��ZKHQ�1DILVD�LQWHUUXSWHG�KHU�

౹,�WKLQN�LW�LV�$QJLHV�WXUQ�౺�VKH�VDLG�

,�IHOW�P\�FKHHNV�JURZ�ZDUP�b�౹,�GRQW�KDYH�D�OLVW�౺

౹2.��1D]R�DQG�,�ZLOO�KHOS�\RX�ZULWH�\RXU�OLVW�౺�1DILVD�VDLG�b�౹1XPEHU�2QH��1DPH�EHJLQV�ZLWK�$�b�(QGV�ZLWK
'�b�'R�ZH�NQRZ�DQ\RQH�OLNH�WKLV"౺

1D]R�JLJJOHG�

౹1DILVD�౺�,�VDLG��IDFH�JURZLQJ�KRWWHU�b�6KH�ZDV�WDONLQJ�DERXW�1D]RV�ROGHU�EURWKHU�$VDG��ZKR�KDG�HVFRUWHG
XV�WR�WKH�IDPLO\V�UXUDO�YLOODJH�b�+H�ZDV�D�IHZ�\HDUV�\RXQJHU�WKDQ�PH��IOXHQW�LQ�(QJOLVK��KDG�ORQJ�ODVKHG
GDUN�H\HV�DQG�D�UHJDO�SURILOH��DQG�ZDV�FOHDUO\�RII�OLPLWV�WR�PH�

౹<RX�OLNH�P\�EURWKHU"౺�1D]R�VDLG�b�+HU�FDUWRRQLVK�JUHHQ�H\HV�GDQFHG�

౹+H�LV�YHU\�QLFH�౺�,�VDLG�FDUHIXOO\�

౹6KH�VD\V�KHV�YHU\�QLFH�౺�1D]R�VDLG�WR�1DILVD��DV�LI�VKH�ZHUH�DQ�LQWHUSUHWHU�

౹<RX�OLNH�KLP�౺�1DILVD�VDLG��OHDQLQJ�FORVH�WR�PH�b�౹<RX�OLNH�XV�b�<RX�VKRXOG�PDUU\�KLP�౺

1DILVDV�IDFH�FRXOG�ORRN�VR�VHULRXV��ZLWK�WKRVH�ELJ�H\HV��WKDW�QDWXUDOO\�GRZQWXUQHG�PRXWK�b�b%XW�VXUHO\
�1D]R�QRGGHG��ORRNLQJ�HDUQHVW�KHUVHOI��b,�WXUQHG�WR�/DLOD�IRU�D�KLQW��EXW�VKH�MXVW�KDG�DVKHߑV�MRNLQJ�

FORVH�OLSSHG�VPLOH�RQ�KHU�IDFH��b6WHSKDQLH�VDW�QH[W�WR�KHU��ZKLVSHULQJ��౹,�VXUH�DP�JODG�,�KDYH�D�KXVEDQG��౺

౹:KDW"b�0DUU\"౺b�,�VDLG��P\�YRLFH�VRXQGLQJ�VWUDLQHG�b�౹<RXUH�NLGGLQJ�౺

౹1R�౺�1DILVD�VDLG��KHU�XQFRYHUHG�EODFN�SRQ\WDLO�IOLSSLQJ�HPSKDWLFDOO\�RYHU�KHU�VKRXOGHU�b�౹<RX�PDUU\�KLP�b
<RX�ZLOO�EH�RXU�VLVWHU�౺

౹,�FDQW�PDUU\�KLP��b,�KDUGO\�NQRZ�KLP�౺�,�SURWHVWHG�

౹<RX�KDYH�NQRZQ�KLP�IRU�WZHOYH�GD\V�౺�1DILVD�VDLG�b�6KH�KDG�FRXQWHG�WKH�GD\V�VLQFH�RXU�URDGWULS�WR�WKH
�౹7KDW�LV�PRUH�WLPH�WKDQ�,�NQHZ�P\�KXVEDQG�EHIRUH�,�GHFLGHG�WR�PDUU\�KLP�b�$QG�ORRN��ZH�DUHYLOODJH�

KDSS\�౺

7KH\�ZHUH�b�$IWHU�KHU�KXVEDQG�OHIW�DJDLQ��1DILVD�KDG�PRSHG�WKH�HQWLUH�GD\�b�2QH�WKH�RQH�KDQG��LW�ZDV�KDUG

IRU�PH�WR�LPDJLQH�KRZ�WKLV�NLQG�RI�DWWUDFWLRQ��DQG�\HV��ORYH��KDG�GHYHORSHG�DIWHU�WKH\�KDG�PDUULHG�EDUHO\
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IRU�PH�WR�LPDJLQH�KRZ�WKLV�NLQG�RI�DWWUDFWLRQ��DQG�\HV��ORYH��KDG�GHYHORSHG�DIWHU�WKH\�KDG�PDUULHG�EDUHO\
NQRZLQJ�HDFK�RWKHU�b�,W�IHOW�OXGLFURXV�WR�GLVFXVV�$VDG�DQG�PDUULDJH�ZLWK�KLV�VLVWHU�DQG�VLVWHU�LQ�ODZ�ZKHQ�KH
DQG�,�KDG�RQO\�KDG�D�KDQGIXO�RI�FRQYHUVDWLRQV��QHYHU�DORQH�b�&RXOG�WKH\�EH�WKDW�QD±YH"

%XW�WKHQ�,�WKRXJKW�DERXW�WKH�GD\�,�ZDWFKHG�KHU�ELWH�GRZQ�RQ�KHU�SLQN\�NQXFNOH�LQ�WKH�NLWFKHQ�DQG�JDVS
VRIWO\�b�,�ORRNHG�DW�WKH�VOLJKW�VZHOO�RI�KHU�SUHJQDQW�EHOO\�XQGHU�KHU� �b�$OO�WKLV��ZLWK�D�PDQ�VKHVKDOZDU�NDPHH]
KDG�RQO\�NQRZQ�IURP�D�IHZ�KRXUV�ZRUWK�RI�VXSHUYLVHG�PHHWLQJV�b�6R�ZKR�ZDV�WKH�QD±YH�RQH"

౹:HOO"౺�1DILVD�VDLG�

,�KDG�QR�DQVZHU�IRU�KHU�

౹:H�MXVW�ZDQW�\RX�WR�EH�RXU�VLVWHU�౺

1DILVD�KDG�VDLG�౹VLVWHU౺�RQFH�DOUHDG\��EXW�QRZ�,�EHJDQ�WR�XQGHUVWDQG�b�1DILVD�DQG�1D]R��WKHLU�UDSSRUW�VR
HDV\��OLNH�D�PDUULHG�FRXSOH��HYHQ�ZKHQ�WKH\�ELFNHUHG�b�+RZ�WKH\�PRYHG�LQ�WKH�NLWFKHQ��QHYHU�EXPSLQJ�LQWR
HDFK�RWKHU�b�1D]R�WROG�PH�RQFH�WKDW�VKH�DQG�1DILVD�ZRXOG�KDYH�D�VD\�LQ�ZKRPHYHU�WKHLU�UHPDLQLQJ�VLQJOH
EURWKHUV�PDUULHG��EHFDXVH�WKH\�ZRXOG�EH�WDNLQJ�RQ�D�QHZ�VLVWHU�DV�ZHOO�

౹<RX�DOUHDG\�IHHO�OLNH�VLVWHUV�WR�PH�౺�,�VDLG��PHDQLQJ�LW�b�,�KDG�QHYHU�EHFRPH�VR�FORVH�WR�ZRPHQ�LQ�VXFK�D
VKRUW�WLPH�bb�%XW�ZLWK�WKLV�WDON�RI�PDUULDJH��ZK\�KDG�WKH\�QRW�EURXJKW�XS�WKH�REYLRXV"b�౹,�MXVW�FDQW�PDUU\
\RXU�EURWKHU��EHFDXVH�,P�QRW�$IJKDQ�DQG�,P�QRW�0XVOLP�b�,�ZRXOGQW�EH�DFFHSWDEOH�౺

౹,W�LV�QR�SUREOHP�౺�1DILVD�VDLG��౹<RX�ZLOO�QRW�KDYH�WR�EHFRPH�0XVOLP�ULJKW�DZD\�b�<RX�FDQ�WDNH�\RXU�WLPH�b�,
ZLOO�VKRZ�\RX�KRZ�WR�SUD\�b�7KHQ�\RX�FRQYHUW��DQG�LW�ZLOO�EH�2.�౺

,�KDG�QRW�JURZQ�XS�UHOLJLRXV�QRU�EHHQ�SDUWLFXODUO\�GUDZQ�WR�UHOLJLRQ��EXW�1DILVD�PDGH�LW�VRXQG�VR�VLPSOH��VR
HVVHQWLDO��D�IRUHJRQH�FRQFOXVLRQ�b�/HDUQ�WR�SUD\��DQG�WKH�UHVW�ZRXOG�FRPH�b�b6SHHFKOHVV��,�UROOHG�P\�KHDG
EDFN�RQ�WKH�SLOORZ��PHDQLQJ�WR�PDNH�D�SOD\IXO�JHVWXUH�RI�VXUUHQGHU�WR�P\�LQWHUURJDWRUV�b�%XW�,�UHDOL]HG�MXVW
WKHQ�WKDW�,�ZDV�WLUHG�b�:H�DOO�ZHUH�b�(YHQ�1DILVD�DQG�1D]R�ORRNHG�VOHHS\�

1DILVD�WLOWHG�KHU�KHDG�WRZDUG�PH�V\PSDWKHWLFDOO\�

౹<RX�WKLQN�DERXW�WKLV�b�:KHQ�\RX�DUH�UHDG\��\RX�WHOO�XV�\RXU�GHFLVLRQ�b�<HV�RU�QR�౺

�b�b
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The collie wakes me up about three times a night, summoning me from a great distance as
I row my boat through a dim, complicated dream. She’s on the shoreline, barking. Wake
up. She’s staring at me with her head slightly tipped to the side, long nose, gazing eyes,
toenails clenched to get a purchase on the wood floor. We used to call her the face of love.
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She totters on her broomstick legs into the hallway and over the doorsill into the kitchen,
makes a sharp left at the refrigerator—careful, almost went down—then a straightaway to
the door. I sleep on my feet in the cold of the doorway, waiting. Here she comes. Lift her
down the two steps. She pees and then stands, Lassie in a ratty coat, gazing out at the yard.

In the porch light the trees shiver, the squirrels turn over in their sleep. The Milky Way is a
long smear on the sky, like something erased on a blackboard. Over the neighbor’s house,
Mars flashes white, then red, then white again. Jupiter is hidden among the anonymous
blinks and glitterings. It has a moon with sulfur-spewing volcanoes and a beautiful name:
Io. I learned it at work, from the group of men who surround me there. Space physicists,
guys who spend days on end with their heads poked through the fabric of the sky, listening
to the sounds of the universe. Guys whose own lives are ticking like alarm clocks getting
ready to go off, although none of us are aware of it yet.

The dog turns and looks, waits to be carried up the two steps. Inside the house she drops
like a shoe onto her blanket, a thud, an adjustment. I’ve climbed back under my covers
already but her leg’s stuck underneath her, we can’t get comfortable. I fix the leg, she rolls
over and sleeps. Two hours later I wake up and she’s gazing at me in the darkness. The face
of love. She wants to go out again. I give her a boost, balance her on her legs. Right on
time: 3:40 A.M.

There are squirrels living in the spare bedroom upstairs. Three dogs also live in this house,
but they were invited. I keep the door of the spare bedroom shut at all times, because of the
squirrels and because that’s where the vanished husband’s belongings are stored. Two of
the dogs—the smart little brown mutt and the Labrador—spend hours sitting patiently
outside the door, waiting for it to be opened so they can dismantle the squirrels. The collie
can no longer make it up the stairs, so she lies at the bottom and snores or stares in an
interested manner at the furniture around her.

I can take almost anything at this point. For instance, that my vanished husband is neither
here nor there; he’s reduced himself to a troubled voice on the telephone three or four
times a day.

Or that the dog at the bottom of the stairs keeps having mild strokes, which cause her to tilt
her head inquisitively and also to fall over. She drinks prodigious amounts of water and
pees great volumes onto the folded blankets where she sleeps. Each time this happens I
stand her up, dry her off, put fresh blankets underneath her, carry the peed-on blankets
down to the basement, stuff them into the washer and then into the dryer. By the time I
bring them back upstairs they are needed again. The first few times this happened, I found
the dog trying to stand up, gazing with frantic concern at her own rear. I praised her and
patted her head and gave her treats until she settled down. Now I know whenever it
happens, because I hear her tail thumping against the floor in anticipation of reward. In
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retraining her I’ve somehow retrained myself, bustling cheerfully down to the basement,
arms drenched in urine, the task of doing load after load of laundry strangely satisfying.
She is Pavlov and I am her dog.

I’m fine about the vanished husband’s boxes stored in the spare bedroom. For now, the
boxes and the phone calls persuade me that things could turn around at any moment. The
boxes are filled with thirteen years of his pack-ratness: statistics textbooks that still harbor
an air of desperation; smarmy suit coats from the Goodwill; various old Halloween masks
and one giant black papier-mâché thing he made that was supposed to be Elvis’s hair but
didn’t turn out. A collection of ancient Rolling Stones T-shirts. You know he’s turning over
a new leaf when he leaves the Rolling Stones behind.

What I can’t take is the squirrels. They come alive at night, throwing terrific parties in the
spare bedroom, making thumps and crashes. Occasionally a high-pitched squeal is heard
amid bumps and the sound of scrabbling toenails. I’ve begun sleeping downstairs, on the
blue vinyl dog couch, the sheets slipping off, my skin stuck to the cushions. This is an
affront to the two younger dogs, who know the couch belongs to them; as soon as I settle in
they creep up and find their places between my knees and elbows.

I’m on the couch because the dog on the blanket gets worried at night. During the day she
sleeps the catnappy sleep of the elderly, but when it gets dark her eyes open and she is
agitated, trying to stand whenever I leave the room, settling down only when I’m next to
her. We are in this together, the dying game, and I read for hours in the evening with one
foot on her back, getting up only to open a new can of beer or take blankets to the
basement. At some point I stretch out on the vinyl couch and close my eyes, one hand
hanging down, touching her side. By morning the dog arm has become a nerveless club that
doesn’t come around until noon. My friends think I’m nuts.

One night, for hours, the dog won’t lie down. I call my office pal, Mary, and wake her up.
“I’m weary,” I say, in italics.

Mary listens, sympathetic, on the other end. “Oh my God,” she finally says. “ What are you
going to do?”

I calm down immediately. “Exactly what I’m doing,” I tell her. The dog finally parks herself
with a thump on the stack of damp blankets. She sets her nose down and tips her eyes up to
watch me. We all sleep then, for a bit, while the squirrels sort through the boxes overhead
and the dog on the blanket keeps nervous watch.

I’ve called in tired to work. It’s mid-morning and I’m shuffling around in my long
underwear, smoking cigarettes and drinking coffee. The whole house is bathed in sunlight
and the faint odor of used diapers. The dogs are being mild-mannered and charming; I
nudge the collie with my foot.
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“Wake up and smell zee bacons,” I say. She lifts her nose groggily and falls back asleep. I
get ready for the office.

“I’m leaving and I’m never coming back,” I say while putting on my coat. I use my mother’s
aggrieved, underappreciated tone. The little brown dog transfers her gaze from me to the
table, the last place she remembers seeing toast. The Labrador, who understands English,
begins howling miserably. She wins the toast sweepstakes and is chewing loudly when I
leave, the little dog barking ferociously at her.

Advertisement

At the office, there are three blinks on the answering machine, the first from a scientist
who speaks very slowly, like a kindergarten teacher, asking about reprints. “What am I, the
village idiot?” I ask the room, taking down his number in large backward characters. The
second and third blinks are from my husband, the across-town apartment dweller.

The first of his calls makes my heart lurch in a hopeful way. “I have to talk to you right
now,” he says grimly. “Where are you? I can never find you.”

“Try calling your own house,” I say to the machine. In his second message he has
composed himself.

“I’m fine now,” he says firmly. “Disregard previous message and don’t call me back, please;
I have meetings.” Click, dial tone, rewind.

My leaping heart settles back into its hole in my chest. I say “Damn it” out loud, just as
Chris strides into the office.

“What?” he asks defensively. He tries to think if he’s done anything wrong recently. He
checks the table for work; things are in good shape. A graduate student, Gang Lu, stops by
to drop off some reports. Chris and I have a genial relationship these days, reading the
paper together in the mornings, congratulating ourselves on each issue of the journal. It’s a
space-physics monthly, and he’s the editor and I’m the managing editor. I know nothing
about the science part; my job is to shepherd the manuscripts through the review process
and create a journal out of the acceptable ones.

Sign Up for The Sunday Archive Newsletter
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Christoph Goertz. He’s hip in a professorial, cardigan/jeans kind of way. He’s tall and
lanky and white-haired, forty-seven years old, with an elegant trace of accent from his
native Germany. He has a great dog, a giant black outlaw named Mica, who runs through
the streets of Iowa City at night, inspecting garbage cans. She’s big and friendly but a bad
judge of character, and frequently runs right into the arms of the dogcatcher. Chris is
always bailing her out.

“They don’t understand dogs,” he says.

I spend more time with Chris than I ever did with my husband. The morning I told him I
was being dumped he was genuinely perplexed. “He’s leaving you?” he asked.

Chris was drinking coffee, sitting at his table in front of the blackboard. Behind his head
was a chalk drawing of a hip, professorial man holding a coffee cup. It was a collaborative
effort; I had drawn the man and Chris framed him, using blue chalk and a straightedge.
The two-dimensional man and the three-dimensional man stared at me intently.

“He’s leaving you?” And for an instant I saw myself from their vantage point across the
room—Jo Ann—and a small bubble of self-esteem percolated up from my depths. Chris
shrugged. “You’ll do fine,” he said.

During my current turmoils I’ve come to think of work as my own kind of Zen practice, the
constant barrage of paper hypnotic and soothing. Chris lets me work an eccentric schedule;
in return I update his publications list for him and listen to stories about outer space.

Besides being an editor and a teacher, he’s the head of a theoretical-plasma-physics team
made up of graduate students and research scientists. He travels all over the world telling
people about the magnetospheres of various planets, and when he comes back he brings
me presents—a small bronze box from Africa with an alligator embossed on the top, a big
piece of amber from Poland with the wings of flies preserved inside it, and, once, a set of
delicate, horrifying bracelets made from the hide of an elephant.

Currently he is obsessed with the dust in the plasma of Saturn’s rings. Plasma is the fourth
state of matter. You’ve got your solid, your liquid, your gas, and then your plasma. In outer
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space there’s the plasmasphere and the plasmapause. I avoid the math when I can and put
a layperson’s spin on these things.

“Plasma is blood,” I told him.

“Exactly,” he agreed, removing the comics page and handing it to me.

This is the kind of conversation we mostly have around the office, but today he’s caught me
at a weak moment, tucking my heart back inside my chest. I decide to be cavalier.

“I wish my dog was out tearing up the town and my husband was home sleeping on a
blanket,” I say.

Chris is neutral about my marriage problems, but he thinks the dog thing has gone far
enough. “Why are you letting this go on?” he asks solemnly.

“I’m not letting it, that’s why,” I tell him. There are stacks of manuscripts everywhere and
he has all the pens over on his side of the room. “It just is, is all. Throw me a pen.” He does,
I miss it, stoop to pick it up, and when I straighten up again I might be crying.

“You have control over this,” he explains in his professor voice. “You can decide how long
she suffers.”

This makes my heart pound. Absolutely not, I cannot do it. And then I weaken and say
what I really want: for her to go to sleep and not wake up, just slip out of her skin and into
the other world.

“Exactly,” he says.

I have an ex-beauty queen coming over to get rid of the squirrels for me. She has long red
hair and a smile that can stop trucks. I’ve seen her wrestle goats, scare off a giant snake,
and express a dog’s anal glands, all in one afternoon. I told her on the phone that a family
of squirrels is living in the upstairs of my house.

“They’re making a monkey out of me,” I said.

So Caroline climbs into her car and drives across half the state, pulls up in front of my
house, and gets out carrying zucchini, cigarettes, and a pair of big leather gloves. I’m sitting
outside with my old dog, who lurches to her feet, staggers three steps, sits down, and falls
over. Caroline starts crying.

“Don’t try to give me zucchini,” I say.

We sit companionably on the front stoop for a while, staring at the dog and smoking
cigarettes. One time I went to Caroline’s house and she was nursing a dead cat that was still
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breathing. At some point that afternoon, I saw her spoon baby food into its mouth and as
soon as she turned away the whole puréed mess plopped back out. A day later she took it to
the vet and had it euthanized. I remind her of this.

“You’ll do it when you do it,” she says firmly.

I pick the collie up like a fifty-pound bag of sticks and feathers, stagger inside, place her on
the damp blankets, and put the two other nutcases in the back yard. From upstairs comes a
crash and a shriek. Caroline stares up at the ceiling.

“It’s like having the Wallendas stay at your house,” I say cheerfully. All of a sudden I feel
fond of the squirrels and fond of Caroline and fond of myself for heroically calling her to
help me. The phone rings four times. It’s the husband, and his voice over the answering
machine sounds frantic. He pleads with whoever Jo Ann is to pick up the phone.
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“Please? I think I might be freaking out,” he says. “Am I ruining my life here, or what? Am I
making a mistake? Jo?” He breathes raggedly and sniffs into the receiver for a moment,
then hangs up with a muffled clatter.

Caroline stares at the machine as if it’s a copperhead.

“Holy fuckoly,” she says, shaking her head. “You’re living with this crap?”

“He wants me to reassure him that he’s strong enough to leave me,” I tell her. “Else he
won’t have fun on his bike ride. And guess what? I’m too tired to.” But now I can see him in
his dank little apartment, wringing his hands and staring out the windows. In his rickety
dresser is the new package of condoms he accidentally showed me last week.

Caroline lights another cigarette. The dog pees and thumps her tail.

I need to call him back because he’s suffering.

“You call him back and I’m forced to kill you,” Caroline says. She exhales smoke and points
to the phone. “That is evil shit.”

I tend to agree. It’s blanket time. I roll the collie off onto the floor and put the fresh
blankets down, roll her back. Caroline has put on the leather gloves, which go all the way to
her elbows. She’s staring at the ceiling with determination.

The plan is that I’m supposed to separate one squirrel from the herd and get it in a corner.
Caroline will take it from there. But when I’m in the room with her and the squirrels are
running around, all I can do is scream. I’m not afraid of them, but my screaming button is
on and the only way to turn it off is to leave the room.
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“How are you doing?” I ask from the other side of the door. I can hear Caroline crashing
around and swearing. The door opens and she falls out into the hall, with a gray squirrel
stuck to her glove. She clatters down the stairs and out the front door, and returns looking
triumphant.

The collie appears at the foot of the stairs with her head cocked and her ears up. For an
instant she looks like a puppy, then her feet start to slide. I run down and catch her and
carry her upstairs so she can watch the show. The squirrels careen around the room,
tearing the ancient wallpaper off the walls. The last one is a baby, so we keep it for a few
minutes, looking at its little feet and its little tail. We show it to the collie, who stands up
immediately and tries to get it.

Caroline patches the hole where they got in, cutting the wood with a power saw down in the
basement. She comes up wearing a tool belt and lugging a ladder. I’ve seen a scrapbook of
photos of her wearing evening gowns with a banner across her chest and a crown on her
head. Curled hair, lipstick. She climbs down and puts the tools away. We eat nachos.

“I only make food that’s boiled or melted these days,” I tell her.

“I know,” she replies.

The phone rings again, but whoever it is hangs up.

“Is it him?” she asks.

“Nope.”

Caroline gestures toward the sleeping collie and remarks that it seems like just two days
ago that she was a puppy.

“She was never a puppy,” I tell her. “She’s always been older than me.”

When they say goodbye, Caroline holds the collie’s long nose in one hand and kisses her on
the forehead; the collie stares back at her gravely. Caroline is crying when she leaves, a
combination of squirrel adrenaline and sadness. I cry, too, although I don’t feel particularly
bad about anything. I hand her the zucchini through the window and she pulls away from
the curb.

The house is starting to get dark in that early-evening twilit way. I turn on lights and go
upstairs. The black dog comes with me and circles the squirrel room, snorting loudly, nose
to floor. There is a spot of turmoil in an open box—they made a nest in some disco shirts
from the seventies. I suspect that’s where the baby one slept. The mean landlady has
evicted them.
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Downstairs, I turn the lights back off and let evening have its way with me. Waves of pre-
nighttime nervousness are coming from the collie’s blanket. I sit next to her in the dimness,
touching her ears, and listen for feet at the top of the stairs.

They’re speaking in physics, so I’m left out of the conversation. Chris apologetically erases
one of the pictures I’ve drawn on the blackboard and replaces it with a curving blue arrow
surrounded by radiating chalk waves of green.

“If it’s plasma, make it in red,” I suggest. We’re all smoking semi-illegally in the journal
office with the door closed and the window open. We’re having a plasma party.

“We aren’t discussing plasma,” Bob Smith says condescendingly. A stocky, short-tempered
man, he’s smoking a horrendously smelly pipe. The longer he stays in here the more it feels
as if I’m breathing small daggers in through my nose. He and I don’t get along; each of us
thinks the other needs to be taken down a peg. Once we had a hissing match in the hallway
which ended with him suggesting that I could be fired, which drove me to tell him that he
was already fired, and both of us stomped into our offices and slammed our doors.

“I had to fire Bob,” I tell Chris later.

“I heard,” he says. Bob is his best friend. They spend at least half of each day standing in
front of blackboards, writing equations and arguing about outer space. Then they write
theoretical papers about what they come up with. They’re actually quite a big deal in the
space-physics community, but around here they’re just two guys who keep erasing my
pictures.

Someone knocks on the door and we put our cigarettes out. Bob hides his pipe in the palm
of his hand and opens the door.

Clockwise from top left: Christoph Goertz, Dwight Nicholson, Linhua Shan, T. Anne Cleary, Robert
A. Smith, and Miya Rodolfo-Sioson. Photographs courtesy University of Iowa

Photographs courtesy University of Iowa

It’s Gang Lu, the doctoral student. Everyone lights up again. Gang Lu stands stiffly talking
to Chris, while Bob holds a match to his pipe and puffs fiercely; nose daggers waft up and
out, right in my direction. I give him a sugary smile and he gives me one back.
Unimaginable, really, that less than two months from now one of his colleagues from
abroad, a woman with delicate, birdlike features, will appear at the door to my office and
identify herself as a friend of Bob’s. When she asks, I take her down the hall to the room
with the long table and then to his empty office. I do this without saying anything, because
there’s nothing to say, and she takes it all in with small, serious nods until the moment she
sees his blackboard covered with scribbles and arrows and equations. At that point her face
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loosens and she starts to cry in long ragged sobs. An hour later I go back and the office is
empty. When I erase the blackboard finally, I can see where she laid her hands carefully,
where the numbers are ghostly and blurred.
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Bob blows his smoke discreetly in my direction and waits for Chris to finish talking to
Gang Lu, who is answering questions in a monotone—yes or no or I don’t know. Another
Chinese student, Linhua Shan, lets himself in after knocking lightly. He nods and smiles at
me and then stands at a respectful distance, waiting to ask Chris a question.

It’s like a physics conference in here. I wish they’d all leave so I can make my usual
midafternoon spate of personal calls. I begin thumbing through papers in a businesslike
way.

Bob pokes at his pipe with a paper clip. Linhua Shan yawns hugely and then looks
embarrassed. Chris erases what he put on the blackboard and tries unsuccessfully to
redraw my pecking parakeet. “I don’t know how it goes,” he says to me.

Gang Lu looks around the room with expressionless eyes. He’s sick of physics and sick of
the buffoons who practice it. The tall glacial German, Chris, who tells him what to do; the
crass idiot Bob, who talks to him as if he is a dog; the student Shan, whose ideas about
plasma physics are treated with reverence and praised at every meeting. The woman who
puts her feet on the desk and dismisses him with her eyes. Gang Lu no longer spends his
evenings in the computer lab down the hall, running simulations and thinking about
magnetic forces and invisible particles; he now spends them at the firing range, learning to
hit a moving target with the gun he purchased last spring. He pictures himself holding the
gun with both hands, arms straight out and steady; Clint Eastwood, only smarter.

He stares at each person in turn, trying to gauge how much respect each of them has for
him. One by one. Behind black-rimmed glasses, he counts with his eyes. In each case the
verdict is clear: not enough.

The collie fell down the basement stairs. I don’t know if she was disoriented and was
looking for me, or what. But when I was at work she used her long nose like a lever and got
the door open and tried to go down there, except her legs wouldn’t do it and she fell. I
found her sleeping on the concrete floor in an unnatural position, one leg still awkwardly
resting on the last step. I repositioned the leg and sat down and petted her. We used to play
a game called Maserati, where I’d grab her long nose like a gearshift and put her through
all the gears—first second third fourth—until we were going a hundred miles an hour
through town. She thought it was funny.

Friday, I’m at work, but this morning there’s not much to do, and every time I turn around
I see her sprawled, eyes mute, leg bent upward. We’re breaking each other’s heart. I draw a
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picture of her on the blackboard using brown chalk. I make “X”s where her eyes should be.
Chris walks in with the morning paper and a cup of coffee. He looks around the clean
office.

“Why are you here when there’s no work to do?” he asks.

“I’m hiding from my life, what else?” This sounds perfectly reasonable to him. He gives me
part of the paper.

His mother is visiting from Germany; she’s a robust woman of eighty who is depressed and
hoping to be cheered up. In the last year she has lost her one-hundred-year-old mother and
her husband of sixty years. She can’t be really cheered up but she likes going to art
galleries, so Chris has been driving her around the Midwest, to our best cities, showing her
what kind of art Americans like to look at.

“How’s your mom?” I ask him.

He shrugs and makes a flat-handed “so-so” motion.

We read, smoke, drink coffee, and yawn. I decide to go home.

“Good idea,” he says.

It’s November 1, 1991, the last day of the first part of my life. Before I leave I pick up the
eraser and stand in front of the collie’s picture on the blackboard, thinking. I can feel Chris
watching me, drinking his coffee. His long legs are crossed, his eyes are mild. He has a wife
named Ulrike, a daughter named Karein, and a son named Göran. A dog named Mica. A
mother named Ursula. A friend named me.

I erase the “X”s.

Down the hall, Linhua Shan feeds numbers into a computer and watches as a graph is
formed. The computer screen is brilliant blue, and the lines appear in red and yellow and
green. Four keystrokes and the green becomes purple, the blue background fades to the
azure of a summer sky. The wave lines arc over it, crossing against one another. He asks
the computer to print, and while it chugs along he pulls up a golf game on the screen and
tees off.

One room over, at a desk, Gang Lu works on a letter to his sister in China. The study of
physics is more and more disappointing, he tells her. Modern physics is self-delusion, and
All my life I have been honest and straightforward, and I have most of all detested
cunning, fawning sycophants and dishonest bureaucrats who think they are always right
in everything. Delicate Chinese characters all over a page. She was a kind and gentle sister,
and he thanks her for that. He’s going to kill himself. You yourself should not be too sad
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about it, for at least I have found a few travelling companions to accompany me to the
grave. Inside the coat on the back of his chair are a .38-calibre handgun and a .22-calibre
revolver. They’re heavier than they look and weigh the pockets down. My beloved second
elder sister, I take my eternal leave of you.

The collie’s eyes are almond-shaped; I draw them in with brown chalk and put a white
bone next to her feet.

“That’s better,” Chris says kindly.

Before I leave the building I pass Gang Lu in the hallway and say hello. He has a letter in
his hand and he’s wearing his coat. He doesn’t answer, and I don’t expect him to. At the
end of the hallway are the double doors leading to the rest of my life. I push them open and
walk through.

Friday-afternoon seminar, everyone is glazed over, listening as someone at the head of the
long table explains something unexplainable. Gang Lu stands up and leaves the room
abruptly; goes down one floor to see if the department chairman, Dwight, is sitting in his
office. He is. The door is open. Gang Lu turns, walks back up the stairs, and enters the
seminar room again. Chris Goertz is sitting near the door and takes the first bullet in the
back of the head. There is a loud popping sound and then blue smoke. Linhua Shan gets the
second bullet in the forehead; the lenses of his glasses shatter. More smoke and the room
rings with the popping. Bob Smith tries to crawl beneath the table. Gang Lu takes two
steps, holds his arms straight out, and levels the gun with both hands. Bob looks up. The
third bullet in the right hand, the fourth in the chest. Smoke. Elbows and legs, people trying
to get out of the way and then out of the room.
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Gang Lu walks quickly down the stairs, expelling spent cartridges and loading new ones.
From the doorway of Dwight’s office: the fifth bullet in the head, the sixth strays, the
seventh also in the head. A slumping. More smoke and ringing. Through the cloud an
image comes to him—Bob Smith, hit in the chest, hit in the hand, still alive. Back up the
stairs. Two scientists, young men, crouch over Bob, loosening his clothes, talking to him.
From where he lies, Bob can see his best friend still sitting upright in a chair, head thrown
back at an unnatural angle. Everything is broken and red. The two young scientists leave
the room at gunpoint. Bob closes his eyes. The eighth and ninth bullets in his head. As Bob
dies, Chris Goertz’s body settles in his chair, a long sigh escapes his throat. Reload. Two
more for Chris, one for Linhua Shan. Exit the building, cross two streets and the green, into
the second building and up the stairs.

The administrator, Anne Cleary, is summoned from her office by the receptionist. She
speaks to him for a few minutes, he produces the gun and shoots her in the face. The
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receptionist, a young student working as a temp, is just beginning to stand when he shoots
her. He expels the spent cartridges in the stairwell, loads new ones. Reaches the top of the
steps, looks around. Is disoriented suddenly. The ringing and the smoke and the
dissatisfaction of not checking all the names off the list. A slamming and a running sound,
the shout of police. He walks into an empty conference room, takes off his coat, folds it
carefully, and puts it over the back of a chair. Checks his watch: twelve minutes since it
began. Places the barrel against his right temple. Fires.

The first call comes at four o’clock. I’m reading on the bench in the kitchen, one foot on a
sleeping dog’s back. It’s Mary, calling from work. There’s been some kind of disturbance in
the building, a rumor that Dwight was shot; cops are running through the halls carrying
rifles. They’re evacuating the building and she’s coming over. Dwight, a tall likable oddball
who cut off his ponytail when they made him chair of the department. Greets everyone
with a famous booming hello in the morning; studies plasma, just like Chris and Bob. Chris
lives two and a half blocks from the physics building; he’ll be home by now if they’ve
evacuated. I dial his house and his mother answers. She tells me that Chris won’t be home
until five, and then they’re going to a play. Ulrike, her daughter-in-law, is coming back
from a trip to Chicago and will join them. She wants to know why I’m looking for Chris—
isn’t he where I am?

No, I’m at home and I just had to ask him something. Could he please call me when he
comes in.

She tells me that Chris showed her a drawing I made of him sitting at his desk behind a
stack of manuscripts. She’s so pleased to meet Chris’s friends, and the Midwest is lovely,
really, except it’s very brown, isn’t it?

It is very brown. We hang up.

The Midwest is very brown. The phone rings. It’s a physicist. His wife, a friend of mine, is
on the extension. Well, he’s not sure, but it’s possible that I should brace myself for bad
news. I’ve already heard, I tell him—something happened to Dwight. There’s a long pause,
and then his wife says, “Jo Ann. It’s possible that Chris was involved.”

I think she means Chris shot Dwight. “No,” she says gently. “Killed, too.”

Mary is here. I tell them not to worry and hang up. I have two cigarettes going. Mary takes
one and smokes it. She’s not looking at me. I tell her about the phone call.

“They’re out of it,” I say. “They thought Chris was involved.”

She repeats what they said: “I think you should brace yourself for bad news.” Pours
whiskey into a coffee cup.
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For a few minutes I can’t sit down, I can’t stand up. I can only smoke. The phone rings.
Another physicist tells me there’s some bad news. He mentions Chris and Bob and I tell
him I don’t want to talk right now. He says O.K. but to be prepared because it’s going to be
on the news any minute. It’s four-forty-five.

“Now they’re trying to stir Bob into the stew,” I tell Mary. She nods; she’s heard this, too. I
have the distinct feeling there is something going on that I can either understand or not
understand. There’s a choice to be made.

“I don’t understand,” I tell Mary.

We sit in the darkening living room, smoking and sipping our cups of whiskey. Inside my
head I keep thinking, Uh-oh, over and over. I’m rattled; I can’t calm down and figure this
out.

“I think we should brace ourselves in case something bad has happened,” I say to Mary.
She nods. “Just in case. It won’t hurt to be braced.” I realize that I don’t know what
“braced” means. You hear it all the time but that doesn’t mean it makes sense. Whiskey is
supposed to be bracing but what it is is awful. I want either tea or beer, no whiskey. Mary
nods again and heads into the kitchen.

Within an hour there are seven women in the dim living room, sitting. Switching back and
forth between CNN and the local news reports. There is something terrifying about the
quality of the light and the way voices are echoing in the room. The phone never stops
ringing, ever since the story hit the national news. Physics, University of Iowa, dead people.
Names not yet released. Everyone I’ve ever known is checking in to see if I’m still alive.
California calls, New York calls, Florida calls, Ohio calls twice. My husband is having a
party and all his guests call, one after another, to ask how I’m doing. Each time, fifty times,
I think it might be Chris and then it isn’t.

It occurs to me once that I could call his house and talk to him directly, find out exactly
what happened. Fear that his mother would answer prevents me from doing it. By this time
I am getting reconciled to the fact that Linhua Shan, Gang Lu, and Dwight Nicholson were
killed. Also an administrator and her office assistant. The Channel 9 newswoman keeps
saying there are five dead and two in critical condition. The names will be released at nine
o’clock. Eventually I sacrifice all of them except Chris and Bob; they are the ones in critical
condition, which is certainly not hopeless. At some point I go into the study to get away
from the terrible dimness in the living room—all those eyes, all that calmness in the face of
chaos. The collie tries to stand up, but someone stops her with a handful of Fritos.

The study is small and cold after I shut the door, but more brightly lit than the living room.
I can’t remember what anything means. The phone rings and I pick up the extension and
listen. My friend Michael is calling from Illinois for the second time. He asks Shirley if I’m
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holding up O.K. Shirley says it’s hard to tell. I go back into the living room.
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The newswoman breaks in at nine o’clock, and of course they drag it out as long as they
can. I’ve already figured out that if they go in alphabetical order Chris will come first:
Goertz, Lu, Nicholson, Shan, Smith. His name will come on first. She drones on, dead
University of Iowa professors, lone gunman named Gang Lu.

Gang Lu. Lone gunman. Before I have a chance to absorb that, she says, The dead are.

Chris’s picture.

Oh no, oh God. I lean against Mary’s chair and then leave the room abruptly. I have to
stand in the bathroom for a while and look at myself in the mirror. I’m still Jo Ann, white
face and dark hair. I have earrings on, tiny wrenches that hang from wires. In the living
room she’s pronouncing all the other names. The two critically wounded are the
administrator and her assistant, Miya Rodolfo-Sioson. The administrator is already dead
for all practical purposes, although they won’t disconnect the machines until the following
afternoon. The student receptionist will survive but will never again be able to move much
more than her head. She was in Gang Lu’s path and he shot her and the bullet lodged in the
top of her spine and she will never dance or walk or spend a day alone. She got to keep her
head but lost her body. The final victim is Chris’s mother, who will weather it all with a
dignified face and an erect spine, then return to Germany and kill herself without further
words or fanfare.

I tell the white face in the mirror that Gang Lu did this, wrecked everything and murdered
all those people. It seems as ludicrous as everything else. I can’t get my mind to work right,
I’m still operating on yesterday’s facts; today hasn’t jelled yet. “It’s a good thing none of
this happened,” I say to my face. A knock on the door, and I open it.

Julene’s hesitant face. “She wanted to come visit you,” she tells me. I bring the collie in and
close the door. We sit by the tub. She lifts her long nose to my face and I take her muzzle
and we move through the gears slowly—first second third fourth—all the way through
town, until what happened has happened and we know it has happened. We return to the
living room. The second wave of calls is starting to come in, from people who just saw the
faces on the news. Shirley screens. A knock comes on the door. Julene settles the dog down
again on her blanket. It’s the husband at the door, looking distraught. He hugs me hard,
but I’m made of cement, arms stuck in a down position.

The women immediately clear out, taking their leave, looking at the floor. Suddenly it’s
only me and him, sitting in our living room on a Friday night, just like always. I realize it
took courage for him to come to the house when he did, facing all those women who think
he’s the Antichrist. The dogs are crowded against him on the couch and he’s wearing a shirt
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I’ve never seen before. He’s here to help me get through this. Me. He knows how awful this
must be. Awful. He knows how I felt about Chris. Past tense. I have to put my hands over
my face for a minute.

We sit silently in our living room. He watches the mute television screen and I watch him.
The planes and ridges of his face are more familiar to me than my own. I understand that
he wishes even more than I do that he still loved me. When he looks over at me, it’s with an
expression I’ve seen before. It’s the way he looks at the dog on the blanket.

I get his coat and follow him out into the cold November night. There are stars and stars
and stars. The sky is full of dead men, drifting in the blackness like helium balloons. My
mother floats past in a hospital gown, trailing tubes. I go back inside where the heat is.

The house is empty and dim, full of dogs and cigarette butts. The collie has peed again. The
television is flickering “Special Report” across the screen and I turn it off before the
pictures appear. I bring blankets up, fresh and warm from the dryer.

After all the commotion the living room feels cavernous and dead. A branch scrapes against
the house, and for a brief instant I feel a surge of hope. They might have come back. And I
stand at the foot of the stairs staring up into the darkness, listening for the sounds of their
little squirrel feet. Silence. No matter how much you miss them. They never come back
once they’re gone.

I wake her up three times between midnight and dawn. She doesn’t usually sleep this
soundly, but all the chaos and company in the house tonight have made her more tired
than usual. The Lab wakes and drowsily begins licking her lower region. She stops and
stares at me, trying to make out my face in the dark, then gives up and sleeps. The brown
dog is flat on her back with her paws limp, wedged between me and the back of the couch.

I’ve propped myself so I’ll be able to see when dawn starts to arrive. For now there are still
planets and stars. Above the black branches of a maple is the Dog Star, Sirius, my personal
favorite. The dusty rings of Saturn. Io, Jupiter’s moon.

When I think I can’t bear it for one more minute I reach down and nudge her gently with
my dog arm. She rises slowly, faltering, and stands over me in the darkness. My peer, my
colleague. In a few hours the world will resume itself, but for now we’re in a pocket of
silence. We’re in the plasmapause, a place of equilibrium, where the forces of the earth
meet the forces of the sun. I imagine it as a place of stillness, where the particles of dust
stop spinning and hang motionless in deep space.

Around my neck is the stone he brought me from Poland. I hold it out. Like this? I ask.
Shards of fly wings, suspended in amber.

Exactly, he says. ♦
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Today is Press Day at the Illi-
nois State Fair in Springfield,

and I'm supposed to beat the fair-
grounds by 9:00 A.M. to get my cre-
dentials, I imagine credentials to
be a small white card in the band of
a fedora. I've never been' consid-
ered pressbefore. My real interest in
credentiais is getting into rides and

. shows for free. I'm fresh in from the
East Coast, for an East Coast mag-
azine. Why exactly they're inter-
ested in the Illinois State Fair remains unclear to
me. I suspect that every so ofren editors at East
C09-st magazines slap their foreheads and re-
member that about 90 percen~ of the United

States lies.between the coasts, and
figure they'llengage somebody to

, do pith-helmeted.anthropological
reporting on something rural and

. heartland ish. I think they asked
me to do this because I grew up
here, just a couple hours' drive from
downstate Springfield. I never did
go tothe state fait, though-s-l pret-
ty much topped out 'at the county-
fair level.'Actually, I haven't been
back to Illinois for a long time, and

can't say-l've missed it.
The heat is all too familiar. In August it takes

hours for the dawn fog to bum off.The air is like
wet wool. Eight A.M. is.too early to justify tum-
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ofshart stories. A new novel, Infinite Jest, will be published by Little, Brown next year. His last contribution to Harp-
er's Magazine, "The AUiakeningof My Interest in,Annular Systems," a story, appeared in the September 1993 issue ..
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Noanthropologist'-w-orth his pith helmet -w-ouldb~-w-ithout

the ..shre-w-dc9unsel of a colorful local. arid 17 ve lure,d

a Native Companion herewith the promise of free adm'ission

and unlimited' corn dogs

ing on the car's AC.1he sun is a blotch in a sky
that isn't so much cloudy as opaque. The com
starts just past the breakdown lanes and goesright
to the sky'shem. August com in Illinois is as tall
as a tall man. With all the advances in fertiliza-
tion, it's now knee-high by June 1. Locusts chirr
in everyfield, a brassyelectric sound that Dopplers
oddly inside the speeding car. Com, com, soy-
beans, com, exit ramp, com, and every few miles
an outpost way off on a reach in the distance-
house, tree with tire swing, bam, satellite dish.
Grain silos are the only skyline. Afog hangs just ,
over the fields.It isover eighty degreesand climb-
ing with the sun. It'll be over ninety degrees by
10:00 A.M. There's that tightening quality to the
air, like it's drawing itself in and down for a siege.
The interstate is dull and pale. Occasional oth-
er cars look ghostly, their drivers' faceshumidity-
stunned,

9:00A,M.

It's still a week before the fair, and there's
- something surreal about the emptiness of

parking facilities so huge and complex that they
have 'their own map. The parts of the fairgrounds
that I can see are half-permanent structures and
half tents and displays in various stages of erec-
tion, giving the whole thing the look of somebody
half-dressed for a really important date.

9:05A.M,

The man processing print-press credentials
has a mustache.and short-sleeve knit shirt.

In line before me ~re newshounds froin Today's
Agriculture, the Decatur Herald & Review, IUinois
Crafts Newslettir, 4-H News, and Livestock Week-
ly. Credentials are just a laminated mug shot with
a gator clip for your pocket. Not a fedora in the
house. Two older ladies behind me from a local

,horticulture organ engage me in shoptalk. One la- .
dy is the unofficial historian of the Illinois State
Fair: she gives slide shows on the fair at nursing
homes and Rotary lunches. She begins to emit hisJJ
torical data 'at a great rate-s-the fair started in
1853; there wasa fair during the Civil War but not
during WWII, and not in 1893, because Chica-
go washosting the World'sColumbian Exposition;
the governor has' failed to cut the ribbon per-
sonally on opening day only twice; etc. It.occurs
to me that I ought to have brought a notebook ..
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I'm also the onlyperson in the room in a Tehirt.
It isa fluorescent-lit cafeteria in something called
the Illinois Building Senior Center, uncooled.
The local TV crews have their equipment spread
out on tables and are lounging against walls.They
all have mustaches and short-sleeve knit' shirts.
In fact, the only other males in the room without
mustaches and golf shirts are the local Ty re-
porters, four of them, allin suits. They are sleek,
sweatless, deeply blue-eyed. They stand togeth-
er up by the dais, which has a podium and a flag
and a banner reading "Give Us a.Whirl"-this
year's theme. Middle-management types enter,
A squelch of feedback on a loudspeaker brings the
official press Welc.ome & Briefing to order. It's

, dull. The words "excited," "proud," and "oppor- .
tunity" are used repeatedly. Ms. Illinois County
Fairs, tiara bolted to the tallest coiffure I've ever

. seen (bun atop .bun, multiple layers, a ziggurat of
hair), is proudly excited to have the opportuni-
ty to present two corporate guys, sweating freely
in suits, who report theexcited pride of Me-
Donald's and Wal-Mart to have 'the opportunity
to be this year's corporate sponsors.

'9:50·A,M.
............................................................ , ' .

U'nder way at 4 mph on the Press Tour, on
, a:kind of. flatboat with wheels .and a
lengthwise bench so queerly high that every-
body's feet-dangle. The tractor pulling us has
signs that say:"ethanol" and "agripowered." I'm
particularly keen to see the carnies setting up the
ridesin the fairgrounds' "Happy Hollow," but we
head first to the corporate and political tents.
Most every tent isstill setting up. Workmen crawl
.over structural frames. We wave at them; they
wave back; it's absurd: we're only going 4 mph,
One tent says "Com: Touching Our Lives Every
Day." There are massive many-hued terits cour-
te,syofMcDonald's, Miller Genuine Draft, Mor-
ton Commercial Structures Corp., the Land of
Lincoln Soybean Association ("LOOkWhere Soy-
beans Go!"), Pekin EriergyCorp. ("Proud of Our
Sophisticated Computer-Controlled Processing
Technology"), Illinois Pork Producers, the John
Birch Society. Two tents that say "Republican"
and "Democrat." Other, smalter'tents for vari-
ous Illinois officeholders. It is well up in the
nineties and the-sky is the color of old jeans.
. We go over a system of crests to Farm Expo-

. . twelve acres of wicked-looking needle-toothed



harrows, tractors, seeders, harvesters.' Then back
around the rear of the big permanent Artisans'
Building, Illinois Building Senior Center, Expo
Center, passing tantalizingly close to Happy Hol-
low, where half-assembled rides stand in giant
arcs and rays and shirtless guys with tattoos and
wrenches slouch around them, fairlyoozing men-
ace and human interest, but on at a -crawl up a
blacktop path to the livestock buildings. By this
time, most of the press is off the tram and walk-
ing in order to escape the tour's PAspeaker, which
is tinny and brutal. Horse Complex. Cattle Com-
plex. Swine Bam. Sheep Bam. Poultry Building
and Goat Bam. These .
are all long brick bar-

, racks open down both
sides of their length.
Some contain stalls;
others have pens divid-
ed into squareswith alu-
minum rails. Inside,
they're graycement, dim
and yeasty, huge fans
overhead, workers in
overalls and wadershos-

• ing everything down:
No animals yet, but the
smells still hang from
last year-horses' odors
sharp, cows' rich, sheep's
oily, swine's unspeak-
able. No idea what the
Poultry Buildingsmelled

.like, because! couldn't bring myselfto go in, Trau-
matically pecked once, as a child, at the Cham- .
paign County Fair, I have a long-standing phobic
thing about poultry.

The ethanol tractor's exhaust is literally flatu-
lent-smelling as we crawl outpast the Grand-
stand, where later there will be evening concerts
and 'harness and auto 'racing-''World's Fastest
One-Mile Dirt Track"-and head for something
callecl-the Help Me Grow tent, to interface with
the state's First Lady,Brenda Edgar.The first sign
of the Help Me Grow area is the nauseous bright
red of Ronald McDonald's hair. He's capering
around a small plastic playground area under can-
dy-stripe tenting. Though the fair is ostensibly
closed, troupes of kids mysteriously appear and
engage in rather rehearsed-looking playas we ap-
proach. Two of the kids are black, the first black
people I've seen anywhere on the grounds. No

.parents in view. The governor's Wifestands sur-
rounded by flinty-eyed aides. Ronald preterids to
fall down. The press forms into a ring. There are

. several state troopers in khaki and tan, streaming
sweat under their Nelson Eddy.hats. Mrs. Edgar is
cool and groomed and pretty in a lacquered way.
She's of the female age that's alwayssuffixedwith
"-ish."Her tragic flaw isher voice, which sounds

Photograph courtesy of the IllinoisState Fail

alrtiost heliated. The Help Me Grow program,
when you decoct the rhetoric, is basically a
statewide crisis line for over-the-edge parents to
call and get talked out ofbeating up their kids.The
number of calls Mrs. Edgar saysthe line has field-
ed just this year isboth de- and impressive. Shiny
pamphlets are distributed. Ronald McDonald,
voice slurry arid makeup cottage-cheesish in the
heat,' cues the kids to come over for some low-rent
sleight of hand and Socratic banter. Lacking a
real journalist's killer instinct, I've been jostled
way to the back, and my view is obscured by the
towering hair of Ms.'Illinois County Fairs,whose

function here isunclear.
I don't'want to asperse, .
but Ronald McDonald
sounds like he's under
the influence of some-
thing more than fresh
country air. I drift away
under the tent. All the
toys arid plastic play-
ground equipment have
signsthat say"Courtesy

..of" and then a corpo-
rate name. A lot of the
photographers in the
ring have dusty green
safarivests, and they sit
cross-leggedin the sun,

. getting low-angle shots
ofMrs. Edgar.There are
no tough questionsfrom

the media. The tram's tractor is putting out a
steadysweatsoekshape ofblue-greenexhaust. I no-
tice that 'the grassunder the Help Me Grow tent
isdifferent-pine-green and prickly-looking. Sol-
id investigative bent-over journalism reveals that
it is artificial. A huge mat of plastic artificial grass

.has been spread over the knoll's real grass,under
the tent. I have my first moment of complete East
Coast cynicism:a quick look under the edgeof the
fake-grass mat reveals the real grass underneath,
flattened and already yellowing.

AUGUST 13,9,25 A.M..

0.'fficial opening. Ceremony,introduc-
tions, verbiage: Bigbrass shears, for cut-

ting the ribbon across the main gate. It is
cloudless and dry,but forehead-tighteningly hot.
Noon will be a kiln. No anthropologist worth his

. pith helmet would be without the shrewd coun-
sel of a colorful local'; and I've lured a Native
Companion here for the day with the promise of
free admission, unlimited com dogs, and various
shinv trinkets. Knit-shirt:pressand rabid earlyfair-
goers are massed from the gate all the way out to
Springfield's Sangamon Avenue, where home-

, owners with plastic flags invite you to park on
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n ural Mid"W"estern'ers live surrounded by unpopulated

_I....~ land;> marooned in a space "W"hose'emptiness is both.

physical and spiritual. Here the land is not an environment

but a commod3.ty

their front lawn for five dollars. We stand near
the back. [ gather that "Little Jim" Edgar,the gov-
ernor, isn't much respected by the press. Gover-
nor Edgar is maybe fifty and greyhound-thin,
with steel glasses and hair that looks carved out
of feldspar. He radiates sincerity, though. After
the hacks introduce him, he speaks sanely and,
I think, well. He invites everybody to get in
there and have a really good time and to revel in
watching everybody else also having a good'
time-a kind of reflexive exercise in civics. The
press corps seems unmoved.

But this fair, the idea and nowthe reality of
it, does seem to have something uniquely to do
with state-as-community, a grand-scale togeth-
erness. And it is not just the claustrophobic
mash of people waiting to get inside. The fair oc-
cupies space, and there's no shortage of empty
space in downstate Illinois. The fairgrounds take
up 3oo-plus .acres on the north side of Spring-
field, a depressed capital of 109,000 where you.
can't spit without hitting a Lincoln-site plaque.
The fair spreads itself out, and visually so. The
main gate is on a rise, and through thetwo
sagged halves of ribbon you get a specular van-
tage on the whole thing-virgin and sun-glit-
tered, even the tents looking freshly painted. It
seems garish and endless and aggressivelyspecial.
Kids are having little epileptic fits all around
us, frenzied with a need to take in everything at
once. I suspect that part of the self-conscious
community thing here has to do with space. Ru-
ral Midwesterners live surrounded by unpopu-
'lated land, marooned in a space whose emptiness
is both physical and spiritual. It is not just peo-
ple you get lonely for. You're alienated from the'
very space around you, for here the land isnot
an environment but a commodity. The land is
basically a factory. You live in the same factory
you work in. You spend an enormous amount of
time with the land, but you're still alienated
from it in some way. I theorize to Native Com-
panion (who worked detasseling summer corn
with me in high school) that the state fair's an-
imating thesis involves some kind of structured,
decorated interval of communion with both
neighbor and space-the sheer fact. of the land
is to be celebrated here, its yields ogled and its
stock groomed and paraded. A special vacation '
from alienation, a chance, for a moment, to love
what real life out here can't let you love. Native
Companion gives .me a look, then rummages
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for her cigarette lighter, quite a bit more inter-
ested in that.' .

10:40 A.M,

The livestock venues are at full occupancy
animalwise, but we seem to be the only

fairgoing tourists from the ceremony who've
dashed right over to tour them. Youcan tell which
barns are for which animals with your eyes closed.
The horses are intheir own individual stalls, with
half-height doors and owners and grooms on
stools by the doors, a lot of them dozing. The
horses stand in hay. Billy Ray Cyrus plays loudly
on some stableboy's boom box. The horses have
tight hides and apple-sizedeyes that are set on the
sides of their heads, like fish. I've rarely been this
close to fine livestock. The horses' faces are long
and somehow suggestive of coffins. The racers
are lanky, velvet over bone. The draft and show
horses are.mammoth and spotlesslygroomed, and
more or lessodorless:the acrid smell in here is just '
the horses' pee: All their musclesm-ebeautiful; the
hides enhance them. They make fatty noises
when they sigh, heads hanging over the short
doors. They're not for petting, though. When
you come close they flatten their ears and show
big teeth. The grooms laugh to themselves aswe
jump back. These are special competitive horses,
with intricately bred high-strung artistic tem-
peraments. I wish I'd brought carrots. Animals can
be bought, emotionally. Stall after stall of
horses. Standard horse-type colors. They eat the
same hay they stand in. Occasional feedbagslook
like gas masks. A sudden clattering spray-sound
like somebody hosing down siding turns out to be
a glossy dun stallion peeing. He's at the back of
his stall getting combed, and the door is wide
open. The stream ofpee isan inch in diameter and
throws up dust and hay and it looks like even
chips of wood from the floor. A stallion is a male
horse. We hunker down and have a look upward,
and suddenly for the first time I understand a
certain expression describing certain human
males, an expression I'd heard but never quite
understood till now.

You can hear the cows all the way from the
Horse Complex. The cow stalls are all doorless
and open to view, I don't guess a: cow presents
much of an escaperisk.They.are white-spotted dun
or black, or else white with big continents 'of dun
or black. They have no lips and their tongues are



wide. Their eyes roll and they have huge nostrils,
. gaping and wet and pink or black. Cow manure
smells wonderful-s-warm and herbal and blame-
less-but cowsthemselvesstink in a rich bioticway,
rather like a wet boot. ,Some of the owners are
scrubbing down their entries for the upcoming
beefshowover at the Coliseum (sosaysmydetailed
media guide)" These cows'stand immobilized in
webs of canvas straps inside a steel frame while
ag-professionals scrub them down with a hose-
and-brush thing that also oozes soap. The cows
do not likethis one bit. One cow,whoseface iseeri-
ly reminiscent of Winston Churchill's, trembles
and shudders and makes the frame dank, lowing,
its eyes rolling up. almost to the whites. Native
Companion and I cringe and make soft appalled
noises. The cow's lowing starts other cows low-
ing, or maybe they just see what they're in for.
The cow's legskeep .
half-buckling, and
the owner kicks at
them. White mucus

.hangs fromits snout.
Other ominousdrip-
pings and gushings
fromelsewhere.The
cow almost tips the
frame over, and the
owner punches her
in the ribs.

Swine Barn.
Swine have fur! I
never thought of
swine as having fur.
I've actually never
been up very close to swine, for olfactory reasons.
A lot of the swine in here are show hogs, a breed
called Poland China, their thin fur a kind of white
,crewcut over pink skin. A lot of the swine are
down on their sides, stuporous' and throbbing in
the barn's heat. The awake ones grunt. They stand
and lie on very clean large-curd sawdust in low-
fenced pens. A couple of barrows are eating both
the sawdust and their own excrement. Again,
we're the only tourists here. A bullhorn on a wall
announces that the Junior PygmyGoat judging is
under way over at the Goat Bam. A lot of these
swine are frankly huge-say a third the sizeof a
Volkswagen.Everyonce in a while you hear about
farmers getting mauled or killed by swine. No
teeth in view here, though their hoofs are cloven
and pink and obscene.I'm not surewhether they're
called hoofs or feet on swine. Rural Midwestern-
ers learn in second grade that there's no such word
as "hooves." Some of the swine have large fans
blowing in front of their pens, and twelve ceiling
fans roar, but it is still hellish in here. Pig smell is
both vomity and excremental, like some hideous
digestive disorder on a grand scale. Maybe a
cholera ward would come close. The swineherds
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and owners have on rubber boots nothing like
the L.L.Bean boots worn on the EastCoast. Some
of the standing swine commune through the bars
of their pens, snouts almost touching. The sleep- .
ing swine thrash in dreams, their legs working.
Unless they're in distress, swine grunt at a low
constant pitch. It is a pleasant sound.

But now one .butterscotch-colored swine. is
screaming. Distressedswine scream. The sound is
both human and inhuman enough to make your
hair stand. The professional swinemen ignore
the pig, but we fuss on over, Native Companion
making concerned baby-talk sounds until I shush
her. The distressedpig'ssidesare heaving; it is sit-
ting up with its front legs quivering, screaming
horribly. This pig's keeper is nowhere in sight. A
,small sign on its pen says it is a Hampshire. It is
having respiratory trouble, clearly: I'm guessing it

inhaled either saw-
.dust or excrement.
Its front legs now
buckle, so it is on
its side, spasming .
Whenever it can
get enough breath
it screams. It's un-
endurable, but none
of the ag-profes-
sionalscomes vault-
ing over the pensto
administer aid. Na-

. tive Companion
and I wring our
hands with sympa-
thy. We both make

plangent little noises at the pig. Native Com-
panion tells me to go get somebody instead of
standing there with my thumb up my butt. I feel
enormous stress-the nauseous smell, impotent
sympathy, plus we're behind schedule. We are
currently missing the Junior Pygmy Goats,
Philatelic Judgingat the Expo Building,a 4-H Dog
Show at Club Mickey D's, the semifinals of the
MidwestArm::-WrestlingChampionships, a Ladies
Camping Seminar, and the opening rounds of
the Speed Casting Tournament. A swineherd
kicks her, Poland China sow awake so she can
add more sawdust to its pen; Native Companion
utters a pained sound. There are clearly only two

. animal-rights advocates in this Swine Baril. We
both can observe a kind of sullen, callous exper-
tise in the demeanor of the ag-pros. Prime ex-
ample of spiritual-alienation-from-Iand-Cls-
commodity, I posit. Except why take all the trou-
ble to breed and care for and train a special ani-
mal and bring it to the Illinois State Fair if you
don't care anything about it?

Then it occurs to me that I had bacon yester-
day and am even now looking forward to my first
com dog of the fair. I'm standing here wringing
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N·ow the Zipper operator rs maki,igNativeCompanion',

car spin around and around on its hinges. There is' a

distended scream from the -w-hirling car, as if she 1S being,

slo-w--roasted inside

my hands over a distressedswine and then I'm go-
ing to go pound down a com dog. This is con-
nected to my reluctance to charge over to a swine
pro and demand emergency resuscitative care for
this agonized Hampshire. I can sort, of picture
the look the farmer would give me.

Not that 'it's profound, but I'm struck, amid
the pig's screams and wheezes, by the fact that
these agriculturalpros do not see their stock aspets
or friends. They are just in the agribusiness of
weight and meat. They are unconnected, even at
the fair's selfconsciously special occasion of con-
nection. And why not?-even at the fair their
products continue to drool and smell and scream,
and the work goes on. I can imagine what they
think of Lis,cooing at the swine: we fairgoers
don't have to deal with the business of breeding

, and feeding our meat; our meat simply material-'
izesat the com-dog stand, allowing us to separate
our healthy appetites from fur and screams and
rolling eyes. We tourists get to indulge our ten-
der animal-rights feelings with our tummies full
of bacon. I don't know how keen these sullen
farmers' sense of irony is, but mine's been:honed
East Coast keen, and I feel like a bit of an ass in
the Swine Bam.

11,50 A.M.

SinceNative Companion was lured here for
. the day by the promise of free accessto high-

velocity rides, we make a quick descent into Hap-
pyHollow. Most of the rides aren't even twirling
hellishly yet. Guys with ratchet wrenches are still
cranking away,assembling the Ring of Fire. The

-Giant Gondola Wheel is only half-built, and its
seat-draped lower half resembles a hideous mo-
lary grin. It is over 100 degrees in the sun, easy.

Happy Hollow's dirt midway is flanked by car-
nival-garnebooths and ticket booths and rides.
There's a merry-go-round and a couple of tame
kiddie rides, but most of the rides look like gen-
uine Near-Death Experiences. The Hollow seems
to be.open only technically, and the ticket booths
are unmanned, though little heartbreaking jets of
AC air are blowing out through the money slots
in the booths' glass. Attendance is sparse, and I
notice that none of the ag-pro or farm people are
anywhere in sight down here. A lot of the carnies
slouch and slump in the shade of awnings. Every
one of them seems to chain-smoke. The Tilt-a-
Whirl operator has got his boots up on his con-
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trol panel reading a motorcycle-and-naked-girl
magazine while guys attach enormous rubber
hoses to the ride's guts. We sidle over for a chat.
The operator is twenty-four andfrom Bee Branch"
Arkansas, and has an earring and, a huge tattoo
of a flaming skull on his triceps. He's far more in-
terested in chatting with Native Companion
than ~ith me. He's been at this gig five years,
touring with this one here same company here.
Couldn't rightly say if he liked it or not. Broke in
on the Toss-a-Quarter-Onto-the-Plates game and,
got, like, transferred over to the Tilt-a-Whirl in
'91. He, smokes Marlboro 100's but wears a cap
that says"Winston."

All th~ carny game barkers have headset mi- .
crophones; some are saying "Testing" and recit-
'ing their pitch lines in tentative warm-up ways.
A lot of the pitches seem frankly sexual: You got
to get it up to get it in. Take it out and lay 'er
.down, only a dollar. Make it stand up. Two dol-
lars, five chances. Make it stand up. Rows of
stuffed animals hang by their feet in the booths
like game put outto cure. It smells like machine
grease and hair tonic down here, and there's al-
ready a spoiled, garbagy smell. The media guide
says Happy Hollow is contracted to "one of the
largest owners of amusement.attractions in the

, country," one Blomsness-Thebault Enterprises,
of Crystal Lake, Illinois, near Chicago. But the
carnies are all from the middle South- Ten-

o nessee, Arkansas, Oklahoma. They are visibly
unimpressedby the presscredentials clipped to my
shirt. They tend to look at Native Companion like
she's food, which she ignores. I lose four dollars
trying to "get it up and in," tossing miniature
basketballs into angled baskets in such a way that.
they don't bounce out. The game's barker can
toss them behind his back and get them to stay, ,
but he's right up next to the baskets. My shots car-
om out from eight feet away; the straw baskets
look soft, but their bottoms make a suspicious
steely sound when hit.

It's so hot that we move. in quick vectors be-
tween areas of shade. I'm reluctant to go shirtless
because there'd be no way to display my creden-
tials.We zigzaggraduallywestward.One of the ful-
ly assembled rides near the Hollow's west end is
something called the Zipper. It's riderlessaswe ap-
proach,' but in furious motion, a kind of Ferris
wheel on amphetamines. Individual caged cars are
hinged to spin on their own axesas they go around
in a tight vertical ellipse. The machine looks less



like a Zipper than the head of a chain saw. It
sounds like a shimmying V-I2 engine, and it is
something I'd run a mile in tight shoes to avoid
riding. . '

Native Companion starts clapping and hop-
ping, though. The operator at the controls seesher
and shouts down to git on over and gitsome, if
she's a mind. He claims they want to test it some-
how. He's elbowing a colleague next to him in a

r , way I don't much care for. We have no tickets, I
point out, and none of the cash-far-ticket booths
are manned. "Ain't no sweat offmy balls," the op-
erator says without looking at me. The opera-
tor's colleague conducts Native Companion up
the waffled-steel steps and straps her into a cage,
upping a thumb at the operator, who pulls a lever.
She starts to ascend. Pathetic little
fingers appear in the cage's mesh.
The Zipper's operator is ageless and
burnt-brown and has a mustache
waxed to wicked points like a steer's
horns, rolling a Drum cigarette with
one hand as he nudges levers upward
and the ellipse of cars speeds up and
the individual cars themselves start to
spin on their hinges. Native Com-
panion is a blur of color inside her
cage, but operator and colleague
(whose jeans have worked down his

. hips to the point that the top of his
butt-crack isvisible) watch studiously
as Native Companion's spinning car
and the clanking empty cars circle
the ellipse once a second. I can bare-
ly watch. The Zipper is the color of
unbrushed teeth, with big scabs of
rust. The operator and colleague sit
on aIittle steel deck before a panel of
black-knobbed levers. The colleague
spits Skoal into a can he holds and tells the op-
erator, "Well then take her up to eight then you
pussy."The Zipper begins to whine and the thing
to spin so fast that a detached car would surely be
hurled into orbit. The colleaguehas a smallAmer-
ican flag foided into a bandanna around his head.
The empty cars shudder and clank as they whirl
and spin. One long scream, wobbled by changes
'in vector, is coming fro~ Native Companion's
cage, which is going around and around on its
hinges while a shape inside tumbles like stuff in
a clothes dryer. My neurological makeup (ex-
tremely sensitive: carsick, airsick, heightsick)
makes just watching this an act of great person-
al courage.The scream goeson and on; it isnoth-
ing like a swine's.Then the operator stops the ride
abruptly with her car at the top, so she's hanging
upside down inside the cage. I call up-is she
okay? The response is a strange high-pitched
noise. I see the two carnies gazingupward very in-
tently, shading their eyes.The operator isstroking
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his mustache contemplatively. The cage's inver-
sion has made Native Companion's dress fall up.
They're ogling her nethers, obviously.

Now the operator isjogglingthe choke lever so
the Zipper stutters back and forth, forward and
backward, making Native Companion's top car
spin.around and around on its hinges. His col-
league'sTshirt has a stonedNinja Turtle on it, tak-
ing on a joint. There's a distended A-sharp scream '
from the whirling car, as ifNative Companion is
being slow-roasted. I summon saliva to step in
and really say something stem, but at this point
they start bringing her down. The operator isdeft
at his panel; the car's descent is almost fluffy.His
hands on the levers area kind of parody of tender
care. The descent takes forever---ominous silence

fromNative Companion's car.The two carnies are
laughingand slapping their knee. I clear my throat
twice.Native Companion's car descends,stops.Jig-
glesof movement in the car, then the door's latch
slowly turns. I expect whatever husk of a person
emerges from the car to be hunched and sheet-
white, dribbling fluids. .

Instead she bounds out. "That was fucking
great! J00 see that? Son of a bitch spun that car six-
teen times, did you see?" This woman is native
Midwestern, from my hometown, My prom date
a dozen years ago. Her color is high. Her dress
looks like the world's worst case' of static cling.
She's still got her chewing gum in, for God's sake.
She turns to the carnies:' "Yousons bitches, that
was fucking great." The colleague ishalf-draped,
over the operator; they're roaring with laughter.
Native Companion has her hands on her hips, but
she's grinning. Am I the only one who's in touch
with the sexual-harassrnentelement in this ~hole
episode? She takes the steel stairs several at a
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time and starts up' the hillside toward the food
booths. Behind us the operator calls out, "They
don't call me King of the Zipper for nuthin', sweet
thang!"

She snorts and calls back over her shoulder,
"Oh, you."

I'm having a hard time keeping up. "Did you
hear that?" I ask her.

"Jesus I thought I bought it for sure; that was
so great. Assholes. But did you see that one spin
up top at the end, though?"

"Did you hear that Zipper King comment?" I
protest. She has her hand around my elbow and·
ishelping me up the hillside'sslick grass."Did you
sense something kind of sexual-harassmeritish
going on through that whole sick little exercise?"

"Oh for fuck's sake, it was fun-son of a bitch
spun that car sixteen times."

"They were looking up your dress. Youcouldn't
.see them, maybe. They hung you upside down at
a great height and made your dress fall up and
ogledyou.They shaded their eyesand commented
to each other."

"Oh for Christ's sake."
I slip a bit and she catches my arm. "So this

doesn't bother you? As a Midwesterner, you're
unbothered? Or did you just not have a sense of
what was going on?"

"So if I noticed or didn't, why does it have to
. be my deal? What, because there's assholes in the

world I don't get to ride the Zipper?"
"This ispotentially key,"I say."This maybe just

the sort of regional eroto-political contrast the
East Coast maga-
zine is keen for.'
The core value in-
forming akind of
eroto-willed polit-
ical stoicism on
your part is your
prototypically Mid-
western apprecia-
tion of fun-"

"Buy me some
pork skins,you dip-
shit."

"-wher~as on
the East Coast, ero-
to-political indig-
nation is the fun.

In New York a woman who'd been hung upside
down and ogled would get a whole lot of other
women together and there'd be this frenzy of ero-
to-political indignation. They'd confront the guy.
File an injunction. The management would find
themselves 'litigating-violation of a woman's
right to non-harassed fun. I'm telling you. Personal
and political fun merge somewhere just east of
Cleveland, for women." -

Native Companion kills a mosquito without
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looking. "And they all take Prozac and stick their
finger down their throat too out there. They
ought to try just climbing on and spinning and
saying,'Fuck 'em.' That's pretty much all you can
do with assholes."

12:35 P.M ..

Lunchtime. The fairgrounds are a Saint Vi-
tus' dance of blacktop footpaths, the ax-

ons and dendrites of mass spectation, connecting
buildings and barns and corporate tents-Each
path is flanked, pretty much along its whole
length, by booths hawking food, and I realize that
there's a sort of digestive subtheme running all
through the fair. In a way, we're all here to be
swallowed up. The main gate's maw admits us,
and tightly packed slow masses move peristalti-
cally along complex systems of branching paths,
engage in complexcash-and-energy transfers at
the villi alongside the paths, and are finally,
both filled and depleted, expelled out of exits de-
signed for heavy-flow expulsion. And .then, of
course, the food itself. There are tall Kaopectate-
colored shacks that sell Illinois Dairy Council
milk shakes for an off-the-scale $2.50-though

. they're mind-bendinglv good milk shakes, silky
and so thick they don't even insult your intel-
ligence with a straw or spoon, giving you in-
stead a kind of plastic trowel. There are
uncountable pork options-Paulie's Pork Out,
The Pork Patio, Freshfried PorkSkins, The Pork
Avenue Cafe. The Pork Avenue Cafe is a "100
Percent All-Pork Establishment," says its loud-
speaker. No way I'm eating any pork after this
morning's swine stress, anyway. And it is at least
ninety-five degrees in the shade, and due east of
Livestock the breeze is, shall we say,fragrant. But
food is being bought and ingested at an incred-
ible clip all up and down the path. Everyone's
packed in, eating and walking, moving slowly,
twenty abreast, sweating, shoulders rubbing, the
air spicy with armpits and Coppertone, cheek to
jowl, a peripatetic feeding frenzy.Fifteen percent
of the female fairgoers here have their hair in
curlers. Forty percent are clinically fat. By the
way, Midwestern fat people have no compunc-
tion about wearing shorts or halter tops. The.
food booths are ubiquitous, and each one has a
line before it. Zipper or no, Native Companion
is "storved," she says,"to daith." She puts on a par-
odic' hick accent whenever I use a term like
"peripatetic."

There are Lemon Shake-Ups, Ice Cold Melon
Man booths, Citrus Push-Ups, and Hawaiian
Shaved Ice you can suck the syrup out of and
then crunch the ice. But a lot of what's getting
bought and gobbled isnot hot-weather food at all:
bright-yellow popcorn that stinks of salt; onion
rings as big as leis; Poco Pefios Stuffed Jalapeno
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,Everyone IS densely packed in~ eating and -w-alking~
_ ' , moving slo-w-ly~t-w-entyabreast~s-w-eating~ shoulders'

rubbing~the air spicy -w-itharmpits and Coppertone~ cheek to

jo-w-t a peripatetic feeding frenzy

Peppers; Zorba's Gyros; shiny fried chicken; Bert's
Burritos-"Big As You're [sic] Head"; hot Ital-
ian beef; hot New York City beef; [ojo's Quick
Fried Doughnuts.pieza by the shingle-sized slice;
and chitlins and crab Rangoon and Polish sausage.
There are towering plates of "Curl Fries," which
are pubic-hair-shaped and make people's fingers
shine in the sun. Cheez- Dip hot dogs. Pony pups.
Hot fritters. Ph illy steak. Ribeye BBQ Corral.
jeanie's Original1j2-lb. Burgers booth's sign says
,"2 Choices-Rare or Mooin'." I can't believe
people eat this.stuff in this kind of heat. There's
the green reek of fried tomatoes. The sky is cloud-
less and galvanized, and the suri.fairly pulses. The ,
noise of deep fryers forms a grisly sound-carpet all
up and down the paths. The crowd moves at one
slow pace, eating, densely packed between the
rows of booths. The Original l-Ib. Butterfly Pork
Chop booth has a sign: "Pork: The Other White
Meat"-the only discernible arm wave to the

'health-conscious. This is the Midwest: no nachos,
no chili, no Evian, nothing Cajun. But holy
mackerel, are there sweets: fried dough, black
walnut taffy, fiddlesticks, hot Crackerjack.
Caramel apples for a felonious $1.50. Angel's
Breath, known also as Dentist's Delight. There's
All-Butter Fudge, Rice Krispie-squarish things
called Krakkles. Angel Hair cotton candy. There
are funnel cakes: cake batter quick-fried to a tor-
nadic spiral and rolled in sugared butter. An-
other artery clogger: elephant ears, an album-sized
expanse of oil-fried dough slathered with butter
and cinnamon-sugar-einnamon toast from hell.
No one is in line for ears except the morbidly
obese. '

1:10 P.M.

~~Here we've got as balanced in dimension
a heifer as any you'll see today. A high-

volume heifer, but; also solid on mass. Good to
look at in terms of rib length to depth. Depth of
forerib. Notice the depth of flank on the front
quarter. We'd like to see maybe perhaps a little

, more muscle mass on the rear flank. Still, an out-
standing heifer."

We're in the Jr. Livestock Center. The ring of
cows moves around the perimeter of the dirtcir-
cle, each led by an ag-familv kid. The "Jr." ap-
parently refers to the owners, not the animals.
Each cow's kid holds a long poker with a right-
angled tooth at its end and prods the cow into the

center of the ring to move in a tighter circle.
The beef-show official is dressed just like the
kids in the ring-dark new stiff jeans, check
shirt, bandanna around neck. On him it doesn't
look goofy. Plus he's got a stunning white cow-

. boy hat. While Ms. Illinois Beef Queen presides
from a dais decked with flowers sent over from
the horticulture show, the official stands in the

arena itself, his legs apart and his thumbs in his
belt, 100 percent man, radiating livestock savvy.
"Okay this next heifer, a lot of depth of rib- but
a little tighter in the fore flank: A bit tighter-
flanked, if you will, from the standpoint of ca-
pacity." ,

The owners-farm kids, deep-rural kids from
back-of-beyond counties like Piatt, Moultrie,
Vermilion, all here because they're county-fair
'winners-are' earnest, nervous, pride-puffed.
Dressed rurally up. Straw-colored crewcuts. High
number of freckles per capita. Kids remarkable for
a kind of classic Rockwellian USA averageness,
the products of balanced diets, vigorous daily ex-
ertion, and solid GOP upbringings. The Jr. live-
stock Center bleachers are half-full, and it is all
ag-people, parents mostly, many with video cam-
eras. Cowhide vests-and ornate dress-boots and
simply amazing hats. Illinois farmers are rural and
inarticulate, but they are not poor. Just the amount
of revolving credit you need to capitalize a hun-
dred-acre operation-seed and herbicides, heavy
equipment and crop insurance-makes a lot of

. them millionaires on paper. Media dirges notwith-
standing, banks are no more keen to foreclose
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Inthe Poultry Building there~s a thin stink.. Bits

of feather float. The morse 1S horrifying. I think.

this must be ",,"hatinsanity sounds lik.e. No ",,"onderm~dmen

clutch their heads

on Midwestern farms than they are on Third
World nations; they're in that deeply. Nobody
here wearssunglasses;everyone'sin long pants and
tanned in an earth-tone, all-business way.And if
the fair's ag-pros are also stout, it.is in a harder,
squarer, somehow more earned way than the
tourists on the paths outside. The fathers in the
bleachers have bushy brows and simply enormous
thumbs, 1notice. Native Companion keeps mak-

, ing giowly throat noises about the beef official.
The Jr. Livestock Center is cool and dim and'
spicy with livestock. The atmosphere is good-
natured but serious. Nobody's eating any booth-

. food, and nobody's carrying the fair's compli- '
mentary "Governor Edgar" shopping bags. .

"An excellent heifer from a profile standpoint."
"Here we have 'a low-volume heifer, but with

exceptional mass in the rear quarter."
I can't tell whose cow is winning.
"Certainly the most extreme heifer out herein

terms of frame to depth." .
Some of the cows look drugged. Maybe they're

just superbly trained. Youcan imagine these farm
kids getting up so early they can see their breath
and leading their cows in practice circles under
the cold stars, then having to do their chores. I .
feel good in here. The cows all have colored rib-
bons on their tails. They are shampooed and
mild-eyed and lovely, incontinence notwith-
standing. They're also assets.The ag-lady beside
us saysher family'soperation will "realize"perhaps
$2,500 for the Hereford in the Winners Auction
coming up. Illinois farmers call their farms "op-
erations," rarely "farms"and never "spreads."The
lady says $2,500 is "maybe about around half"
what the ag-farnilvhas spent on the heifer'sbreed-

. ing and care. "We do this for pride," she says.
This is more like it-pride, care, selflessexpense.
The little boy's chest puffs out as the official tips
his blinding hat. Farm spirit. Oneness with crop
and stock. The ag-lady says that the official is a
beef buyer for a major Peoria packing plant and
that the bidders in the upcoming auction (five
brown suits and three string ties on the dais) are
from Mcl.ionald's, Burger King, White Castle,
etc. Meaning that the mild-eyed winners have
been sedulously judged as meat. The ag-lady has
a particular bone to pick with McDonald's, "'cause
they always come in and overbid high on the
champions and don't care about nothing else.
Mess up the pricing." Her husband confirms they
got "screwed back to front" on last year's bidding.
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3:00 P.M.

~ .•.T e hurtle here and there. Paid atten-
V V dance todayis 100,OOO-plus.A scum

of douds cuts the heat, but I'm on my thi~d shirt.
Society horse show at ColiSeum:Wheat-weaving
demonstration in Hobbies, Arts & Crafts Build-
ing. Peonies like supernovas in the horticulture
tent. I have no time. I'm getting a sort of visual-
overload headache. Native Companion is also
stressed. And we're not the only tourists with
this pinched glazedhurry-up look-there arejust
too damn many things to experience. Arm-
wrestling finals where bald men fart audibly with
effort. Drum and bugle competition in Miller
Beer tent. Corn-fed girls in overalls cut off at the
pockets. Everyone's very excited at. everything.
Tottery Ronald McD. is working the crowd at
Club Mickey D's 3-on-3 Hoops. Three of the six
basketball players are black, the first I've seen
since Mrs. Edgar's hired kids. Pygmy Goat Show
at Goat Barn. Native Companion has zinc oxide
on her nose. I'm sure we'll miss.something.

4:05P.M.

~ .•Te're about f 00 yards shy of the Poultry
V V -Buildingwhen I break down. I've been

a rock about the prospect of poultry all day, but
now my nerve goes. I can't go in there. Usten to
the thousands of sharp squawking beaks in there,
I say.Native Companion not unkindly offers to
hold my hand, talk me through it. It is 100 degrees
and I have pygmy-goat shit on my shoe and am
almost crying with fear and embarrassment. I
have to sit down on a green bench to collect my-
self.The noise of the Poultry Building is horrify-
ing. lthink this iswhat insanity must sound like.
No wonder madmen clutch their heads. There's
a thin stink. Bits of feather float. I hunch on the
bench. We're high on a ridge overlooking the
carnival rides. When I was eight, at the Cham-
paign County Fair, I was pecked without provo-
cation, flown at and pecked by a renegade fowl,
savagely, just under the right eye.

Sitting on the bench, I watch the carnies way
below. They mix with no one, never seem to
leave Happy Hollow. Late tonight, I'll watch
them drop flaps to turn their booths into tents.
They'll smoke cheap dope and drink peppermint
schnapps and pee out onto the midway's dirt. I
guess they're the gypsies of the rural United

.'



States-v-itinerant, insular, swarthy, unclean, not
to be trusted. You are in no way drawn to them.
They all have the same blank hard eyes as peo-
ple in the bathrooms of East Coast bus terrni-
nals. They want your money and maybe to look
up your skirt.beyond that you're just blocking the
view.Next week they'll dismantle and pack and
haul up to the Wis~onsin State Fair,where they'll
never set foot off the midway they pee on.

While I'm watching from the bench, an old
withered man in an lllinois Poultry Association
cap careers past on one of those weird three-
wheeled carts, like a turbocharged
wheelchair, and runs neatlyover my
sneaker.This ends up-beingmyone unas-
sisted interview of the day,and it's brief.
The man keeps revving his cart's engine
like a biker. "Traish," he calls the carnies,
"Lowlifes." He gestures down at the
twirling rides. "Wouldn't let my own
kids go off down there on a goddamn
bet." He raisespullets down near Olney.
He has something in his cheek. "Steal
you blind. Drug-addicted and such.
Swindle you nekked them' games.Traish.

. Me, lever year we drive up, I carry my
wallet like this here." He points to his
hip. His wallet's on a big steel' clip at-
tached to a wire on his belt; the whole
thing looks vaguely electrified. Q: "But
do they want to?Yourkids?Hit the Hol-
low?"He spits brownly. "Hail no. We all
come for the shows."He means the live-
stock competitions. "See somefolks, talk
stock.Drink a beer.Work all yearround raising'em
for show birds. It's for pride. And to see folks.
Shows're over Tuesday,why,we goon home." He
looks like a bird himself. His face is mostly nose,
his skin loose and pebbly like poultry's. His eyes
are the color of denim. "Rest of this here's for city
people." Spits. He means Springfield, Decatur,
Normal. 'Walk around, stand in line, eat junk, buy
soovneers. Give their wallet to the traish. Don't

, \.
even know there's folks come here to work up
here." He gestures up at the barns, then spits
again, leaning way out over the cart to do it. "We
come up to work, see some folks. Drink a beer.
Bring our own goddamn food. Mother packs a
hamper. Hail, what we'd want to go on down
there for! No folks we know down there." He
laughs. Asks my name. "It isgood to see folks,"he
saysbefore leaving me and peeling out in his Chair,
heading for the chicken din. "We all stayin' up to
the motel. Watch your wallet, boy."

AUGUST 14,6:00 A.M..

western thunderstorms are real Old Testament
temple clutchers: Richter-scale thunder, big zig-
zagsof cartoon lightning. Happy Hollow is a bog
as I walk along the midway, passing an enfilade
of snores from the booths and tents. Native Cam-
panion went home last night. My sneakers are al-
ready soaked. Someone behind the flaps of the
Shoot-2D-Ducks-With-an- Air-Riflebooth ishav-
ing a wicked coughing fit, punctuated with ob-
scenities. Distant sounds of garbage Dumpsters
being emptied. The Blomsness-Thebault man-
agement trailer has a blinky electric burglar alarm

T'he dawn is foggy.The sky looks like soap.
It rained in brutal sheets last night, dam-

aged tents, tore up com near my motel. Mid-
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on it. The goddamn roosters in the Poultry Build-
ing are at it already. Thunder-mutters way off
east over I~diana. The trees shudder and shed
drops in the breeze. The paths are empry, eerie,
shiny with rain.

Sheep Bam. I am looking at legions of
sleeping sheep. I am the only waking hu-

man in here. It is cool and quiet. Sheep ex-
crement has an evil vomity edge to it, but
olfactorily it is not too bad in here. One or
two sheep are upright but silent. No fewer than
four ag-pros are also in the pens, sleeping right
up next- to their sheep, about which the less
speculation the better as far as I'm concerned.
The roof in here is leaky and most of the straw
is sopping. In here are yearling ewes, brood
'ewes, ewe lambs, fall lambs .. There are signs
on every pen. We've got Corriedales, Hamp-'
shires, Dorset Horns, Columbias. You could
get a Ph.D. just in sheep, from the looks of it.
Rambouillets, Oxfords, Suffolks, Shropshires,
Cheviots, Southdowns. Outside again, undu-
lating ghosts of fog on the fairground paths.

-
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Everything set up but no one about. A creepy
air of hasty abandonment.

8:10A.M.

Press room, fourth floor, Illinois Building.
, I'm the only credentialed member of the

press without a little plywood cubbyhole for
mail and press releases. Two guys from an ag-

, newspaper are trying to hook a fax machine up
to a rotary-phone jack. A state-fair PR guy ar-
rives for the daily press briefing. We have cof-
fee and unidentifiable muffin ish things,
compliments of Wal-Mart. This afternoon's
highlights: Midwest Truck and Tractor Pull, the
"Bili Oldani 100" U.S.A.c. auto race. Tonight's
Grandstand show is to be the poor old dodder-
ing Beach Boys, who 1suspect now must make
their entire living from state fairs. The special
guest is America, another poor old doddering
group. The PR guy cannot give away all his free
press passes to the concert. I learn that I missed
some law-and-order dramatics yesterday: two
Zipper-riding minors were detained last night
when a vial of crack fell from the pocket of one
of them and direct-hit a state trooper alertly
eating a Lemon Push-Upon the midway be-
low. Also reported: a rape or date rape in Park-
ing Lot 6, assorted buncos and D&D's. Two
reporters also vomited on from great heights in
two separate incidents under two separate Near-
Death-Experience rides, trying to cover the

. Hollow.

8:40A.M.

AMacY's-float-sizedinflatable Ronald, seat-
ed and eerilyBuddha-like,presidesover the

Club Mickey D's tent. A family ishaving their pic-
ture taken in front of the inflatable Ronald, ar-
ranging their little kids in a careful pose;

8:42 A.M.

Fourth trip to the bathroom in three hours:
Elimination can be a dicey undertaking

here. Thefair has scores of Midwest Potryhouse-:
brand portable toilets-man-sized' plastic huts,
somewhat reminiscent of Parisian pissoirs, each
with its own undulating shroud of flies, and your
standard heavy-use no~flush outhouse smell-
and I for one would rather succumb to a rupture
than use a Potrvhouse, though the lines for them
are long and cheery. The, only real 'rest rooms
are in the big exhibit buildings. The Coliseum's
is like a grade-school boys' room, especially the
long communal urinal, a kind of huge porcelain
trough, Performance anxieties and other fears
abound here, with upwards of twenty guys flank-
ing and facing one another, each with his unit
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out. The highlight is watching Midwestern ag-
guys struggle with suspenders and overall straps
as they exit the stalls.

9:30A.M.

I'm once again at the capacious McDonald's
tent, at the edge, the titanic inflatable clown

presiding. There's a fair-sized crowd in the bas-
ketball bleachers at one side and rows of folding
chairs on another. It's the Illinois State Jr. Baton-
Twirling Finals. A metal loudspeaker begins to
emit disco, and little girls pour into the tent from
all directions, gamboling and twirling in vivid
costumes. In the stands, video cameras come out
by the score, and I can tell it's pretty much just
me and a thousand parents.

The baroque classes and divisions, both team
and solo, go from age three(!) to sixteen, with ep-

"ithetic signifiers-i-the-four-year-oldscompose the
Sugar 'N' Spice division, and so on. I'm in a chair
up front behind the competition's judges, intro-
duced as "varsity twirlers" from (oddly) the Uni-
versity of kansas. They are four frosted blondes
who smile a lot and blow huge grape bubbles.

The twirler squads are all from different towns.
Mount Vernon and Kankakee seem especially
rich in twirlers. The twirlers' spandex costumes,
differently colored for each team, are paint-tight
and brief in the legs. The' coaches are grim, tan,
lithe-looking women, clearly twirlers once, on
the far side of their glory now and very serious-
looking, each with a clipboard and whistle. The
teams go into choreographed routines, each rou-
tine with a title and a designated disco or show
tune, full of compulsorybaton-twirling maneuvers
with highly technical names. A mother next to
me is tracking scoreson what.looks almost like an
astrology chart, and is in no mood to explain
anything to a novice baton watcher.

The routines are wildly complex, and the loud-
speaker's play-by-play ismostly in code. All I can
determine for sure is that I've bumbled into what
has to be the most spectator-hazardous event at
the fair. Missed batons go all over, whistling
wickedly. The three-, four-, and five-year-olds
aren't that dangerous, though they do spend most
of their time picking up dropped batons and try-
ing to hustle back into place-the parents of es-
pecially fumble-prone twirlers howl in fury from
the stands while the coaches chew gum grimly.
But the smaller girls don't reallyhave the arm
strength to endanger anybody,although one judge
takes a Sugar 'N' Spice's baton across the bridge
of the nose and has to be helped from the tent.

.Butwhen the sevens and eights hit the floor for
a series of "Armed Service medleys" (spandex
with epaulets and officers' caps and batons over
shoulders like M16's), errant batons start pin-
wheeling into the ceiling, tent's sides, and crowd,
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all with real force. I myself duck several times. A
man just down the row takes one in the solar
plexus and falls out of his metal chair with a hor-
rid crash. The batons are embossed "Regulation
Length" all, the shaft and have white rubber stop-
pers all, each end, but it is that hard dry kind of
rubber, and the batons themselves aren't light. I
don't think it's an accident that police night-
sticks are also called service batons.

Physically, even within same-age teams, there
are marked incongruities in size and develop-
ment. One nine-year-old is several heads taller
than another, and they're trying to do a complex
back-and-forth duet thing with just one baton,
which ends up taking out a bulb in one of the
tent's steel hanging lamps, showering part of the
stands with glass. A lot of the younger twirlers look
either anorexic or gravely ill. There are no fat ba-
ton twirlers.

A team of ten-year-olds in the Gingersnap
class have little cotton bunny tails on their cos-
tume bottoms and rigid papier-rnache ears, and
they can do some serious twirling. A squad of
eleven-vear-olds from Towanda does an involved
routine in tribute to Operation Desert Storm. To
most of the acts there's either a cutesy ultrafem-
inine aspect or a stem butch military one, with
little in between. Starting with the twelve-year-
olds-s-one team in black spandex that looks like
cheesecake leotards-there is, I'm afraid, a frank,
sexuality that begins to get unc~mfortable. Odd-
ly, it's the cutesy feminine performances that re-
sult in the serious audience casualties. A dad
standing up near the top of the stands with a

, Toshiba video camera to his eye takes a toma-
hawking baton directly in the groin and falls over
all, somebody eating a funnel cake, and they take
out good bits of several rows below them, and
there's an extended halt to the action, during

, which I decamp. As I.clear the last row of chairs
yet another baton comes wharp-wharping cruel-
ly right over my shoulder, caroming viciously off
big Ronald's inflated thigh.

11:05 A.M,
......: / , .

T'he Expo Building, a huge enclosed mall-'
, like thing, ACd down to eighty degrees,
with a gray cement floor and a hardwood mezza-
nine overhead. Every interior inch is given over to
commerce of a special and lurid sort. Just inside the
big east entrance, a man with a headset mike is slic-
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ing Up a block of wood and then a tomato, stand-
ing on a box in a booth that says "SharpKut,"
hawking these spin-offs of Ginsu knives, "As Seen
all, Tv." Next door is a booth offering personalized
pet- lD tags. Another for the infamous mail-order-
advertised Clapper, which turns all, appliances au-
tomatically at the sound of two hands clapping
(but also at the sound of a cough, sneeze, or sniff,
I discover; caveat emptor). There's booth after
booth, each with an audience whose credulity
seems sincere. A
large percentage of
the booths show
signs of hasty as-
sembly and say "As
Seerron TV" in
bright brave colors. '

_ The salesmen all
stand on raised plat-
forms; all have
headset mikes and
rich neutral media'
voices.

The Copper Ket-
tle All-Butter Fudge
booth does a brisk air-conditioned business.
There's something called a Full Immersion Body
Fat Analysis for $8.50. A certain Compu Vac,
Inc., offers a $1.50 Computerized Personality
Analysis. Its booth's computer panel is tall and full .
ofblinking lights and reel-to-reel tapes, like an old,
bad sci-fi-film computer. My 'own Personality
Analysis, a slip of paper that protrudes' like a
tongue from a red-lit slot, says, "Your Boldness of
Nature Is Ofset [sic] with theFear ofTaking Risk."
There's a booth that offers clock faces superim-
posed on varnished photorealist paintings of
Christ, John Wayne, Marilyn Monroe. There's a
Computerized Posture Evaluation booth: A lot of
the headsetted vendors are about my age or
younger. Something overscrubbed about them
suggests a Bible-college background. It is just cool
enough in here for a sweat-soaked shirt to get

, clammy. One vendor recites a pitch for Ms.
Suzanne Somers's Thighmaster while a woman in
a leotard demonstrates the product, lying on her
side on the fiberboard counter. I'm in the Expo
Building almost two hours, and every time I look
up the poor woman's still at it with the Thigh-
master. Most of the vendors won't answer ques-
tions and give me beady looks when I stand there
making notes. But the Thighmaster lady, cheer-
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~he cloggers h~ld hand,s and -w-hirleach other around and...I... ~ in and ou t , tapping like mad
7

their torsos upright and

almost formal~ as if only incidentally attached to the blur -

of legs belo-w-

ful, friendly, violently cross-eyed, informs me she
gets an hour off for lunch at 2:00 P.M., then goes
another eight hours to closing at 11:00 P,M, I say
her thighs must be pretty dam well Mastered by
now, and her leg sounds like a banister when she
raps her knuckle against it. We both have a laugh,
until her vendor asks me to scram,

Booth after booth. A Xanadu of chintzola. Ob-
scure non-stick cookware. "EyeGlasses Cleaned
Free." A booth with anti-cellulite sponges. Dip- '
pin' Dots futuristic ice cream, A woman with
Velcro straps on her sneakers gets fountain-pen
ink out of a linen tablecloth with a Chapsticky-
looking spot remover whosebanner says"As Seen
on TV's 'Amazing Discoveries,'" a late-night in-
fomercial I'm kind of a fan of. A booth that for
$9.95 ~ill take a photo and superimpose your
face on either an FBIWanted poster or a Penthouse
cover. An "MIA-Bring Them Home!" booth
staffedby women playing Go Fish. An anti-abor-
tion booth called Lifesavers that lures you over
with little candies. Sand art, Shredded-ribbon
art. A booth for "Latest Advance! Rotary Nose'
Hair Clippers" whose other sign reads (I kid you
not), "Do Not Pull Hair From Nose, May Cause
Fatal Infection." Two different booths for col-
lectible sports-star cards, "Top Ranked Invest-
ment of the Nineties." And tucked way back on
one curve of the mezzanine'sellipse-yes-black-
velvet paintings, including-yes---several ofElv.is
in pensive poses.

Also on display is the expo's second econo-
my-the populist evangelismof the rural Midwest.
It is not your cash they want but to "Make a Dif-
ference in Your Life." And they make no bones
about it. A Church of God booth offersa Com-
puterized Bible Quiz. Its computer isCompuvac-
ish in appearance. I go eighteen for twenty on the
quiz and am invited behind a chamois curtain
for a "person-to-person faith exploration," which
no thanks. The conventional vendors get along
fine with the Baptists and Jews for Jesus who op-
erate booths right near them. They all laugh and
banter back arid forth. The SharpKut guy sends
all 'the vegetables he's microsliced over to the
Lifesavers booth, where they put them out with
the, candy. The scariest spiritual booth is right
up near the west exit, where something called
Covenant Faith Triumphant Church has a big
hanging banner that asks, "What Is the ONE
Man Made Thing Now in Heaven?" and I stop to
ponder, which with charismatics is death, be-
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'cause a heavy-brewed woman is out around the,
booth's counter like a shot and into my person-
al space: She says, "Give up? Give up do you?"
She's looking at me very intensely, but there's
something about her gaze: it is like she's looking
at my eyes rather than in them. "What one man-
made thing?" I ask. She puts a finger to her palm
and makes screwing motions. Signifying coitus?
I don't say"coitus"out loud, though. ''Not but one
thing," she says. "The holes in Christ's palms,"
screwing herfinger in. Except isn't it pretty well
known that Roman crucifees were nailed at the
wrists, since palm-flesh won't support weight?
But now I've been drawn into the dialogue, go-
ing so far,as to let her take my arm and pull me
toward the booth's counter. "Lookeehere for a sec-
ond now," she says. She has both hands around
my arm. A Midwestern child of humanist.aca-
demics gets trained early on to avoid these weird-
eyed eager rural Christians who accost your space,
to say"Not interested" at the front door and ''No
thanks" to mimeoed pamphlets, to look right
through streetcorner missionaries like they were
stemming for change. But the woman dragsme to-
ward the Covenant Faith counter, where a fine
oak box rests, a sign propped on it: "Where Will
YOU Be When YOU Look Like THIS?" "Take a
look-see in here," the woman says. The box has
a hole in its top. I peek, Inside the box is a human
skull. I'm pretty sure it's plastic. The interior
lighting is tricky, but I'm pretty sure the skull
isn't genuine. I haven't inhaled for several min-
utes. The woman is looking at the side of my
face. "Are you sure? is the question," she says. I
manage to make my straightening-up motion
lead right into a backing-away motion. "Are you
a hunderdpercent sure?" Overhead, on the mez-
zanine, the Thighrnaster lady is still at it, smiling.
cross-eyed into space.

I,'rn on a teetery stool watching the Illinois
Prairie Cloggers competition in a structure

called the Twilight Ballroom that's packed with
ag-folks and well over 100 degrees. I'd nipped in
here only to get a bottle of soda pop on my way
to the Truck and Tractor Pull. By now the pull's
got to be nearly over, and in half an hour the big
U .s.A.c. dirt-track auto race starts. But I cannot
tear myselfaway from the scene in here. I'd imag-
ined goonyJed Clampett types in tattered hats and



hobnail boots, a-stomp in' and a-whoopin', etc. I
guess clogging, Scotch-Irish in origin and the

. dance ofchoice in Appalachia, did used to involve
actual clogs and boots and slowstomps, But clog-
ging has now miscegenated with square dancing
and honky-tonk boogie to become a kind of in-
tricately synchronized, absolutely kick-ass coun-
try tap dance.

There are teams from Pekin, Le Roy,Rantoul,
Cairo, Morton. They each do three numbers.
The music' is up-tempo country or dance-pop.
Each team has anywhere fromfour to ten dancers.
Fewof the women are under thirty-five, fewer,still
und~r 175 pounds. They're country mothers,
red-cheeked gals with bad dye jobs and big.pret-
ty legs. They wear western-wear tops and \
midiskirts with multiple ruffled slips underneath;
and every once in a while they grab handfuls of
cloth and flip the skirts up like cancan dancers.
When they do this they either yip or whoop, as
the spirit moves them. The men all have thin-
ning hair and cheesy rural faces',and their skin-
ny legs are rubberized blurs. The men's western
shirts have piping on the chest and shoulders.
The teams are all color-coordinated-blue and
white, black and red. The white shoes all the
dancers wear look like golf shoes with metal taps
clamped on.

Their numbers are to everything from WayIon
and Tammy to Aretha, Miami Sound Machine,
Neil Diamond's "America." The routines have

, some standard tap-dance moves-sweep, flare,
chorus-line kicking. But it is fastand sustainedand
choreographed down to the last wrist-flick. And
square dancing's genes can be s~en in-the up-
right, square-shouldered postures on the floor, '
and there's a kind of florally enfolding tendency
to the, choreography, some of which useshigh-
speed promenades. But it is methedrine-paced
and exhausting to watch because your own feet
move; and it is erotic in a way that makes MTV
look lame. The cloggers' feet are too fast to be
seen, really, but they all tap out the exact same
rhythm. A typical routine is something like:
tatatatatatatatatatata. The variations around the

,basic rhythm are baroque. When they kick or
spin, the two-beat absence of tap complexities
the pattern. .

The audience is packed in right to the edge of
the portable hardwood flooring. The teams are
mostly married couples. The men are either rail-
thin or have big hanging guts. A couple of the
men on a blue-and-white team are great fl~id
Astaire-like dancers, but mostly it is the women
who compel, The men have constant smiles, but
the women look orgasmic; they're the really se-
rious,ones, transported. Their yipsand whoops are
involuntary, pure exclamation. They are arousing.
The audience claps savvily on the backbeat and
whoops when the women do. It is almost all folks

Photograph courtesy of the Illinois State Fair

from the ag and livestock shows-the flannel
shirts, khaki pants, seed caps and freckles. The
spectators are soaked in sweat and extremely hap-
py. I think 'this is the ag-comrnunity's special
treat, a chance here to cut loose a little while
their animals sleep in the heat. The transactions
between cloggersand crowd seem synecdochic of
the fair as a whole: a culture talking to itself, pre-
senting credentials for its own inspection, bean
farmers and herbicide brokers and 4~H sponsors
and people who drive pickup trucks because they
really need them. They eat non-fair food-fromin-
sulated hampers and drink beer and pop and
stomp in perfect time and put their hands -on
neighbors' shoulders to shout in their ears while
the cloggers whirl and fling sweat on the crowd.

There are no black people in the Twilight Ball-
room, and the awakened lookson the younger ag-
kids' faces have this
astonished aspect, like
they didn't realizetheir
rase could dance like
this. Three married
couples from Rantoul,
wearing full western
bodysuits the color' of
raw coal, weave an in-
.credible filigree of
high-speed tap around
Aretha's "R-E-S-P-E-
cT." and there's n~
hint of racial irony in
the room; the song has
been made this peo-
ple's own, emphatically. This Nineties version of
clogging does have something sort of pugna-
ciously white about it, a kind of performative
nose-thumbing at M.e. Hammer. There's an at-
mosphere in the room-s-not racist, but aggres-
sivelywhite. It's hard to describe-c-the atmosphere
is the same at a lot of tural Midwest events. It is
not like a black person who came in would'be ill
treated; it's more like it would just never occur to
a black person to come here.

I can barely hold the tablet still to scribble
journalistic impressions, the floor is rumbling un-
der so many boots and sneakers. The record play-
er isold-fashioned,the loudspeakersare shiny, and
it sounds fantastic. Two of the dancing Rantoul
wives are fat, but with great legs. Who could
practice this kind of tapping as much as they
must and stay fat? I think maybe rural Midwest-
ern women are just congenitally big. But these
people clogging get down. And they do it as a
troupe, a collective, with none of the narcissistic
look-at-me grandstanding of great dancers in rock
clubs. They hold hands and whirl each other
around and in and out"tapping like mad, their tor-
sos upright and almost formal, as if only inci-
dentally attached to the blur of legs below. It
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goes on and on. I'm rooted to my stool. Each
team seems the best yet. In the crowd's other side
across the floor I can see the old poultry farmer,
he of the carny hatred and electrified wallet. He's
still got his poultry cap on, making a megaphone
of his hands to whoop with the women, leaning
way forward in his geriatric scooter,'body bobbing
like he's stomping in time, while his little cowboy'
boots stay clamped in their stays.

4:36P.M.

Trying to hurry to the Grandstand, eating a
com dog cooked in 'I 00 percent soybean

oil. I can hear the homety enginesof the U.SAC.
100 race. A huge plume of track dust hangs over
the Grandstand. Tinny burble of excited PA an-
nouncer -.The com dog tastes strongly of soybean
oil, which itself tastes like com oil that's been
strained through an old gym towel. Tickets for the
race are an obscene $13.50. Baton twirling is stiU
.uriderway in Club Mickey D's tent. A band called
Captain Rat ~ the Blind Rivets isplaying at Lin-,
coln Stage, and as I pass I can see dancers in
there. They look jagged and arrhythmic and
blank, bored in that hip young EastCoast way,fac-
ing in instead of out, not touching their part-
ners. The people not dancing don't even look at
them, and after the clogging the whole thing
looks unspeakably numb and lonely.

4:45 P.M.

The official name of the race is the William
"Wild Bill" Oldani Memorial 100 Sprint

Car Race of the Valvoline-U.S.A.C. Silver
Crown Series. The Grandstand seats 9,800 and
is packed. The noise is beyond belief. The race

.is nearly over: the electric sign on the infield says
"LAP 92." The leader is number 26, except his
black-and-green Skoal car is in the middle of the
pack. Apparently he's lapped people. The crowd
is mostly men, very tan, smoking, 70 percent ,
with mustaches and billed caps with automotive
associations'. Most of them wear earplugs; the
ones in the real know wear thick airline-work-
er noise-filter headsets. The seventeen-page pro-
gram is almost impenetrable. There are either
forty-nine or fifty cars, called either Pro Dirt or
Silver Crown, and they're basically go-carts from

, hell, with a soapbox-derby chassis and huge
dragster tires, gleaming tangles of pipes and
spoilers jutting out all over, and unabashedly ,
phallic bulges up front. The program says these
models are what they used to race' at Indy in
the 1950s. The cars' cockpits are open and
webbed in straps and roll bars; the drivers wear
helmets the same color as their cars, with white
masks on their face to keep out the choking

, dust. The cars come in all hues. Most ldok to be
, .
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sponsored by either Skoal or Marlboro. Pit crews
in surgical ~hite lean out into the track and
flash obscure commands written on little chalk-
boards. The infield is clotted with trailers and
tow trucks and officials' stands and electric signs.
Women in skimpy tops stand on some of the
trailers, seeming very partisan.

I can barely take my hands off my ears long
enough to turn the program's pages. The cars
sound almost like jets-that insectile scream-but
with a dieselv, lawn-rnowerish component you
can feel in your'skull. The seating is on just one
side of the Grandstand, on the straightaway, and
when the mass of cars passes it's unendurable:
your very skeleton hurts from the noise, and your
ears are still belling when they come around
again. The cars go like mad bats on the straight-
aways and then shift down for the tight turns,
their rear tires wobbling in the dirt. Certain cars
passother cars, and some people cheer when they
do; Down at the bottom of the section a little boy
held up by his father is rigid, facing awayfrom the
track, his hands clamped over his ears so hard
his elbows stick way out, and his face is a rictus
of pain when they pass. The little boy and I sort
of rictus at each other. A fine dirty dust hangs in
the air and coats everything, including tongues.
Then all of a sudden binoculars come our and ev-
eryone stands as there's some sort of screeching
slideand crash on a far tum, all the way acrossthe
infield; and firemen in slickers and hats go racing
out there in full-sized fire trucks, and the PA
voice's pitch goes way up but is still incompre-
hensible, and a man with those airline earmuffs
in the officials' stand leans out and flails at the air
with a bright-yellow flag, and the go-carts throt-
tle down to autobahn speed, and the pace car, a
Trans Am, comes out and leads them around,
and everybody stands, and I stand too. It is im-
possible to see anything but a swizzle stick of
smoke above the far tum, and the engine noise
is endurable and the PA silent, and the relative
quiet hangs there while we all wait for news; and
I look around at all the faces below the raised
binoculars, but it's 'not at all clear what we're
hoping for. '

5:30P.M.

Ten-minute line for a chocolate milk shake.
Oily blacktop stink on heated paths. I ask

a little boy to describe the taste of his funnel
cake, and he runs away.My ears are still messily
ringing-everything sounds car-phonish. Display
of a 17.6-1b. zucchini squash outside the Agri-
Industries Pavilion. One big zucchini, all right. In
the Coliseum, the only historical evidence of the
tractor pulls is huge ideograms of tire tracks,

, mounds of scored dirt, dark patches of tobacco
juice, smells of burnt rubbe~ and oil. Nearby is a
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bus on displayfrom the city of Peoria'sAll-Ethanol
Bus System; it is painted to resemble a huge ear
of com.

6:00P.M.

Back again at the seemingly inescapable
, Club Mickey D's. The tent is now set up
for Illinois Golden Gloves Boxing. Out on the
floor is a square offour boxing rings. The rings
are made out of clothesline and poles anchored
by cement-filled tires, one ring per age division:
Sixteens, Fourteens, Twelves, Tensf l). Here's
another unhyped but riveting spectacle. If you
want to see genuine violence, go check out a
Golden Gloves tourney. None of your adult pros'
silky footwork or Rope-a- Dope defenses here.
Here human assesare thoroughly kicked in what
are essentially, playground brawls with white-
tipped gloves and brain-shaped head guards.
The combatants' tank tops say things like "Peo-
ria] r, Boxing" and "Elgin Fight Club." The rings'
comers have stools for the kids to sit on and
get worked over by their teams' coaches. The
coaches are clearly dads: florid, blue-jawed, bull-
necked, flinty-eyed men who oversee sanctioned
brawls. Now a fighter's mouth guard goes flying
out of the Fourteens' ring, end over end, trail-
ing strings of spit, and the crowd around that ring
howls. In the Sixteens' ring is a local Springfield
kid, Darrell Hall, against a slim fluid Latino,
Sullivano, from joliet. Hall outweighs Sullivano
by a good twerity pounds. Hall also looks like ev-
ery kid who ever beat me up in high school,
right down to the wispy mustache and upper
lip's cruel twist. The crowd around the Sixteens'

.ring is all his friends-guys with muscle shirts
and gym shorts and gelled 'hair, girls in cutoff
overalls and complex systems of barrettes. There
are repeated shouts 'Of"Kick his QS$, Darrell!" The
Latino sticks and moves. Somebody in this tent
is smoking a joint, I can smell. The Sixteens
car actually box. The ceiling's lights are bare
bulbs in steel cones, hanging cockeyed from a day
of batons. Everybody here pours sweat. The rein-
carnation of every high-school cheerleader I ev-
er pined for is in the Sixteens' crowd. The girls
cry out and frame their faces with their hands
when Darrell gets hit. I do not know why cut-
off overall shorts have evaded the East Coast's
fashion ken; they are devastating. The fight in
Fourteens is stopped for a moment to let the ref

wipe a gout of blood from one kid's glove. Sul-
livano glides and jabs, orbiting Hall. Hall is im-
placable, a hunched and feral fighter, boring in.
Air explodes through his nose when he lands a
blow. He keeps trying to back the Latino against
the clothesline. People cool themselves with
wood-handled fans from the Democratic Party.
Big hairy.mosquitoes work the crowd. The refs
keep slapping at their necks. The rain has been
heavy, and the mosquitoes are tl):e bad kind,
field-bred and rapacious. I can also see the Tens
from this vantage, a vicious free-far-all between
two tiny kids whose head guards make their
skulls look too big for their bodies. Neither ten-
year-old has any interest in defense. Their shoes'
toes touch as they windmill at each other, scor-
ing at will. Scary dads chew gum in their comers.
One kid's mouth guard keeps falling out. Now
the Sixteens' crowd explodes as their loutish
Hall catches Sullivano with an uppercut that
puts him on his bottom. Sullivano gamely rises,
but his knees wobble and he won't face the ref.
Hall raises both arms and faces the crowd, dis-
closing a missing incisor. ,The girls betray their
cheerleading backgrounds by clapping and jump-
ing up and down at the same time. Hall shakes
his gloves at the ceiling as several girls call his
name, and you can feel it in the air'svery ions:
Darrell Hall is going to get laid before the night's

. over.
The digital thermometer in the Ronald-Bud-

dha's left hand reads ninety-three degrees at 6:30
P.M. Behind him, big ominous scoop-of-coffee-
ice-cream clouds are massing at the western hori-
zon, but the sun's still above them and very much
a force. People's shadows on the paths are getting .
pointy. It's the part of the day when little kids cry

·from what their parents naively call exhaustion.
Cicadas chirr in the grass by the tent. The ten-
year-aidsstand toe to toe and whale the living shit
out of each other. It is the sort of savage mutual
beating you see in black-and-white films of old-
time fights. Their ring now has the largest crowd.

·The fight will be all but impossible to score. But
then it is over in an instant at the second inter-
mission, when one of the little boys,sitting on his .
stool, being whispered to by a dad with tattooed
forearms,suddenly throws up. Prodigiously.For no
apparent reason. Maybe a stomach punch recol-
lected in tranquillity. It is kind of surreal. Vomit

· flies all over. Kids In the crowd go "Eeeyuuu."
The sick fighter starts to cry.His scary coach and
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. . . and jagg.ed screams and high-volume rock7the cr ow cls
seem radically hapPY7 vivid7 'someho"W"a"W"akened7sponges for

sensuous data7 feeding on stimuli

the ref wipe him down and help him from the
ring, not ungently. His opponent, watching, ten-
tatively puts up his arms.

.............................................. ; .. .so the old heave-he is the last thing I see at
Golden Gloves Boxing. and then the first

thing I see at Happy Hollow, right at sunset.
Standing on the midway looking up at the Ring
of Fire-a set of flame-colored train cars sent
around and around the inside of a l00-foot neon
hoop, the operator stalling the train at the top and
hanging the patrons upside down, jackknifed
over their seat belts, with loose change and eye-
glasses raining down-looking up, I witness a
thick coil of vomit arc from a car; it describes a
100-foot spiral and lands with a meaty splat be-
tween two young girls, who look from the ground
to each other with expressions of slapstick horror.
And when the flame trainfinally brakes at the
ramp, a mortified-looking little kid wobbles off,
damp and pale, staggering over toward a Lemon
Shake-Up stand. ,f

This is my last day at the fair, and I've put off a
real survey of the Near-Death Experiences until
my last hour, I want to get everything catalogued
before the sun sets. I've already had some distant
looks at the nighttime Hollow and have an idea that
being down here in the dark, amid all this rotating
neon and the inechanical clowns and plunging
machinery's roar and jagged screams and barkers'
pitches and high-volume rock, would be like the de-
piction of a bum acid trip in a bad Sixties movie.
It strikes me hardest in the Hollow that I'm not spir-
itually Midwestern anymore, and no longer young--
I do not like crowds, screams; amplified noise; or
heat. I'll endure them if I have to, but they're sure
not my idea of a magic community-interval. The
crowds in the Hollow, though-mostly high-school
couples, local toughs, and kids in single-sex packs,
as the demographics of the fair shift to prime time-
seem radically happy, vivid, somehow awakened,
sponges for sensuous data, not bombarded by the
stimuli but feeding on it. It is the first time I've felt
really lonely at the fair.

Nor do I understand why so~e people will pay.
money to be careened and suspended and dropped
and whipped back and forth at high speeds and
hung upside down until somebody vomits. It
seems to me like paying to be in a traffic accident.
I do not ¥et it; never have. It's not a regional or
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culturalthing. I think it's a matter of neurologi-
cal makeup. The world divides into those who like
the managed induction of terror and those who
don't. I do not find terror exciting. I find it ter-
rifying. _

And Happy Hollow, I discover, offers nothing
if not managed terror. And not one but two nit-
a-Whirls. An experience called Wipe Out straps
riders into fixed seats on a big lit disc that spins
with a wobble like a coin that won't lie down. The
Pirate Ship puts forty folks in a plastic galley and
swings it in a pendulous arc until they're facing
straight up and then down. The carny operating
the Pirate Ship IS made to wear an eye patch and
parrot and hook, on the tip of which hook burns
an impaled.Marlboro. The operator of the Fun-

, house is slumped in a plastic control booth that
reeks of sinsemilla.

The 104-foot Giant Gondola Wheel is a staid
old Ferris wheel that puts you facing your seatmate
in a kind of steel teacup. Its rotation is stately, but
the cars at the top look like little lit thimbles, arid
you can ,hear thin female screams from up there
as their dates grab the teacups' sides and joggle.

The lines are the longest for the really serious
Near-Death Experiences: Ring of Fire, the Zipper,
Hi Roller-which runs a high-speed train around
the inside of an ellipse that is itself spinning at
right angles to the train's motion. The crowds are
dense and reek of bug repellent. Boys in Chicago
Cubs shirts clutch their dates as they walk. There's
something intenselypublic about young Midwest-
ern couples. The girls have tall hair and bee-stung
lips, and their eye makeup runs in the heat and
gives them a vamp irish .aspecr. The overt sexual-
ity of high-school girls is not just a coastal thing..
The Amour Express.sends another little train at 60-
plus mph around a topologically wobbled. ring,
half of which is enclosed in a fiberglass tunnel
with neon hearts and arrows. A fallen packet of
Trojans lies near the row of Lucite cubes in which
slack-jawed cranes try to pick up jewelry.

It seems journalistically irresponsible to try to
describe the Hollow's rides without experienc-
ing at least one firsthand. The Kiddie Kopter is
a carousel of miniature Sikorsky prototypes ro-
tating at a sane and dignified clip. The propellers.
on each helicopter rotate as well. My copter is a
bit snug, admittedly, even with my knees drawn
up to my chest. I get kicked off the ride, though,
when the whole machine's tilt reveals that I weigh
quite a bit more than the maximum 100 pounds;



and I.have to say that both the little kids on the
ride and the carny in charge were unnecessarily
snide about the wholething. Each ride has its
own PA speaker with its own dischargeof adrenal-
izing rock; the Kiddie Kopter's speaker is playing
George Michael's '!I Want '(our Sex." The late-
day Hollow itself is an enormous sonic mash from
which different sounds take turns protruding-
mostly whistles, sirens, calliopes, heavy-metal
tunes, human screams hard te distinguish from
recorded screams.

Both the Thunderboltz and the Octopus hurl
free-spinning modular cars around:a topologically
complex plane; the Thunderboltz's sidesreveal fur,
ther evidence of gas-
tric distress. Then
there'sthe Gravitron,
basicallv a cen-
trifuge-an enclosed,
top-shaped structure
insidewhich isa rub-
berizedchamber that
spins so fast you're
mashed against the
wall like a fly-on a
windshield. A small-
boy stands on one
foot tugging the
Gravitron operator's
khaki sleeve, crying
that he lost a shoe in
there. The best de-
scription of the
carnies' tan is that .
they're somehowsin-
isterly rarined: I no-

. tice that many of
them have the low
brow and prog-
nathous jaw one as;
sociates with fetal
alcohol syndrome.The camy operating the Scoot-
er-bumper cars that are fast, savage, underinsu-
lated, a sure trip to the chiropractor-has been
slumped In the same position in the same chair
everytime I'veseen him, staringpast the franticcars
and tearing up used ride-ticketswith the vacant in-
tensity of someone on a locked ward. I lean casu-
ally against his platform's railing so that my
credentialsdangle and askhim in a neighborlyway
how he keeps from going out of his freaking mind

. with the boredom of his job. He turns his head
veryslowly,revealing a severe facial tic: "The fuck
you talkin' 'bout?" .

The same two carnies as beforeare at the Zip-
per's controls, in the exact same clothes, looking
up into the full cars and elbowing each other: The
midway smells of machine oil and fried food,
smoke and Cutter repellent and mall-bought
adolescent perfume and ripe trash. in the bee-

swarmed cans. Thevery Nearest-to-Death ride
looks to be the Kamikaze, way down at the west-
ern end by the Zyklon roller coaster. Its neon
sign has a skull with a headband and says
"Kamikaze." It is a 70-foot pillar of white-paint-
ed iron with two 50-foot hammer-shaped arms - .
hanging down, one on either side. The cars are
at the ends of the arms, twelve-seaters enclosed
in clear plastic. The two arms swing ferociously
around, as in 360 degrees, vertically, and in op-
posite directions, so that twice on every rota-
tion it looks like your car is going to get smashed
up against the other car, and you can see faces in
the other car hurtling toward you, gray with fear

, and squishy with
G's. An eight-tick-
et, four-dollar wak-
ing nightmare.

Then I find the
worst one. It wasn't
even here yesterday.
The Sky Coaster
stands regally aloof
at the Hollow's far
western edge, just
past the Uphill-
Bowling-far-Din-
nerware game, in a
kind of grotto
formed by trailers
and dismantled ma-
chinery. It is a 175-' .
foot construction
crane, one of the re....
ally big mothers,
with a tank's trac-
tion belts instead of
wheels, a canary-
yellow cab, and a
long proboscis of
black steel, tower-

ing, canted upward at maybe 70 degrees. This is
half the Sky Coaster. The other half is a 100-foot
tower assembly of cross-hatched iron that's been
erected about two footballfieldsto the north of the
crane. There's a' folding table in front of the
clothesline cordoning off the crane, and a line of
people at the table. The woman taking their mon-
ey is fiftyish and a compelling advertisement for .
sunscreen. Behind her ona vivid blue tarp are
two meaty blond guys in Sky Coaster T-shirts
helping the next customer strap himself into what
looks like.a combination straitjacket and utility
belt, bristling with hooks and clips. From here
the noise of the Hollow behind isboth deafening
and muffled. My media guide, sweated into the
shape of my butt pocket, says, "if you thought
bungee jumping was a thrill, wait until you soar .

. high above the Fairgrounds on Sky Coaster. The
rider is fastened securely into a full-body harness
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that hoists them [sic] onto a tower and releases
them to swing in a pendulum-like motion while
taking in a spectacular view of the Fairgrounds be-
low." The signs at the folding table are more
telling: "$40.06. AMEX Visa Me. No Refunds. No
Stopping HalfWay Up." The two guys are lead-
ing the customer up the stairs of a rolling platform
maybe ten feet high. One guy is at each elbow, and
I realize they're helping hold the customer up.
Who would pay $40 foran experience requiring
you to be held up as you walk toward it? There's
also something-off about the customer, odd. He's
wearing tinted aviator glasses. No one in the ru-
ral Midwest wears aviator glasses, tinted oroth-

, erwise. Then I see what it really is: He's wearing
$400 Banfi loafers. Without socks. This guy, now
lying prone on the platform below the crane, is
from the East Coast. He's a ringer. I almost want to
shout it. A woman is on the blue tarp, already in
harness, wobbly kneed, waiting.her tum. A steel
cable descends from the tip of the crane's pro-
boscis, on its end a fist-sized clip. Another cable
leads from the crane's cab to the tower, up through
ring-tipped pitons all up the tower's side, and over
a pulley at its top, another big clip on the end. One
of the guys waves the tower's cable -down and
brings it over to the platform. The clips of both ca-
bles are attached to the back of the East Coast guy's
harness, fastened and locked.The guy is trying to
look around behind him to see what-all's attached
as the two big blonds leave the platform. Anoth-
er blond man in the yellow cab throws a lever, and
the tower's cable pulls tight in the grass and up the
tower's side and down. The crane's cable stays
slack as the guy is lifted into the air by the tow-
er's cable. The harness covers his shorts and top,
so he looks babe-naked as he rises. The one cable
sings with tension as the East Coaster is pulled
slowly to the top of the tower. He's still stomach-
down, limbs wriggling. At a certain height he
starts to look like livestock in a sling. You can
tell he's trying to swallow until his face gets too
small to see. Finally he's all the way up at the top
of the tower, his ass against the pulley, trying not
to writhe ..

I can barely take notes. They cruelly leave him
up there a while, slung, a smile of slack cable be-
tween him and the crane's tip. I am constructing
a mental list of the personal violations I would un-
dergo before I'd let anyone haul me ass-first to a
great height and swing me like high-altitude beef.
One of the blond guys has a bullhorn and he's
playing to the crowd's suspense, calling up to the
slung East Coaster: "Are. You. Ready." The East
Coaster's response noises are more bovine than hu-
man. His tinted aviator glasses hang askew from
just one ear; he doesn't bother to fix them. I can
see what's going to happen. They're going to throw
a lever and detach the tower-cable's clip, and the
man in sockless Banfis will free-fall for what will
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seem forever, until the slack of the crane's cable
is taken up and the line goes taut behind him and
swings him way out over the grounds to the south,
his upward arc almost as high as the crane's tip, 'and
then back, and then forth, the man prone at the

. arc's bottom and seeming to stand on either side,
swinging back and forth against a rare-meat sun-
set. And just as the cab man reaches for his lever
and everyone inhales, I lose my nerve and disap-
pear into the crowd.

9:15 P.M.

~ ~ Talking aimlessly. Seas of fairgoing flesh,
l'V plodding, elbowing, looking, still eat-

ing. They stand placidly in long lines. No East
Coast games of Beat the Crowd. Midwesterners
lack a certain public cunning. No one gets im-
patient. Don't the fairgoers mind the crowds,
lines, noise? But the state fail is deliberately
about the crowds and jostle, the noise and over-
load of sight and event. At last an overarching
theory blooms inside my head: megalopolitan
East Coasters' summer treats and breaks are lit-
erally "getaways," flights-from-from crowds,
noise, heat, dirt, the stress of too many sensory
choices. Hence the ecstatic escapes to glassy
lakes, mountains.icabins, hikes in silent woods.
Getting a}Vay from it all. They see more than
enough stimulating people and sights Monday
through Friday, thank you, stand in enough lines,
elbow enough crowds. Neon skylines. Grotesques
on public transport. Spectacles at every urban cor-
ner practically grab you by the lapels, com-
manding attention. The East Coast existential
treat is escape from confines and stimuli-e-quiet
rustic vistas that hold' still, turn inward, turn
away: Not so in the rural Midwest. Here you're
pretty much away all the time. The land is big ,
here-s-board-game flat, horizons in every direc-
tion. See how much farther apart the homes are, ,
how broad the yards: compare with New York or
Boston or Philly, Here a seat to yourself on all
public transport, parks the size of airports, rush
hour a three-beat pause at a stop sign. And the
farms themselves are huge, silent, vacant: you
can't see your neighbor. Thus the urge physical-
ly to commune, melt, become part of a crowd. To
see something besides land and grass and com and
cable TV and your wife's face. Hence the sa-
credness out here of spectacle, public event:
high-school football, Little League, parades, bin-
go, market' day, fair. All very big deals, very
deep down. Something in a Midwesterner sort
of actuates, deep down, at a' public event. The'
faces in the sea of faces are like the faces of
children released from their rooms. Governor

. Edgar's state-spirit rhetoric at the ribbon-cut-
ting rings true. The real spectacle that draws
us here' is us.' •.
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Shitty First Drafts 
Anne Lamott from Bird by Bird 

Born in San Francisco in 1954, Anne Lamott is a graduate of Goucher College 
in Baltimore and is the author of six novels, including Rosie (1983), Crooked Little 
Heart (1997), All New People (2000), and Blue Shoes (2002). She has also been the 
food reviewer for California magazine, a book reviewer for Mademoiselle, and a 
regular contributor to Salon’s “Mothers Who Think.” Her nonfiction books include 
Operating Instructions: A Journal of My Son’s First Year (1993), in which she 
describes her adventures as a single parent, and Tender Mercies: Some Thoughts on 
Faith (1999), in which she charts her journey toward faith in God. 

In the following selection, taken from Lamott’s popular book about writing, 
Bird by Bird (1994), she argues for the need to let go and write those “shitty first 
drafts” that lead to clarity and sometimes brilliance in our second and third drafts. 

1 Now, practically even better news than that of short assignments is the idea of 
shitty first drafts. All good writers write them. This is how they end up with good 
second drafts and terrific third drafts. People tend to look at successful writers who 
are getting their books published and maybe even doing well financially and think 
that they sit down at their desks every morning feeling like a million dollars, feeling 
great about who they are and how much talent they have and what a great story they 
have to tell; that they take in a few deep breaths, push back their sleeves, roll their 
necks a few times to get all the cricks out, and dive in, typing fully formed passages 
as fast as a court reporter. But this is just the fantasy of the uninitiated. I know some 
very great writers, writers you love who write beautifully and have made a great deal 
of money, and not one of them sits down routinely feeling wildly enthusiastic and 
confident. Not one of them writes elegant first drafts. All right, one of them does, but 
we do not like her very much. We do not think that she has a rich inner life or that 
God likes her or can even stand her. (Although when I mentioned this to my priest 
friend Tom, he said you can safely assume you've created God in your own image 
when it turns out that God hates all the same people you do.) 

2 Very few writers really know what they are doing until they've done it. Nor do 
they go about their business feeling dewy and thrilled. They do not type a few stiff 
warm-up sentences and then find themselves bounding along like huskies across the 
snow. One writer I know tells me that he sits down every morning and says to 
himself nicely, "It's not like you don't have a choice, because you do -- you can 
either type, or kill yourself." We all often feel like we are pulling teeth, even those 
writers whose prose ends up being the most natural and fluid. The right words and 
sentences just do not come pouring out like ticker tape most of the time. Now, 
Muriel Spark is said to have felt that she was taking dictation from God every 
morning -- sitting there, one supposes, plugged into a Dictaphone, typing away, 
humming. But this is a very hostile and aggressive position. One might hope for bad 
things to rain down on a person like this.  

3 For me and most of the other writers I know, writing is not rapturous. In fact, the 
only way I can get anything written at all is to write really, really shitty first drafts.  

4 The first draft is the child's draft, where you let it all pour out and then let it romp 
all over the place, knowing that no one is going to see it and that you can shape it 
later. You just let this childlike part of you channel whatever voices and visions 
come through and onto the page. If one of the characters wants to say, "Well, so 
what, Mr. Poopy Pants?," you let her. No one is going to see it. If the kid wants to 
get into really sentimental, weepy, emotional territory, you let him. Just get it all 
down on paper because there may be something great in those six crazy pages that 
you would never have gotten to by more rational, grown-up means. There may be 
something in the very last line of the very last paragraph on page six that you just 
love, that is so beautiful or wild that you now know what you're supposed to be 
writing about, more or less, or in what direction you might go -- but there was no 
way to get to this without first getting through the first five and a half pages.  

5 I used to write food reviews for California magazine before it folded. (My writing 
food reviews had nothing to do with the magazine folding, although every single 
review did cause a couple of canceled subscriptions. Some readers took umbrage at 
my comparing mounds of vegetable puree with various ex-presidents' brains.) These 
reviews always took two days to write. First I'd go to a restaurant several times with 
a few opinionated, articulate friends in tow. I'd sit there writing down everything 
anyone said that was at all interesting or funny. Then on the following Monday I'd 
sit down at my desk with my notes and try to write the review. Even after I'd been 
doing this for years, panic would set in. I'd try to write a lead, but instead I'd write a 
couple of dreadful sentences, XX them out, try again, XX everything out, and then 
feel despair and worry settle on my chest like an x-ray apron. It's over, I'd think 
calmly. I'm not going to be able to get the magic to work this time. I'm ruined. I'm 
through. I'm toast. Maybe, I'd think, I can get my old job back as a clerk-typist. But 
probably not. I'd get up and study my teeth in the mirror for a while. Then I'd stop, 
remember to breathe, make a few phone calls, hit the kitchen and chow down. 
Eventually I'd go back and sit down at my desk, and sigh for the next ten minutes. 
Finally I would pick up my one-inch picture frame, stare into it as if for the answer, 
and every time the answer would come: all I had to do was to write a really shitty 
first draft of, say, the opening paragraph. And no one was going to see it.  

6 So I'd start writing without reining myself in. It was almost just typing, just 
making my fingers move. And the writing would be terrible. I'd write a lead 
paragraph that was a whole page, even though the entire review could only be three 
pages long, and then I'd start writing up descriptions of the food, one dish at a time, 
bird by bird, and the critics would be sitting on my shoulders, commenting like 
cartoon characters. They'd be pretending to snore, or rolling their eyes at my 
overwrought descriptions, no matter how hard I tried to tone those descriptions 
down, no matter how conscious I was of what a friend said to me gently in my early 
days of restaurant reviewing. "Annie," she said, "it is just a piece of chicken. It is just 
a bit of cake."  

7 But because by then I had been writing for so long, I would eventually let myself 
trust the process -- sort of, more or less. I'd write a first draft that was maybe twice 
as long as it should be, with a self-indulgent and boring beginning, stupefying 
descriptions of the meal, lots of quotes from my black-humored friends that made 
them sound more like the Manson girls than food lovers, and no ending to speak of. 
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The whole thing would be so long and incoherent and hideous that for the rest of the 
day I'd obsess about getting creamed by a car before I could write a decent second 
draft. I'd worry that people would read what I'd written and believe that the accident 
had really been a suicide, that I had panicked because my talent was waning and my 
mind was shot.  

8 The next day, I'd sit down, go through it all with a colored pen, take out 
everything I possibly could, find a new lead somewhere on the second page, figure 
out a kicky place to end it, and then write a second draft. It always turned out fine, 
sometimes even funny and weird and helpful. I'd go over it one more time and mail 
it in.  

9 Then, a month later, when it was time for another review, the whole process 
would start again, complete with the fears that people would find my first draft 
before I could rewrite it.  

10 Almost all good writing begins with terrible first efforts. You need to start 
somewhere. Start by getting something -- anything -- down on paper. A friend of 
mine says that the first draft is the down draft -- you just get it down. The second 
draft is the up draft -- you fix it up. You try to say what you have to say more 
accurately. And the third draft is the dental draft, where you check every tooth, to 
see if it's loose or cramped or decayed, or even, God help us, healthy.  

 

1. Lamott says that the perceptions most people have of how writers work is 
different from the reality of the work itself. She refers to this in paragraph 1 as 
“the fantasy of the uninitiated.” What does she mean? 

2. In paragraph 7 Lamott refers to a time when, through experience, she 
“eventually let [herself] trust the process – sort of, more or less.” She is 
referring to the writing process, of course, but why “more or less”? Do you 
think that her wariness is personal, or is she speaking for all writers in this 
regard? Explain. 

3. From what Lamott has to say, is writing a first draft more about the product or 
the process? Do you agree in regard to your own first drafts? Explain. 
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