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In a three room apartment we move around gingerly, three 

thinking beings in a space that would be too small even if 

it were much larger. We’re all haunted. 

My mother is sometimes my mother, sometimes not. 

That’s always been the case and I wonder what I’ve done or 

continue to do that’s just wrong and unacceptable. She 

seems sometimes to be closer to her sister across the 

street, to the whole crowd of her old family. She seems to 

be marking time, like an erratic pendulum, and its hard to 

guess where she’ll be when I walk in the door. She broods 

about money and sighs, and sometimes she sings I’m Forever 

Blowing Bubbles in a voice like a twilight wind in the 

alley . . . just like my dreams, they fade and die. It 

isn’t that she has no capacity for joy (oh saving grace, oh 

beauty) but just that something seems to shift in her head 

like a weight sliding, and things turn flat and angry so 

there isn’t any room for any of us. I wish she loved me. 

But she does. I wish I understood. But I do. I wish she 

were happy. But she won’t be. I can see it in her eyes, she 

won’t be. Her sister Lily died who’d been a saint and taken 

care of her. The best sister in the world — the graceful, 

the caring Lily. Died. And Willie, Willie died who played 
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violin then sank in cheap sweet wine like a Sunday 

afternoon excursion boat. Everybody will die. Everybody 

will come to nothing, alone by the telephone. She used to 

hold my hand sometimes and skip with me in the street, the 

wonderful skip from the Wizard of Oz. Now I’m too old for 

that. Now she sees other women fluttering around me — 

little girls really — other women.  

It’s a good thing she’s got Scots common sense, she 

thinks. So she thinks, and says (she does, too, oddly).  

[My dead twin sister Mary has never come up since the 

one afternoon at the kitchen table when she told me and her 

eyes got wet and I sat there wondering what I’d done, that 

she’d died, and I hadn’t. It wasn’t my fault, I thought.] 

My father is bone tired (his soft Irish voice, coping, 

his sensitive, battered hands holding his head). Since my 

mother gambled away the bank account, he’s been working 

very long hours, six and seven days a week.  

His horror of real poverty is probably the equal of my 

own, and mine is dream-like and palpable with evil, smoking 

imagery. He wants to send me to Edinburgh University, but 

he can feel that slipping away as business takes a down 

turn. He wants me to study engineering and take over the 

shop — he’s been building it for me. He wants to finally 

know that when you’re a kind, decent man and you work hard 
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and you’re very good at what you do, things will work out. 

But it hasn’t been his experience, and he comes home every 

night from the subway walking pensively, heartbreakingly. 

Sometimes he’s late, and all hell may or may not break 

loose depending on where the weight in my mother’s head 

happens to be.  

I’ve only got hints of his rage from the stories he 

used to tell me, sitting on my bed in the night.  

[How his mother died, and how his father sent his 

sisters away but kept him, dragging him along for a while 

through his constable’s life, barracks to barracks, then 

finally him, too, off to the unspeakable Aunt Jenny.] 

As to my head, I’ve found that the deeper I go, the 

more room there is. And that the deeper I go, the worse 

things get around me in that neither of them seem to 

recognize me anymore. Or, if they can they don’t like what 

they recognize. I’m becoming unyielding, with a ‘you can’t 

hurt me’ face. How can I help it? I can’t. It’s my getting-

by face. It’s all I’ve got, that and my language.  

I use my language less and less to talk (I can roll 

and flow, I can wax), because the space in the apartment is 

too small for it. And because if I tried to say anything I 

really meant (I always loved you, why won’t you help?) I’d 
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start to cry and I don’t do that anymore, hardly ever, I 

won’t. 

The space around us is nothing at all until you get 

into the vastnesses of our three, solitary heads. I wish we 

were together again, as we sometimes were, walking in the 

summer street together, from the movies, so happy in the 

world and the moon bouncing as they swung me between them. 

The space outside is getting bigger and bigger. I know 

all the words now though I don’t use them out loud. In 

sixth grade there were ‘fuck’ and ‘prick’ and ‘cunt.’ Now 

there are more. I have to use them all at school, every 

day, but at home I’d never, never.  

I’m out of P.S. 185 where I think I was everything 

I’ll ever be, where I lost my mind in the winter and 

wandered for months in a motorized winter landscape, moving 

me into the dark.  

[But I did it, didn’t I? I got through, and I’m tough 

as nails.] 

So I go into Junior High School just like that — soft 

and timid and hysterical and scared and lost in women 

(girls), (women), and tough as nails. Something happens 

there, but I don’t know what. It seems to have been two 

years of nothing, solitary, the only action the wheels of 

my bike in the dark, riding to the library. 
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[My mother left behind, my father left behind, the 

giant apartment building left behind, flat on the thinness 

of the top of the planet like Scrooge McDuck’s vault — that 

big, that full.] 

I do read Moby Dick in the McKinley Library during our 

once a week, half-hour library period. That’s definitely 

something happening. I start Pierre, too, but never finish 

even though there are things in it I can’t shake, and a low 

dark house in a valley that will always have Isabel’s face 

in the light from its windows.  

I’m quite alone — there are kids I talk to, but 

nothing. The building’s a smooth rectangular block (slab, 

almost) on an field of playground concrete. 

[I’m going into this blind and there’s an edge for me 

here of ‘What is it now? What do I have to learn now?’ 

Something happened there, and I wouldn’t have so few 

memories of McKinley if something hadn’t happened — my 

memory is unusually complete, except for this hole.]  

There's a gym teacher tries to humiliate me every 

chance he gets. He thinks I don’t give a shit (he’s wrong, 

but I’m so thin and I have this flaming hair and I look at 

him like ‘Who are you?’). He can read me, he thinks, and 

I’m arrogant — I can feel him bouncing off me.  
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[He does humiliate me but he never knows he’s 

succeeded — it’s one of my talents, not giving them 

satisfaction.]  

There’s plenty going on, really, must be. I’ve beaten 

up my father in his sleep — that was when I was in sixth 

grade — when the two of them wake up I’m on his chest and 

punching him, cursing him.  

“I never knew you knew that kind of language, 

Lawrence,” my mother says at breakfast and “People 

sleepwalking do all sorts of things, Ness,” my father says 

and that’s the end of it, sort of. 

[At school there’s no one I’d tell this to. I’m 

learning to be someone I’m not. It must have been a relief, 

sort of, but I can’t remember.]   

I’ve never heard of anyone attacking his father in his 

sleep (both our sleeps, really). I sleepwalk all the time 

but it’s always seemed abstract and deep — looking through 

the ceiling, pointing. I don’t know about this. I’m angry 

at him but I’m not. I don’t think my anger is justified, 

but it’s there.  

At school I talk to Eric Hokenberg about the Bloody 

Angle at Antietam and the new Tennessee Ernie Ford record 

of Sixteen Tons. On the bus I pretend I’m not going to 
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school. Why Do Fools Fall in Love, Frankie Lyman sings, 

reed-like in the transistor radios.  

[Paragraph footsteps to where?] 

Several neighborhoods feed into McKinley Junior High  

– west Bensonhurst a little, Sunset Park, maybe. Boro Park. 

Bay Ridge, of course. It’s not the neatly contained 

neighborhood school where we all drifted to the gate every 

morning in 1949 in little coats and hats and leggings. It’s 

not even the broken sixth grade, fading and shifting. 

It’s just this slab, and in the yard at lunch time 

there are girls with tight skirts and sweaters who seem to 

be from another planet. For one thing their breasts are 

pointed — there could be nothing behind the fabric but 

pointed shafts, knitting needles, and they give me the 

creeps . . . 

[other girls, soft with eyes, skirts their legs 

scissor in freely, open to the air, waists and rounded 

breasts with books held under them, to them, pushing a 

little, moving the flesh in so they feel it, them]  

. . . and we never even touch, we’re in different 

worlds.  

At home, bad things are likely to happen at the 

kitchen table. Because we talk there. In the morning I like 

to try and be at the table by myself – I like it when my 
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father goes in to work early — but some mornings we’re both 

late and he drives me to school, drops me off at the iron 

gate, and the silence in the car is appalling (at least 

it’s silence). 

[Why should I have to feel this way? it’s a terrible 

way to feel.]  

There’s this widespread assumption that the table is a 

good place for families to get together and talk about 

what’s happened during the day. And sometimes it is, but 

more often it’s a perilous, sliding place.  

There’s the crunch of the toast when we’re all at the 

table. There’s seeing the toast in the hand and waiting for 

it to reach the mouth then the crunch and the chewing and 

the jaw moving and being able to feel how the muscles must 

feel around the mouth, and the wetness, and it’s all every 

morning and sometimes I need to scream but can’t because 

what is there to scream at? What would I say? And the toast 

goes down and comes up again and my mother says again “I’ll 

have to fix those pants,” and I am so goddamn unworthy and 

crazy (fucked in the head, that’s it, fucked in the head, I 

think) that I need to be by myself (with my books, maybe, 

slow in the orange light of the 95th street library where 

nobody is, but me, before closing) by myself, but, but, I 

need help. Oh Jesus. What am I going to do? I’ll get the 
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hell out of the kitchen then who cares? It’s just another 

day. It’s just another set of pictures. I’ll be all right 

if I can just get from here to there. 

[The bottles are still in the bottom kitchen cabinet — 

port and scotch — but I’ve pretty much stopped drinking 

after school. Why is that? I did it on and off through the 

sixth grade. Maybe I’m a little different, but God knows 

I’m an alcoholic, so why have I stopped? The port still 

flowers when the bottle opens and the odor drifts. The 

scotch is harder but I like it. Is nothing happening? Is 

that for real, that so little was happening I didn’t need 

the stuff? After school? Maybe I just couldn’t hide the 

falling levels in the bottles anymore. Maybe I got scared.] 

My father’s coming to have an eggshell head, in my 

head. It’s a terrible thing, a terrible image, but as his 

hair gets thinner his forehead rises and the tight scalp 

shows and the way he sits, sometimes, the way he is in the 

shop when he’s thinking at the bench and has one hand at 

his head, flexing his scalp, I’ve come to have a sense of 

eggshell-head, fragile, crackable, and it makes me ill. One 

more thing that makes me ill. Another picture on the edge 

of an unspeakable action. 

My mother has begun to stay things twice in a little 

diminuendo. As if once to the listeners and once to 
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herself, confirming she’s there, sort of, letting herself 

know what she just said.  

[I do the same thing, writing, and I didn’t know it 

till just now, just now.] 

The thing about Melville in the winter afternoon 

library is that his mind seems to go as it pleases and 

there are chapters with names like Of Whales in Paint; in 

Teeth; in Wood; in Sheet-Iron; in Stone; in Mountains; in 

Stars, and I’m astounded and think how can he do this, in a 

story? and I love it the way his mind (I can almost feel 

it) pulls everything together — the odd, mismatched parts 

and tones of voice.  

Sometimes he hates Ishmael’s voice, I think. Sometimes 

he sounds like a fake (Melville) and it thrills me when he 

smoothly rides the fakery up and out into the glory of the 

real thing.  

Do I know this? No. But it’s there. 

[I hate myself for everything, but most, in the hard 

oak chair, for not being able to say to him, equally, ‘here 

I am.’] 

I don’t say anything to anyone. I’m either feel too 

big or too small or not quite there.  

[The others might remember this differently, might 

remember me saying things.]  
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I’ve lived so long in the secret places of the 

apartment, the shifting slants of light and odd hallways, 

that I’ve had to turn this way and that as I move, to find 

the secret passages. Like in The Black Arrow — like in the 

idea of movies themselves, their secret entrances. 

Ronnie and Norma are my twin cousins and never had to 

go to McKinley. They stayed at 185 till the eighth grade 

and then went straight into Fort Hamilton. I don’t see them 

much anymore. I don’t have to be at my Aunt’s because I’m 

old enough to be home alone. When I do see them I try to be 

older and make a fool of myself. 

Our class at 185 just stopped — they kicked us out 

after the sixth grade and now here we are in this stupid 

blank building broken into two special classes — special 

progress classes that will push us through the three years 

in two and drop us in high school young, younger, youngest. 

[I’m losing the sense that we all come from the same 

place and have one root. I’m starting to drift, and think 

myself largely different. I'm losing the sense of sameness 

in confusion, otherness and isolation. I’m moving away from 

the truth and building a different way of seeing that I 

think won’t hurt as much. Am I becoming an adult? No. I’m 

becoming a construct. Maybe that’s a blank process.] 
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The SP classes aren’t well thought of by the rest of 

the school. We’re fucking homos is what it comes down to. I 

like being special but I don’t. There are a lot of things I 

think I like that actually cause me pain. There are a lot 

of things I do that I have to do, feel myself having to do, 

that cause me pain. 

[We drive through the snowy streets in the big, fire- 

engine red DeSoto and I don’t say a thing and get out in 

front of the big stupid entrance to McKinley and barely say 

goodbye to my own father, whose love is as touchable as his 

hand.] 

I got through the six elementary grades, I think, by 

hiding in plain sight. Now I’d like to so the same but 

somehow I’ve been forced into another place where there are 

things I have to do that make me sick. It’s growing in me, 

I can feel it. I’m going to have to do things. If I want 

what I want and I need to get it, I’m going to have to do 

things. I don’t want to. It’ll leave me weak and open. I 

can’t hide in the middle ground anymore. What I’ve got is 

misery, what I need is power. That’s what I think (history 

is turning over in its grave). 

[I’ve thought about my father dying, my mother dying, 

but I can’t make up my mind which would be better. I don’t 

want them to die. it’s just that I think about everything 
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that can happen, and try to find some good in it, some 

comfortable place to hide.] 

McKinley is a new place but I’m with the same kids, 

mostly, and how can I let them see me differently, I can’t. 

I need power, I think. 

Buckle down McKinley, buckle down, 
You can win if you will only buckle down. 
  
‘Don’t tell me what to do,’ is so deep in me it’s 

almost who I am.  

[I never could quite do the things my father wanted me 

to do because I could see him wanting me to be able and see 

myself trying, so nothing ever worked out. And now the rage 

is alive, and nobody better tell me what to do. I have to 

be secret or I’ll never get anything. I need to touch, and 

I can’t. I need to have friends and I do, there they are, 

but I can’t. I’m going to have to do things, and it makes 

me sick to my soul. Nobody is going to be able to teach me 

how to do things, ever, because I simply don’t want to be 

told, and it’s more hysteria than resistance. It’s not 

altogether a bad thing — it means I learn slower, but 

deeper.] 

The neighborhood around McKinley is all right — there 

are trees and a couple of blocks down Fort Hamilton Parkway 

a cluster of stores — the Red Apple Diner, a Norwegian 
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deli, a store-front library, a movie house. There’s Leif 

Ericson park across the street, a rounded hill with a paved 

flat on its top, very odd and pretty — but McKinley itself 

is deeply unsightly. 

I’d thought that going to a new place would let me be 

new, but it hasn’t. It’s let me be more visible and less 

attached. I don’t even know the kids from 185, not really. 

In the new classrooms with the shallow walls I suddenly 

understand how little I know them, how little I’ve said to 

them.  

Regina whom I love is gone (I’d never said a word to 

her, with her black velvet band throat-band and her shining 

brown hair). Laura who was deep as life is in the other SP 

class. Bert is too — we don’t talk anymore, anyway. Doug 

Habib is still in my class, and talks at me sometimes, but 

I don’t respond because he’s a glad-hand, dishonest prick 

and I don’t want to know him.  

When I get home from school everyday I get deeper in 

the couch, lying there, the apartment empty, the shades 

down, the television smoky and dim — lying there — making 

it up for the next day, and the next. 

[I think I need power.] 

Maybe I’m a writer. I write a short essay on 

Gettysburg for English and Miss Reynolds (white-haired, 
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unpredictable and irritating) reads it out loud and says 

“Does he always write like this?” and Habib pipes up and 

says, “Only when he feels like it,” and I wonder what I 

have to do to get this prick out of my life.  

The essay isn’t anything. It’s only interesting to me 

because it wrote itself, really fast. It has things in it 

like ‘separated by a thin line of blue and gray.’ It’s not 

that I know that it’s bad, exactly, it’s just that I know I 

didn’t think about any of it (I know it’s bad). I just 

wrote it. It was an accident. None of it has the slightest 

depth, in my head.  

I am proud though. I faked it and they don’t know and 

they think it’s good. So maybe, maybe. 

We have to write on current events too, and I take all 

of my father’s loathing for Joe McCarthy, and all I’ve seen 

of him on the Army-McCarthy hearings, and write a hatchet 

piece. I’m a little happier with it, even though it’s just 

my father’s passion, really, because I make the words roll 

along, and I make them strong. “This is very good,” Miss 

Parker says (young, in a tight blouse with those 

unfortunate pointed breasts), and has me read it to the 

class and before I start the Principal comes in and stands 

at the back of the room. He congratulates me after, and I 

suddenly have the con-man’s edge — they’ve given me credit 
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— they see me as apart, and I can probably get away with a 

lot. 

I don’t write at all for myself. I can’t remember ever 

doing it. The last thing I wrote that I said was mine was 

the poem I copied out of a book then couldn’t back away 

from and had to keep saying ‘Yes, I wrote it,’ even though 

my father must have known. My mother maybe not, but my 

father for sure.  

I’ve noticed now that when I write things teachers 

like I become a little more apart, a little less 

controlled. I’m not stupid, so I know I should be doing it 

all the time, but the problem is I can’t — it happens when 

it happens and most of the work bores me so much I can 

barely stand it and what I produce is the direst crap — 

bottom of the barrel, worried-over meaningless sentences, 

page fillers, restatements of questions, rhetorical 

emptiness writ large as possible to fill up the pages. 

Maybe that’s who I am. 

There isn’t a class I don’t hate, not one. There isn’t 

a deep place in the whole fucking building.  

[I can say that now, in my head, with some fluency. 

Not all that often, but I know how. Is it power?]  

‘Fucking’ doesn’t have any sexual content at all. I 

know it’s supposed to but it doesn’t. The sweetness of my 
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half-thought eros is so far from fucking I can’t even think 

the two at the same time. ‘Fucking’ drains the life out of 

it. The dirty jokes mean nothing. They aren’t even funny, 

though we all laugh.  

I consider them, and why I don’t like them, and why I 

sit around listening anyway, and why I’m just not with 

anybody else, in my head, and why it’s necessary to say 

cheap things about important stuff, and why I’m willing to 

fake it, and why hawking and spitting (which make me sick), 

are manly arts, and why they think I’m smart, and why 

ordinary things are odd and deep to me (the shortening 

winter light, the buzz of the early neon), haunting, and 

why I feel like I’m nowhere when I’m so obviously somewhere 

in a place I hate, a place from the end of the world. 

[I’m trying to understand.] 

The Diamonds’ Little Darling is the worst thing I’ve 

ever heard and I seem to hear it every morning on the bus. 

If I didn’t have the library and the solitary bike ride, 

I’d croak. In the library the books are full of women. At 

school I’m supposed to find the ‘hot buttered corn’ joke 

funny.  

The moon is quite apart. The moon is clear and cold. 

It gets so clear sometimes I’m riding in another place 

where I’m suddenly on a planet and it’s turning, and the 
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moon won’t go away because it’s pasted there, bright as 

electric green but white, something to open, a deep thing, 

a cold thing, a vision like in a dream where this becomes 

that and opens strangely. I keep my mouth shut, but the 

shoebox in my head is heavy and full of the bits of apart 

time when I’ve suddenly been on a planet, and turning. I 

don’t understand and I don’t understand why people aren’t 

saying it all the time, ‘I don’t understand.’ 

I can go way back in my head. I can see myself seeing 

as I see, but that distance doesn’t come close to the 

vastness the other way. Because it closes off, and the time 

comes when you’re just the series of seers seeing and 

there’s a wall and your mind goes thud and stops. The other 

doesn’t stop at all, and it’s full of brightnesses like the 

moon in nothing, like the glide of the wheels under the 

moon, bright as death which is coming now, which is real 

now, almost, which lives in the mind thinking about not 

thinking and not having a hand to look at.  

“I’d fuck her in a minute,” fifteen year old Craig 

says over by Bell’s, leaning on the wall, spitting, and I 

just don’t get it. Don’t they know? His eyes aren’t always 

matched to what he says. I’ve seen things whipping by in 

them with sad outlines, lost things. But who has time to 

figure it?  
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They know things I don’t know but I’m not sure they’ve 

got it right and anyway, even if they have, it’s not my 

world. Fuck it. 

[Is there power in another place?] 

If I had power, I wouldn’t care at all. That’s what I 

think. Not about McKinley, anyway, not about the structures 

or the isolation or the goddamn gym classes or the endless 

babble about responsibility and choices and living up to my 

potential. Maybe it wouldn’t do much for me at home where 

I’ll always be in the middle, hiding, but it sure would 

straighten out McKinley. I don’t even dwell on revenge, 

though Doug Habib has something coming. I just want to be 

strong and not give a shit. The best I can do is to endure 

and seem like I don’t give a shit. 

I’m in the McKinley chorus. How did it happen? I have 

no idea, but there I am singing in the auditorium and quite 

happy with it, really, almost joyful, sometimes. There must 

be thirty or thirty-five of us, and we sing everything from 

Bluebells of Scotland to A Mighty Fortress is Our Lord, and 

we’re best in the city. They have us on television though I 

don’t go because they can only take so many and that means 

we have to stand up and sing one at a time, for a final 

selection, and that’s not something I can do. I give it a 

shot, but stop in the middle. The chorus is good though, 
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and it gives me another notion of power — surging in the 

auditorium, blended, lost in the stars. 

And in the third row is Doreen Bowman who has the 

fullest most beautiful cascading dark hair and the most 

beautiful red lips, and rounded breasts pushing against her 

white blouse, waist in soft leather, skirt tight at the 

hips but flaring just a little. Even with the space between 

us I think I can feel her noticing every time I look.  

Fragrant orange blossoms blooming, in a garden by 
the water .  .  . 
 

My father says “I had a call from my friend Bill 

Bowman today and he’s living in Bay Ridge and wants us over 

to dinner on Friday.” Doreen’s name is Bowman (perfect for 

the shape of her mouth) and I get a little chill, but till 

she opens the door I don’t really believe it will be her. 

Neither of us says a word — I can’t remember a single word. 

Back in chorus she’s looking up and her mouth is 

making exaggerated vowels and her breasts are swelling.  

[I’m pretty absorbed in Carol, in my building. I keep 

hoping something in me will break and I’ll just reach out 

and touch her. We all go some afternoons to her uncle’s 

apartment on the fourth floor where they’ve taken out a 

wall and joined to apartments together, so it’s big. 

There’s a phonograph and a liquor cabinet though we pretty 
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much stay away from that — occasionally a sip, Rock n’ Rye, 

something sweet. The records are Bill Doggett’s Honky Tonk 

and Just Because and Blanche and In the Still of the Night. 

We dance a little, to Honky Tonk, Carol touching.]  

Maybe if Doreen had talked I’d have fallen in love 

with her. Doesn’t take much. The voice means a lot to me, 

the soft alto, the implicit song. She must have talked. How 

could she get through three hours of living room and dinner 

table without saying anything? And I must have said 

something. Probably, at least, the universal answer. ‘I’m 

not really sure what I want to be.’ But in my head now 

there’s nothing, a silent living room, Doreen across the 

way, under the lamp, both of us motionless in arranged soft 

light.  

Why does it matter, anyway? What’s the point? Well, I 

look for the oddnesses — the risen-aboves and sunken-belows 

— the vanishings too. 
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2 

 

It would never occur to me that women are anything but 

inaccessible — the idea that one of these girls casually 

accept me is so deeply foreign (except in the dreams of 

intolerable sweetness), that reaching out to touch seems to 

me the most difficult aspect of existence, the whole of the 

problem (except for the wheeling of the universe in the 

dark, that too, of course, and death, and the occasional 

trance-light). 

[All of us know these things and how they stop the 

mind, though I’m beginning to forget that and to think I’m 

special.]  

I hate it at McKinley. I must be barely alive there 

except for apprehension and heightened boredom. What must 

have happened? Something happened. 

[I’m crazy, I keep forgetting. I was locked inside a 

dream for ages, in the fifth grade and sixth grades, locked 

in terror and walking around wishing I could get out of my 

head, could be somewhere else, the bone holding me in so I 

couldn’t move at all and it took forever to get well (I 

never did get well and now I’m dead somewhere — maybe 

that’s it). The dream was a basement and a furnace and a 
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body being carried to it and stuffed in and my parents 

there and my mother saying “that’s horrible,” but saying 

with that tone, that matter-of-fact Scots ‘here’s the 

world, this is how it will be.’ I lived in it. Maybe that’s 

what’s happening — maybe I’m convalescing and McKinley is a 

huge sickroom. Maybe I’m the finest flower of Victorian 

sickroom perception. Maybe I have one foot in nightmare and 

one foot in eros and can’t move. Maybe I wish I were dead. 

Nah, I’m just scared and trying to look calm. Maybe this is 

what they mean by self-reliance.] 

I faint in Gimbel’s, I remember that, as if I finally 

had to go away and gave myself permission. My mother’s 

dragging me around buying clothes and finally my head just 

eases away and for a bare instant I’m floating, then waking 

on the floor, looking around at still-Gimbel’s. I like 

fainting. I like going away.  

In ninth grade (there is no eighth grade, just seventh 

and ninth) I ask two girls to go to the graduation dance 

because I think I’m supposed to go, not knowing anything. 

Neither can go, they aren’t allowed (or maybe they’re lying 

but I don’t think so — I didn’t pick anyone stylish or 

popular). It takes a lot out of me, walking across the room 

to Paula’s desk and saying the words, walking back when she 

says she’s not allowed and feeling ‘Okay, you did it, okay, 
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you’re all right,’ but I know I’m not all right. I’m lost 

in this ugly stone box and I can’t touch anybody and that 

must mean that I’m seriously different and that’s what 

everything tells me anyway, Mrs. Schindele with her 185 

speech about God-given talents and not living up to 

potential, fucking DeMayo in gym with his idiot whistle and 

lantern jaw and snide patter, Doreen with her silent, 

delicate ravishingness, my father in the car rolling 

through snow and silence, Carol back home at the Fleetwood, 

hanging on my every word as I dangle my arms and shift my 

eyes, the tunnel outside Gimbel’s where the cripples lie 

backs to the walls and try to entertain, to catch the eye.  

I’m not proud of being different, I’m not proud of 

anything. But that’s okay because my mother has explained 

to me from an early age that it’s unkind to be proud or 

boastful and I should never do anything that might make 

someone who doesn’t have what I have feel bad — never get 

above yourself, try to see yourself as others see you (oh 

God).  

That’s what Robby Burns says, that it’s a gift.  

Something is happening. 

[I only want the flow of the real and I have the  

broken intelligence that knows how intelligence breaks but 

sometimes pulls itself together stubbornly, luckily, to 
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insist on the fewness of the real questions and the need to 

answer them and I don’t despair, though I come close. I 

don’t despair and somehow I think I know that despair isn’t 

deep, anyway, that something else is deep and despair is 

all surface. Or so I say now, eh? — so I say now.] 

 When I was a baby I rolled in a carriage and the 

light came in, bouncing and flaring. In my carriage I 

learned a number of things.  

[I don’t have to make it up.] 

There were wooden beads on a rail at the side, red 

next to green next to, and finally I learn to reach and 

touch, move my arm through space with fingers on my hand at 

the end of it, and touch. Power becomes a possibility.  

When I touch the red bead a car slams into a tree and 

a father puts his head in his hands and a son can’t help 

and a woman buys a black hat with wooden cherries on it and 

a man sets fire to people from a plane and a child is alone 

in a dark room full of noises and a television talks to an 

empty living room and a dead man’s head is on a satin 

pillow and kids sit on a stoop and a praying mantis moves 

slowly through the high grass in the heat in my aunt’s 

backyard.  

[The touch of the red bead next to the green bead — 

touching it finally isn’t quite as good as it should be and 
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the edge of God appears because the touched bead isn’t 

enough — isn’t what was reached for.]  

Or maybe it’s dark and I don’t know quite where what I 

want is, so I have to put my hand out sensitively, 

educatedly, to touch and trace without much force until the 

fingers know, and close. 

[Or maybe it’s all just junior high school, and always 

will be. I put my hand out to the bead, through the air and 

now I’m trying in the other empty air in my head.]   

 I’m in places with things that move and things that 

don’t move. I’m in a place where things extend in air. Some 

come to me, some don’t — Doreen Bowman — images. Some I 

want, some I don’t. Here to there in the empty—air 

brightness.  

[My fingers are in the air in front of my face and 

they move so that I can feel each of them rubbing against 

the other as if they were things too, not me.] 

 The fingers in the bright air attached to what? 

Mother. Heartbeat.  

Attached to what? 

We hae meat an we can eat so let the Lord be thankit. 

Attached to what? 

All these things come to me. 

I’m attached to what? 
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All alone, by the telephone. 

Attached to what? My head? 

No sense at all. 

First things first — first I come into the air and it 

opens around me hot and cold and blur and sounds moving and 

changing light. Then I’m picked up and my head rests and 

I’m sung to and maybe the air stops going out and comes in 

around me closely. 

Then I’m put down. Then I’m picked up. 

Mr. Schneider is out ninth grade home-room teacher and 

he makes us write autobiographies and bring in baby 

pictures for the bulletin board. I put off the writing to 

the last minute and God how I hate it. I have no life to 

write about so I try to be arch and there’s nothing I hate 

more. I have nothing to say because what I did know about 

none of us knowing anything is slipping away into ‘I’m 

alone in knowing we don’t know anything,’ and I need to put 

my face in Doreen Bowman’s hair, at her neck, but that 

isn’t going to happen. 

We post the baby pictures on the bulletin board and he 

tries to identify them and I think ‘I was heavy then and 

round and he’ll never get it,’ but when he comes to my 

picture he just says ‘that’s easy, that’s Kearney,’ and I 

sit there surprised, rethinking.  
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[In the winter mornings in the library I can feel 

Melville hating Ishmael’s voice and waiting to get out of 

it, waiting to be somewhere else. I don’t think that, I 

feel it. I wouldn’t know how to explain what I mean. 

Everything I think of saying or doing comes out wrong, and 

I think it’s going to take me a long time to be able to say 

what I want to say. I’m furiously and secretly tenacious 

though, and I’ll wait it out.  

When Melville leaves the voice he hates, the real 

world flies.] 

 .  .  .  and in the wild conceits that swayed me 
to my purpose, two and three there floated into 
my inmost soul, endless processions of the whale, 
and, midmost of them all, one grand hooded 
phantom, like a snow hill in the air. 

  

Power is attached to what? 

To self-reliance, to decision-making, to a good 

attitude, to money, ah, to money. But if you go out and 

scramble for money you’re shallow and vulgar. That’s what I 

hear at home. And if you don’t get money it doesn’t mean a 

thing except that you’ve kept yourself intact and you’re no 

man’s slave. Unless they give you money, of course, and 

what does that mean? I guess they must love you. That’s why 

I’ve had such a hard time asking for it, for money, even 

when it’s owed for work. Because it doesn’t matter whether 
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I’ve worked or not, what matters is whether they want to 

give it to me.  

There are a series of nested messages at home: work 

hard and never demean yourself for money (father); if you 

don’t get money it’s because you lack pride and nerve 

(mother); it’s best not to work for anyone else (father); 

you have to go along to get along (mother); be kind and 

decent and self-reliant and everything will be all right 

(daddy); don’t get above yourself but don’t be shy(mommy). 

Gradually, the money I need every day increases. My 

mother doesn’t like it, and I always have less than anyone 

else which makes it a hassle, at McKinley, buying things 

outside, at lunch. As McKinley winds down I go every day to 

the Red Apple for lunch, with Chris Weythe and Harold 

Skilbred, and we eat hamburgers quietly and listen to the 

music and talk about movies and books because we have no 

talent for talking about sex. Chris is a massive Norwegian 

and I love it when he takes the gym class leg-wrestling 

contest with ease, the professional, already-adult tough 

guys put up their wise-ass legs and get taken down, just 

like that. DeMayo doesn’t like it at all — it’s not how the 

world is supposed to be.  

[Maybe you’re born strong, or smart, or beautiful, or 

weak or stupid or crippled and it’s all just what you were 
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given and there’s no difference between any of us — that’s 

exactly what he doesn’t want to hear.]  

We have chicken fights up at Leif Erickson park, and I 

ride on Chris’ shoulders and we never lose — I’m quick and 

smart and he’s slow and strong and smart.  

Harold is just another skinny kind with flopping 

blonde hair and a long nose, and the three of us sit in the 

comfortable booths and eat and listen to the jukebox — 

Since I Met You baby, Treasure of Love, The Terror of 

Highway 101, The Wayward Wind. Sometimes Laura Halloran is 

there in the next booth with her girlfriends and I like 

that. I like being in the same room with her. We’ve hardly 

ever talked, but we know each other, I think. 

[I have a headful of emotional suppositions and I’m 

oddly confident in them, though they don’t do anything for 

me.] 

At night I go the library and in bed I read. I read 

good books and mediocre books and terrible books — 

classics, science fiction, historical fiction, comic books. 

I read whatever will get me through. 

[The pages with the pliant women loosening their 

clothes, the sudden pink, the heavy breathing. I pick up 

novels at random because you never know what might be in 

there — bad book, good book, nowhere book.] 
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[And Moby Dick, a chapter at a time, once a week. Why 

don't I get it from the real library and read it at home? I 

don't know - it's part of the arrangement - it's part of 

how I'm getting through, and who becoming.] 

I'm going to Brooklyn Tech and I have to get ready.  

[The test in the huge auditorium under the gold 

chandeliers, trying not to look around, to look impressed.] 

There has never been anyone less suited to Tech than I 

am. The only thing that makes it appropriate is that you 

have to take a test to get in - I'm good at that. 

[I've Seen James Dean in East of Eden. That’s what it 

says on these little pin-back buttons they give away at the 

Dyker, when you go to see East of Eden.  

What the hell is it all about? I'll have to read the 

book, I think - Raymond Massey staring, James Dean sobbing, 

Jo Van Fleet in a secret velvet room - I can figure it out. 

I already understand Rebel Without a Cause - "Pick your 

friends, Jimbo, don't let your friends pick you." Jesus, 

what a schmuck — Jesus, what hideous pain.] 

I'm not ready for my parents, for other people, for 

the walls in my head where the black ends, for emotion, for 

thought, for physical effort, for love, for responsibility, 

for art, for asking the butcher to slice the baloney thin, 

for the barber shop, for field day, for erections, for 
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holding hands, for looking in a girl's eyes, for memory, 

for the future, for ice skates, for push-ups, for death in 

the family, for war, for God, for joy. 

I am ready for misery, and maybe that's what I'm good 

at, anyway. I'll be ready for misery so that all down the 

road it won’t be cutting my heart out. I think maybe I shut 

myself down for a while so I could figure out how not to be 

crazy and how to look like everyone else, casually.  

Doesn't quite work. 

[I've Seen James Dean in East of Eden.] 

A woman I've never seen before comes to me one night, 

full-blown, in dull orange chiffon, billowing and clinging 

and transparent, wide warm hips and long smooth legs, and 

curved belly, and heavy flesh-peach breasts in the cling of 

the fabric, nippled, and I feel myself moving on the sheets 

and the sliding feels better and better, the shaft and head 

sensitive as light and then there's the sudden opening and 

jerking and pulse of sweetness, warm then cold - the waking 

astonishment and 'God what was that? God, that was 

perfect,' and I need to do it again but of course it will 

never be quite the same. Just like everything else. Just 

like the sudden night sky that never quite comes back but 

makes everything else realer, and stranger and lovelier and 

less explicable. 
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Leaving the house in the morning for McKinley my head 

is down, crossing the street to the bus stop, in January. 

I'm wearing a lined blue jacket, no gloves, and my bright 

red hair is greased to a little flair in the front, a 

little wave, and I have too many books, and my pants don't 

feel like they fit quite right, I'm too thin, and when I 

get across the street, in front of the taxi stand, there 

are a couple of other moving splotches of color with books, 

and a couple of women with bags, and the taxi-stand guys 

all in grey, music coming tinnily through the speaker over 

their door. 

And I turn and look this way and that (it's snowing, 

of course), and I wish I didn't have to go to the 

blankness. I wish for the world and snowy day comforts. I'm 

not where I was last year, but where am I? I'm a half-

finished drawing in the snow, and I can't be seen this way. 

The radio starts to play Lullaby of Birdland, sung in 

French, so lovely, as the bus lumbers up the hill and stops 

at the snowy curb where the driver gets out and says, 

"That's it, we're shutting down," and I stand there in the 

bright snow and the soaring melody (des oiseaux), never 

happier, never more blessed. 

Time-out-of-time-blessed, no need to do anything but 

stand there, walk back in my own sweet time, let the snow 
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pick out the shapes of its flakes on my skin, let the ball 

roll through heaven. 

[I think I don't remember McKinley because this bright 

morning wiped it out.]  

It lasts but it doesn’t. It stays but goes away 

emptily, and I go back to working at my life, my endurance, 

and get out of the big stone sickroom McKinley thinking 

that power works against misery and that it lives in 

avoidance.  

[These are very sad notions.] 

I've moved my mother and my father into another plane, 

slightly shifted, so that when they occasionally move in 

close it's a shock, and I draw back. Our life together in 

the apartment has become a matter of small evasions, 

shifting planes. Nothing so bad can happen that I haven't 

already imagined it and made adjustments - planned how I'd 

feel. 

There it is, of course  - planned how I'd feel. It 

doesn’t work at all, not even a little, but there's a 

coldness comes with the effort that goes backwards and 

forwards.  

McKinley fucking Junior High School is where I learned 

to do it — to put it together. 
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I'll get by, as long as I . . . I should care . . . I 

guess I'll have to change my plan . . . I'll go my way by.   

I don't remember much because it's where I learned how 

to remember from over there, from behind the glass plate 

that tilts with me, and floats. I don't remember because 

that’s what I was practicing, not remembering the stuff I 

didn’t want. 

The effort is in place and it’s killing me. I don't 

know it, but it kills me then and down the road it kills me 

again.  

[When the lightning breaks at night over the harbor I 

suddenly feel like I can breathe. It's a great relief - the 

shock of the light and the blast from nowhere.] 

What do I remember, normally? Chorus, Vaya Con Dios, 

roast beef and potato salad on rye, gym, typing class (my 

pinkies don't work), looking aloof, Lullaby of Birdland, 

the bloody angle at Antietam, Doreen, the rotten music in 

the courtyard (Sincerely, the McGuire Sisters), the trees, 

the harbor, the way the ground goes up and down, the bus, 

the image of East Meadow and Regina out there, lost for 

good, the nights on my bike, the chicken fights, the 

endless entering of the building, Moby Dick. 

And the day they tell me I’ve passed the test for Tech 

and I look around in my head for a melody to match how I 
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feel, find La Vie en Rose and hum it (stop the moment, 

stamp it, put it away) because everything is going to be 

good and different at Tech where nobody knows me.  

And, if not, I know now how to look like I don’t care. 

My father will be proud. 

I should care?  

None of this really works, you understand, and the 

effort is killing me and the wild things still flare up and 

out of me so I can feel them on my face and have to look 

away, to hide my broken, passionate face. Generally, 

though, I'm going to Tech as under control as it's possible 

for me to be.   

[Away from what I really feel - that my head bleeds 

and leaks into other heads, and they into me, and that time 

is an arrangement of my heart's damaged simplicities.] 

The only positive thing I can say about McKinley is 

that when I leave I take Moby Dick with me, and that I know 

how good it is, and why.  

Maybe I can't say it, but I know.  

[I'm as compact as a Spaldeen with eyes, and I hurt 

like hell.] 

But as in landlessness alone resides the highest 
truth, shoreless, indefinite as God - so better 
is it to perish in that howling infinite, than be 
ingloriously dashed on the lee, even if that were 
safety. 
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3 

 

I’m thirteen and I want to be left alone with my 

library and my blue couch and my occasional secret joy. 

That isn’t true, of course, I don’t want to be left alone 

at all, I want someone to break in on me and say ‘It’s all 

right, I know how it is and we can take it easy and you’ll 

a little extra time to figure this out and get well.’ 

Simpler than that even — I just want to feel that when 

I walk in the house the space will be merry, and 

affectionate. I read A Christmas Carol three times in three 

days when I was eleven and sick at home. 

I’m thirteen, and when I get off the subway from Tech 

the Fleetwood is up there in front of me just like a 

monument to secret lives and grief. The Many Lost Eyes 

Warehouse. When I come home I tense my neck at the door.  

Brooklyn has always felt old to me. Sometimes it’s 

good, sometimes not. There are ghost things and places 

going back and into the ground, levels and levels, down and 

up and on the surface — ghost ships in the Harbor, ghost 

Harbor streaming, rising and falling, ghost trees and 

stables, falling sad leaves, a ghost father walking the 
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empty fields, a ghost carriage with my eyes in it, ghostly 

love, unattached and blowing down the street.  

It obviously isn't any older than any other part of 

the planet, but in a contest between what I know  

rationally and what I see, see wins. Some places are just 

steeped, and have an odd soft-mirror depth to them, 

invisible figures in the landscape. 

"How many faces can you find in this bush?" 

The harbor is a great shifting depth like a bowl in 

the heart of things. I watch the top of the water from the 

ferry and I'm filled up. I sink in my head and I'm filled 

with the harbor like, like . . . the waters pour into it 

and they swirl and the ocean comes up and in and snakes 

into the downward push from the gorges as far as it can go 

and it's all a dark mass, deep as you go getting darker, 

things drifting and sinking, dead things, living things, 

things out of hands on the ferry, little-kid dropped 

things. What do I see? 

I see the end of the world.  

I'm thirteen, and nothing I've got in my head is up to 

this. I see women on the ferry whose dresses blow against 

them so the flesh is pushed against and touchable, the v at 

the top of the legs, the breathless possibility. I sink and 
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rise and fancy myself a sailor, face to the wind, not 

falling over. 

I'm thirteen and adolescence is ready to blow my 

deathly training in McKinley blankness right out of the 

water.  

Except for my fine edge of 'don't touch me.'  

I look and judge and plan as I please and what I'll 

plan is that no one will see me or touch me so I can be 

comfortable right in the middle of everything. In the 

center of the developing storm it’ll be like a heavy 

magnet. In the center of the apartment it’s a lead weight 

on my ankle. 

[Please touch me as if I were here and it makes you 

happy.] 

Another runs to read the bill that's stuck 
against the spile upon the wharf to which the 
ship is moored, offering five hundred gold coins 
for the apprehension of a parricide, and 
containing a description of his person. 

 

In the summer before Tech I talk the kids in the 

building into riding our bikes to Staten Island - crossing 

on the ferry and heading up the monstrous hill to Clove 

Lake Park and the Barrett Park Zoo. 

[My father takes me places, then I take them.] 



Power and Misery  
by Larry Kearney distributed by www.bigbridge.org 

 40

Carol doesn't have a bike so she rides on my crossbar 

and what a nightmare it is, getting up Victory Boulevard 

from St. George with the two of us on the bike. Her legs as 

she sits on the bar are just a little skewed and open. I 

stand straight up and push for all I'm worth, the front 

wheel wobbling. It's intimate and when we get to the lake 

we take out a rowboat but it's not intimate any more, not 

at all, I'm right back where I was.  

Maybe tomorrow I'll touch her, I think, crossing the 

ferry the other way. But I won't. Touching has to cross an 

immense space in my head and as I get ready to do it, to 

bring myself to the instant, the instant widens and moves 

away at the same time. I don’t know why. I’m scared of it, 

that’s why. Why? Something happened, maybe, or maybe it’s 

just me. That’s who I am, the isolate head. 

[And no woman (girl) (goddess) will touch me, I think, 

because the girl can't do it, you know, that's not how it 

works. There have been four girls wanted me to touch them, 

and I haven't done a damn thing.] 

I’ve lived in the Fleetwood all my life. There are 

pictures from some other another place on 95th Street, and 

I’ve been told I was there until I turned one and we moved 

and that in those rooms my mother had a dog, Skippy, who 
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bit me and had to go. I don’t remember but I do, sometimes, 

the little terrier with the brown and white hair.  

And when my Aunt shows me a picture of my father and 

her son on our old couch, just the couch we had for years, 

and the wall behind, I say “That’s from 95th Street,” and 

she says “Yes,” and “How did you know that?”  

Walking down Fourth toward the Narrows my father will 

point to the little row of windows up on the 5th floor and 

say “That’s where we brought you the day you were born.” 

The windows are in the side of the building and the wall is 

gray so the expanse is wintry. On a Sunday morning so 

bright and we’re out walking, I’m holding his hand, and we 

go farther than usual, out to 100th Street, and pass 

Hartmann’s Restaurant, up a flight of stairs with a green 

awning and big fat geese in the yard, coming to the gate to 

bite. 

[And Skippy bit me, didn’t he? The slats on the crib 

in the dark, the curtain in a breeze.] 

The big dark Fleetwood with six stories in two wings 

around a courtyard with stone benches and stone lions. We 

play in the basement, or try to. We set up a ping pong 

table in the damp dark and play down there for hours at a 

time until the complaints come in — we’re down there and 
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there’s a girl with us and who’s watching us and the air is 

unhealthy. 

[Inside are the passageways and outside are the 

seasons changing so you wake up one morning and it’s winter 

and the air is like a metal wash. Or full of snow light. Or 

it’s spring and it hurts so much you don’t know what to do, 

the air and light and green high in your chest.]  

The other lives are up and down and all around.  

[In Tech we walk the halls pretending we’re already 

official people. In Tech the classrooms all have letters — 

N,S,E,W.]  

I had the big cushiony carriage, but it was stolen 

from under the stairs. I had a life in the blue air of the 

apartment, blue and dark and gold light, blue and cream-

colored venetian blinds, and the slatted light, and the 

Turner print of the Grand Canal, and the bookcases and the 

dark and glassy and chromed art deco coffee table, and the 

books, my father reading, Irish voice softly in the 

twilight, the night, winter spring summer fall and the 

lives up and down and all around. 

[This is the voice that came with thirteen, and I 

wouldn’t lose it for anything — the sound of noticed time 

and death and soaring lostness and pure nerve. It’s not 
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just I don’t want to lose it — it’s that I want to go back, 

hose the pretty terror off, and see what’s there.]  

There are little glass pictures in the eyeholes in the 

doors. The people looking from inside are different, they 

aren’t me. Sometimes they die and death is painful or not 

(the mothers in the lobby gather to pin down the final 

level of misery). It sounds like it creeps in the early 

morning hours, death, when all the hallways are empty. 

The seasons are everything, more than everything, 

changing. They’re outside, and they’re real, and the first 

snow is heaven filtering the light. 

[These are real things and will be real as anything 

else when I’m dying, as I’ve said before and keep saying 

and will say as I die, maybe, ‘real as anything else, now.’ 

A dream in the third grade as heavy as anything else.]  

My death becomes me, it goes where I go, and I notice 

it first when I’ve been in the Fleetwood for a pretty long 

time, when I’m thirteen and walking toward Tech in a larger 

world that pushes now at the windows where I used to be 

able to look out quietly, head on the glass. 

[People around me die (my grandfather, my uncle 

Willie). Everyone I love or hate or never knew is moving 

toward dying. Me too. I know I won’t figure this out, but 

I’ll give it a shot.]  
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I’m still sitting there, but I’m not. I can feel the 

glass, but it’s not. I live where I live and when I die 

I’ll be one and three and five and thirteen and thirty-

seven and fifty four and dead where my body is, with the 

lights in my head fading like a small town in a valley with 

the sun coming up, streetlights and windows going out. 

 [Giving up is everything, fading like the brain fades 

into light and trembles. But I don’t know that, then, how 

could I? All I know is strangeness — mysterious parents I 

love confusedly, Golem-like under a hopeless, endless 

night-fallen sky.]  

 At thirteen I suspect that I’m fragile but that if I 

wait and see I might turn out to be capable of a life like 

everyone else. I don’t want a life like everyone else, but 

that’s a problem I can’t stop for. I can’t stop for 

anything, really, I’m as new in adolescence as the budding 

trees across the street from my head as it rests on the 

glass of our window, the sudden bright green haze.  

And, of course, I think I’m a secret. That’s the way I 

want to stay because I haven’t seen anything good come out 

of not being secret.  

[I’m secret except when I’m walking in the street 

toward people who know me and all my parts separate and I’m 
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no secret at all — I’m just hopeless and clumsy and a 

failure, with all my parts exposed.] 

I’ve got to this point without doing much of anything, 

and apart from a vague sense of mindapart/mindjoined as a 

key to everything, I can’t think the way I think I’m 

supposed to — I never will — I can’t think the way people 

pretend to, when they write books. 

[The stacks of books from the library. Sure, I can put 

one in each pocket and hold the other six under my arm and 

I can ride mostly with no hands anyway and that way keep 

both hands in my pockets it’s so bloody cold and there’s 

such a moon. By the river I ride my bike smoothly as I can, 

as early as I can, so the streets are empty and the river 

is a great, deep understanding with a un-understandable 

flurried top. Everything is mine, shhhhh, nobody knows. 

What sings in me isn’t my own.] 

I will write books though, sure, because it seems to 

me that nobody ever talks about the stuff I’m lost in, the 

way things hurt and don’t at the same time. Not really, no 

one I’ve read. There’s always that edge of ‘look how cute’ 

about kids. ‘Look how cute, he thinks he’s in love.’ 

They’re embarrassed for themselves.  
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[Do I think I have a space to fill? Do I think in the 

dark in the night that the world is organized with a space 

for me? Am I stupid?  

My parents have company, and I'm seven, and I need to 

be there somehow, to be a presence, so I go in the closet 

in the bedroom and put on clothes too big and odd things, 

ties, and a tennis racket sticking up out of the neck of my 

father's tweed jacket, my head pulled down inside, and my 

mother's hat with the dark cherries on top of that, 

balanced, and outside I go and stand in the doorway, and 

they all laugh, gratifyingly.] 

Nothing is cute. When I’m thirteen it’s taken an 

enormous number of years to get where I am and every piece 

of the time it took is crowded with images, deep things 

that go into the distance forever — it seems — and some are 

beautiful and ache and some are mysterious and some are 

just so bad they’ve reduced me to madness. I don’t want to 

go back but it’s like a tooth with a hole in it. 

[Some are just matter-of-fact as a stoplight that 

won’t turn green and you know it. ‘Here I am, bright red, 

and you’ll go no farther — ever — because I’m the endless 

in your head and you’ll never understand or pass.’ The 

endless as red light?] 
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The first day at Brooklyn Technical High School is in 

September of 1956. There are fifteen hundred male freshmen 

in the huge auditorium.  

It's old and curved and solid, burgundy cloth and 

brass, cream-colored and ornate with gold chandeliers, 

quite lovely, and at the left front corner, adjacent to the 

stage, there's a massive, gilded pipe organ, all the way up 

to the ceiling, and as we go in there's a kid playing it, 

the Bach Toccata and Fugue in G, and it's so sudden and 

astounding I don't know what to think, or feel - I don't 

know where I am or how I got here. 

I've been before, when I took the test to get in, but 

that was different with no rolling and echoing Bach, and no 

sense of being absorbed, and placed. 

We all take seats and fill the place nicely, 

downstairs and balcony, and I don’t know a soul. There are 

two kids who’ve come with me from McKinley, but Skarin I 

don’t know at all, Richie Horton barely. 

[Richie brings in a picture he took in his basement of 

a girl lying on the floor with her legs spread — but it’s 

shadowy and dim and tells me nothing.]  

I don’t see either of them anywhere and wouldn’t have 

anything to say if I did. I barely look around because I 

don’t want to see anyone, I don’t want to come across a 
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face that says ‘misery,’ or ‘doom,’ or ‘affliction.’ It’s a 

place, and I just want to be left alone to do the right 

things quietly and get through this. 

[I’ve never done the right things quietly in my life.] 

I think I can I think I can. I can’t. Lovely Mrs. 

Isquith in the sixth grade tried to help me out and told my 

parents I was very smart and should probably go somewhere 

special, like Tech, and that sounded good to my father 

because he wanted me to love the business he was trying to 

build, the tool and die shop, and go into it with him, but 

he had the wrong kid — it was my cousin Bill who was good 

in the shop with a good attitude and no clock-watching and 

no deep distrust of machinery — I was uninterested and 

timid around the machines and watched the clock like a 

hawk. I didn’t want to, I never wanted to, it was just how 

things were.  

[In the sunlight in the back alley at home, Carol is 

leaning on the green wood fence, bright-eyed in clean, 

crisp shorts with long tan legs.] 

I know I’m close to crazy, and now I just want to get 

by, you know, I want to feel like I’m getting by and the 

future will be more of the same. 

But I’m in Tech with no feeling for science, a frozen 

panic in the face of math and an all-around unwillingness 
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to fill the smallest particle of my time with anything I 

don’t care about. I’m socially timid (five-ten, with bright 

red hair and freckles — 95 pounds), but I’m not timid in my 

head where I let anything and everything happen (take a 

deep breath) and where I work my way slowly through an 

unstable landscape, old colored postcards I walk into. 

[Brooklyn is from Breukelen — Broken Land.]  

Tech is vast. There are six thousand of us. The 

building fills the block, eight stories and a tower in 

parchment colored stone. Inside the hallways run all the 

way around the perimeter and one right through the center, 

side to side. There are odd places. There’s a big room 

rises from the second to the fourth floor and every year a 

house is built in it, a whole wooden frame. There’s a P-37 

they take apart and put back together. There’s a radio 

station up in the tower. There’s a library with a 

fireplace, oak logs burning in the winter, big leather 

chairs. There’s a swimming pool in the basement. 

[There’s a mystery in all buildings with centers — 

P.S. 185, the praying auditorium with dark wood and old 

paintings — the Fleetwood apartments, the eyes of the 

antique children looking up and into symmetrical 

distances.]  
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It has substance and history and a Rockefeller Center 

sort of mural downstairs, outside the auditorium — transits 

and bridges and turbines and men with glasses peering into 

test tubes. It has marble and big dark wooden benches and a 

brass plaque inlaid in the floor by the elevator. 

[There’s a woman in the center of the centered 

buildings, and she lies back in a soft green glade, an 

atmosphere of sorts, with her dress up around her hips, 

bunched, and her arms out. This is the voice, over and 

over.] 

When I’m thirteen I ride the subway to high school. I 

get in the last car and I go to the little closed-in seat 

at the end. I can’t be rubbed too much because I’m thirteen 

and I can’t stand it. The problem is that as the car fills 

up, someone always takes the seat next to me and the 

closed-in seat isn’t really big enough for two. Once it’s a 

woman with full thighs and just slightly dark stockings you 

can see the flesh through and when she sits her fitted 

skirt rides up and her right thigh is soft against me and I 

can’t breathe. Doesn’t she know? My God. 

Once it’s a drunk and he smells like vomit and I 

breathe through my mouth and cringe. I’ll never be like 

that, not me. 
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Whoever it is next to me, I still try to stretch the 

time out so I won’t get where I’m going. When I get there 

as I always do, I need to shorten time but there’s the huge 

clock on the Williamsburg Bank Tower, right out the window, 

and it barely moves. 

I used to always ride in the first car because I could 

stand at the front window and look way ahead, way down the 

tunnel where the lights would change red to green. But now 

I don’t want to see how fast we’re getting to where we’re 

going. 

[This is a story and it moves — I’m a passionate child 

and a passionate man and a passionate corpse.]  

It’s not so bad the first day at Tech because it’s so 

big and organized and all you have to do is find a space 

and fill it. 

I can't remember what I had to wear on the first day. 

I only know it was something I had to wear, just like 

always. My mother doesn't dress me British anymore, but 

she's still in charge. She makes things hard, and I don't 

know why. 

She drives me crazy but there are enough other things 

driving me crazy that I can put her aside (my father too, 

his quiet eyes), I think, and coast down the 86th Street 

hill with the wind in my bright red hair. 
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I have bric-a-brac knowledge. I know how to pick up 

things and put them down and push and pull and touch, every 

second touching, and I think I’m pretty good, you know. And 

I know how to read and I walk pretty well, from one place 

to another (when I’m not being watched), and I think. And 

I’m tame and raging and resentful and helpless and vicious 

and literate and toilet-trained and I’m able to dress 

myself and I have good manners and I run in my head and 

hide in my head and get hard-as-wood erections (good for 

something) and I’m smart and if I keep out of the line of 

fire I won’t need a damn other thing, will I?  

When I’m thirteen I don’t know much, but what I do 

know is choice. I know the questions – deep and bloody and 

thinning out toward God.  

Sadly, though, I need to think I have power, and that 

I’ll have more. And I’m right. God help me. 

In my aunt’s backyard there were any number of things, 

but I hardly go there anymore — at thirteen I’m too old.  

When I was there every day there were mysteries 

everywhere — milkweed (we called it) and wild roses and 

buried things and jelly bugs and big black ants with the 

jaws you could see, working to bite, and the occasional 

praying mantis motionless in the grass and green as the 

grass — his compact, dangerous head and big eyes. 
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[Poised forever, there he is now.] 

So what? So nothing. Passion has its own, distinctive 

ridiculousness, and who wants to be laughed at? Simple 

description comes to bear the weight of the meaning. 

[There isn’t anything knowable that can’t be said in 

simple English anyway. Sometimes I don’t know what’s being 

said and the difficult words have to be left as they are on 

the page. But I know there’s a way — right up to the edge 

of God, there’s a way.] 

The head hits the wall in the dark and screams ‘Please 

help me,’ So what?  

So nothing. 

All through PS 185 it seemed to me that if I could hit 

the wall in punch ball, my life would be okay. But I know 

as I walk up to home plate that I’m not going to make it 

and that there’s no real reason to try. It’s better to look 

bored, and bounce the ball, and hit it softly to the 

infield and not run to hard because if I do, and don’t make 

it, I’ll be exposed and extra visible, like I care.  

The wall’s the side of the next building down from the 

school. I dream sometimes I throw the ball in the air and 

connect solidly and hit the wall about twenty feet up and 

it would make a great sound, bouncing off.  
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I could have practiced in secret, I could have learned 

to throw it in the air, but that isn’t in the nature of how 

things are between my head and the outside. 

My deepest fear is that we’re born knowing or not- 

knowing, that nothing will change it, and that it’s best 

not to find out by trying. 

When I’m thirteen and in Brooklyn Tech, I know a lot 

about misery but think things will get better and that the 

way they’ll get better is if I can put together some 

ability to act and make things happen. 

 The question is, what kind of power will it be? It 

won’t be physical. I wouldn’t mind having physical power, 

but I don’t think it’s going to happen. The odd thing is 

that it turns out I am strong, but I won’t know till I’m 

thirty or so.   

 When things are really bad, I know I’ll never be able 

to do anything. When things aren’t so bad, I think I can 

just keep moving and everything will take care of itself. 

Power, I think, is being able to reach what you need. 

Misery, I think, is part the world and part my brain 

looking at itself.  

I think if I can get what I need, my brain will settle 

in. I’m as innocent as it’s possible for a human being to 
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be — because of my brain, and how it works, and how the 

days go, bright to dark. 

 When I’m thirteen I’m strangling in my throat. Things 

try to get out and can’t and sometimes I’ll bark a sudden 

metallic laugh. Sex is around me like gently moving lake-

water, up to my chest, and there’s a woman in the air who 

sometimes puts her hands inside me so I can’t breathe. 

My past is as deep as a mirror but I can’t much see it 

anymore, it’s going away and leaving huge gaps in my head. 

The present is getting to be everything and the future 

makes the present a shaky place to be and the past is 

seeming to get farther away and to have an unreal aching 

sweetness. I don’t want to be where I am but where I am is 

the world and where does that leave me.   

There are places I can pretend (Tech) and places I 

can’t (home). All I can do at home is be quiet. Unless 

there’s something other to talk about (God bless the 

television). 

I can pretend in my first head, but not in the deep 

second head the one that doesn’t watch itself. I’m 

perceived by the kids around me as exactly what I’m not. 

I’ve asked them. I’ve been to see the ones I could and 

asked them, how it was, how I was.  
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‘You were quiet and above us all like you thought the 

things we did were childish and stupid. You were laughing 

at us but you never said so.’ 

[Sitting with Carol in a booth up at Hinsch’s, eating 

tuna fish, watching her eyes bright as ever, intelligent as 

ever. We’re in our fifties but we’re not.] 

When I’m thirteen I look in the mirror and there’s 

nothing there but a collection of parts of a face. They 

move sometimes together and sometimes not. For all I know. 

I’m a embarrassment to everyone. 

And that’s just the personal stuff. There’s more, and 

I know all about the wars and bodies in the street and the 

madness and the kids who torture cats and the secret 

madness and how steel tears flesh and how kids are 

butchered because they happen to be in the way and all of 

it, the overreaching madness.  

I was born during the war. It’s an abiding memory, and 

right under the encyclopaedia shelf in the black secretary 

there’s a stack of old newspapers with pictures and maps 

with the curved black arrows and the little flags.  

And I’m trapped in beauty, though I don’t know it, and 

in the inexplicability of the good.  

Death comes creeping in my room. Death creeps out of 

my head and into the dark room  
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God is not where I’m told he is — that’s self-evident 

— but I’m alone in the middle of the knowledge. 

I read all the time but I believe nothing except, 

except for the sudden unforgettable place, the risen new 

thing in my head, the turning, unmistakable new thing.  

I don’t even believe in that, not really, but I hold 

on to it for dear life, every time it happens. 

First things first, I believe. I move around in the 

past not because I run to it but because it’s where we all 

came from. We have trails, like tracks in a cloud chamber. 

When I’m thirteen, there are trees all over the 

neighborhood but some are my trees and some aren’t. Depends 

on where they are and how I like being in the certain 

street, or the air of the certain street. There are even a 

few trees down Third, toward Fort Hamilton, but Third is 

wrong and they aren’t right. The universe is entirely 

impersonal but sometimes it bends down to touch me. 

Everything is mine or it isn’t. Most things aren’t.  

It’s never the flowers in the tended banks in front of 

the two story houses that get in my head, it’s the random 

stuff comes up from nowhere, the broken piece of pavement 

with the pale, young green coming up. It’s the barely seen 

cloud in the trees on 86th, the buds just barely open, the 

drawing of them in pale bright filigree.  
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And mal vu once needs to be corrected. 

By the time I’m thirteen everything is so completely 

mysterious and alive that I can’t hide except by taking it 

in and keeping it there.   

On the subway station at 86th there’s a horizontal 

bathing suit ad in black and white with the model deep-eyed 

and full-lipped with wide hips and glossy back hair pulled 

back and the terrible thing is, the bludgeoning sweetness 

is, that she’s standing on perfect big legs in stylized, 

dark-transparent water and it comes just to the top of her 

belly, hips and belly unconscious, below, warm and wet. 

 Every morning, turning from the token booth, there she 

is, breathtaking, pieces of her showing through the moving 

bulky coats, the world.  

I’m just taking the subway to Brooklyn Tech, but I’m 

lost in beauty and the need to replicate myself.  

The absence of sexual power seems to be misery — the 

absence of power seems like misery generally. 

[The truth is, power is misery.]  

Moby Dick, Little Black Sambo, Karamazov (looming), 

Armies in the Fire, The Great Gatsby (waiting, waiting), 

The Steadfast Tin Soldier.   

The Steadfast Tin Soldier is a deep and bloody story.  
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[The Emperor’s New Clothes, too, which isn’t about 

gullibility and comeuppance but the child’s mind, and 

standing-apart, and necessity, and how art and vanity are 

always ridiculous till grace makes a noise.]  

The Steadfast Tin Soldier is dearer to my nature 

though, melting in the furnace all the way down to his 

heart, hard and permanent in the ashes. 

On the subway I take the isolate seats and pull myself 

in. 

[I saw the movie of the Great Gatsby when it came out, 

in 1947. I was four then. There were piles of ashes, black 

and white, and the woman’s broken body flying off the car. 

And most of all the swimming pool, the strangeness, the 

white marble statue, the urns, the dead-eyed garage man 

(who was he and why was he there and why) with the gun and 

the neat hole and trickle on Gatsby’s back, his sinking 

back into the water, marble too, the story coming to an end 

with an odd feeling of success — the body in the pool, the 

giant floating eyeglasses over the rainy grave. I was four. 

What the hell?] 
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There are mysteries in my old books, in the toy chest 

behind the telephone table in the little alcove where the 

dumbwaiter is, where it used to go up and down. There was a 

washing machine then, too, with the wringers on the top, 

right in the kitchen, sloshing and churning.  

I pick up Little Black Sambo and it's tattered and 

inside there's nothing. The drawings are there and the 

tigers go around the tree blurring, and melting, but the 

page is flat without mystery though the page in my head 

isn't. I hold the little book in my hand and where has it 
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all gone? There had been hard-to-hold information — a 

receding sacred.  

It's hard to get into the chest at all, and it's 

dusty.  

In the Child's Garden of Verses with the photographs, 

the little boy is still at the side of the fire, leaning on 

an ottoman, staring. And the other boy's still behind the 

couch with broomstick rifle. And the little girl still 

stands in the dying road with the hideous turkeys.  

I don't want to be seen looking through the books in 

the toy chest. I don't want it known that I care.  

[I care so much I'm crazy.]  

When I read Gatsby, I barely get it. My heart goes out 

to him, and I think what he's doing is in every way okay (I 

still do), but I don't get his feeling for Daisy because I 

don't like her and I’m naïve enough to think he wouldn’t 

fall in love with a woman like that. And I'm embarrassed 

for him, that he doesn't cover himself better, his face 

hanging out like a kid’s. And I don’t get how he got his 

money. I don't think Gatsby would have been able to get by 

in the real world. I don’t think Fitzgerald knows how he 

got his money. 

[I am, of course, the central character in every book 

I read - sometimes disturbingly, terrifyingly.] 
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But these are small things because mystery (the beauty 

and loss in fullness, the sweet deadness) snakes through 

the pages like a vine, like the grasses and hills growing 

through the empty house in the moonlight, like George 

Wilson's dusty feet on the road. 

 I'm as sensitive as a praying mantis in the high grass 

and I watch for the others. They're all over the place. I 

don't approach them or anything - that would be stupid and 

I'd be recognized - I just watch for them. 

 There are guys who have to be described as afflicted 

and don't know it, may not ever. There are eyes as far gone 

as mine, but unsheathed and unprotected. I've learned a 

look that goes through the seen and out the other side 

(anything - blackboards, other eyes, approaching grief). I 

can make the look hazy, too, so it isn't a threat. 

 I turn my head this way and that. I look up, I look 

down. I'm afraid of moving too quickly, of showing fear, of 

being spotted (there he is! look!). I'm flimsy but built to 

last.  

I'm thirteen and I'm dying like everyone else, 

dragging my heels.  

On the subway I think that the stuff in my head 

wouldn't go down well with the other riders, and I'm 

probably right, but it's also true that I've begun to miss 
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the point. Whatever they might think would be a matter of 

what they'd come to find structurally acceptable and, in 

fact, their heads work just like mine in landscapes much 

like mine and my sense of apart is a huge mistake which 

will dog my footsteps for a long, long time.  

[We’re all strangers in this world. Of course, of 

course.] 

When I finally find out that I'm more like other human 

beings than unlike them, everything changes. I stop 

confusing the personality with the soul. 

[We're all lit up in tubes in the dark in a horizontal 

shaft in the ground with little bright islands spaced down 

its risings and fallings. This is how my mind is when it's 

thirteen – it considers the strangeness of things almost as 

if the strangeness itself were touchable, like polished 

brass.]  

I'm a wet behind the ears isolato and all I want is a 

way out that doesn't involve a major effort. I want to 

drift to heaven, like a leaf.  

I need to write things down but don’t know where to 

start so I feel the need pulling on the soles of my feet, 

from the center of things. 

[I know that most of what I feel is inexpressible, but 

not yet that the perfectly real is the inexpressible. I 
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know that randomness and strangeness and beauty all point 

to a place beyond, but not yet that the real is real only 

because it's inexpressible, because it goes beyond. I don’t 

know how to write, there’s that too, and my mind 

contemplating my mind is like a fingerless hand trying to 

pick a fish from a stream.]  

I'm also absorbed in avoiding responsibility, Scrooge 

McDuck, occasional big-titted historical fiction, Christmas 

trees, the woman in the Breck Shampoo ads, the mysterious 

emptiness of park architecture, the possibility of living 

up to the mayhem (WWII) which has been and will be, the 

taste of Sandeman's port, making myself groan and come in 

the dark, the light in the sky and the shapes changing in 

it, the ferry perched on the top of the blank churning mind 

of the water, the Giants, the notion of Disneyland, (fading 

away in the move from twelve to thirteen) of building 

something real and unreal and complete, all at once, the 

odd books that come from the library as if by themselves 

(The Ship of Death, like that), being someone else and 

alone in the street, the mysteries in my past (kids have 

longer pasts than adults because their time moves slower 

and their attention is on the real), my father's life in 

Ireland, the gangs in Brooklyn, the Nazis, the 

concentration camps, Ida Lupino in a deep valley, a red-
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headed clown dead in a basement, death as it comes to the 

others, the back of the moon as a tunnel, the planet under 

the world and the terror I carry in my head like jammed and 

straining clockwork.  

I get on the Fourth Avenue Local at seven-thirty in 

the morning. I ride in my head for half an hour, more when 

we're stuck in the tunnel with the power going off, and 

coming on, and going off, and we all try to look neutral. 

Usually there's work I haven't done and maybe I half-

heartedly open the book and look though I know I'm not 

getting it and I'm going to end up trusting to my luck 

again on an Industrial Processes test (list the components 

of the charge in a blast furnace), helplessly.  

I get off on Dekalb Avenue, a substantial stop, local 

and express, and go up the stairs and out on Flatbush 

Avenue Extension right across from the Brooklyn Paramount 

where I never went to the rock and roll show with Carol 

because I didn't have the nerve to ask.  

[I had the nerve to ask the girls in McKinley to go to 

the Prom because I didn't really believe that either would 

say 'yes.'] 

I cross Flatbush and walk up Dekalb, five blocks, to 

where the huge, pale yellow bulk of Tech sits, across from 
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a little park with a memorial on a grass hill, sailors or 

something - we never go to look. 

[The Prison Ship Martyrs Monument to the 12,000 seamen 

who died after the Battle of Brooklyn on rotting British 

prison ships.]  

There's a heavy, sickly smell from the Barton's 

chocolate factory, in the mornings it can be unbearable. In 

the winter the wind comes down DeKalb with a vengeance and 

sometimes I have to hold my right hand over the home-room 

radiator to get my fingers off my books. 

The neighborhood is largely Puerto Rican (any Puerto 

Rican, of any age, can beat the shit out of any Jew, any 

age, Jeffrey Reiman says), but for all the newspaper crap 

about Puerto Ricans and gangs, we never have any trouble.  

Tech is heavily Jewish and of the friends I make, only 

one or two are Gentiles. I pick up the sounds and rhythms 

of Yiddish, a most useful language.  

I think of Perry Lederman, picked-on by the general 

population but with the grace and nerve to sit and play for 

us after school in the literary magazine office, twelve-

string, Bourgeois Blues, What's That Smells Like Fish, 

Mama, Sometimes I Feel Like etc.  

I think he feels I'm not willing to be as friendly 

with him as I might. He's right, but I'm a teenager and 
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though I try my best there's always that fear that his hard 

luck will rub off on me, and I'm not up to it.  

[When I read that he’s died, a great deal comes back 

to me, and I ask him to forgive me. I don't know a better 

way to honor a soul than to ask it for forgiveness, dead or 

alive. The world isn't my home either, Perry.] 

He cries easily and it can break your heart to see. 

He's up in the front of the room demonstrating major and 

minor scales on a little black accordion and there are 

pennies landing all around him, bouncing off the 

blackboard, and he's crying and 'Jesus,' I think, 'why do 

they do that? Do they think it's fun?'  

A block and a half down Dekalb is a dusty storefront 

with a gypsy woman in it, in a rocker. She offers services, 

but we're not sure what. She's only there sometimes. When I 

turn and look through the window it's like she's barely 

there except for her eyes. She's like a disturbance in the 

dark air. There's a little display in the gloom of oriental 

carpet and dusty artificial flowers.  

[When we’re seniors on a rainy afternoon, after 

school, we cluster at a window in the magazine office to 

watch a guy getting a blowjob in a doorway across the 

street.] 



Power and Misery  
by Larry Kearney distributed by www.bigbridge.org 

 68

There's a candy store too, on the corner past Tech, 

and it has a soda fountain and Joyva halvah and jelly bars 

and the good two cent straight pretzels in the tall, 

cylindrical counter jar. 

Everything in Tech is there for me at once - no 

chronology - we're all in there - no divisions into 

freshman year and sophomore year and all that crap, just 

the building full of time and 6000 male teenagers, each 

looking out from a head full of hot wax.  

We're all going to be stamped and that's the way it 

is. Because they know, and we know, that we’re so much 

steeped in sex and death and strangeness that a) we can't 

be trusted and, b) we have to be shaped, stamped and boxed. 

This isn't bad or good, it's just an old, old process. 

When the male child starts to break into passion 

nobody wants all that energy kicking around loose so the 

tribe moves in with a name, and a place in the structure.  

[Who knows who he might want to have sex with if he's 

not reined-in? Who knows what vertigo lurks in the heart of 

the bypassed and forgotten questions?]  

Walking through the halls there are faces come toward 

me and glance off, jostling, bumping — slices of moving 

eye.  



Power and Misery  
by Larry Kearney distributed by www.bigbridge.org 

 69

I settle into each class thinking I’m going to do my 

best and never again drift away and let things go. I start 

notebooks with a surge of hope. I try to make the writing 

on the covers clean and neat. The first day in each class I 

take careful notes. The first night I do the homework. At 

the end of the first week, I’m faking it. 

There’s something wrong with me. I’m so angry I can’t 

do what I’m told and the anger isn’t discharging it’s 

looping back on me and eating my brain. Not doing what I’m 

told to do doesn’t release anything and doesn’t make me 

feel good. It doesn’t even make me feel defiant. It makes 

me feel weak and incompetent. Who knows what evil? 

I’ve lived so long on the edge between my mother and 

father, trying to disappear, trying to be noticed, that I’m 

not fit for real space at all, space to move in. I’m only 

fit for balancing. Which is a good thing, to be able to 

balance. Isn’t it? When you’re thirteen? Depends on what 

you’re balancing, depends on where you’ll fall if you don’t 

balance, depends on the undependable. 

What kills me is that I’ve always been recognized as 

apart and a little eccentric — Mrs. Isquith in particular 

made space for me and when I did something stupid, or 

didn’t do something I was supposed to, she always made 

allowances so I could slip by — and now I’m in a place so 
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big, I think, it’s all just down to test marks and records. 

I’m going to be exposed and there’s nothing I can do about 

it. Tech isn’t a new place where I can be someone new, Tech 

is the old place drained of affection. I can hardly breathe 

and above all things I need to breathe. 

[The smell of electrical storm in the air, the trees 

dulling and shining damp, the clouds like great broken 

places, the enormous air and the breathability.] 

In my father’s shop I’m a trapped thing gnawing its 

leg. It’s down on 36th Street, gray and drab with broken 

pavement and weeds and the elevated highway half a block 

away on Third Avenue. I remember, I think, when I was much 

younger and liked going there, was interested.  

My father’d brought home little things for me, cigar 

tube things that drill bits had come in, slices of mica, 

interesting lattices left behind by the punch press. I 

loved them. That was, that was, maybe before I became a 

traitor. Which was when?  

Five I think, or six, whenever it was that my mother 

drew me in to the secrets, and the gambling, and the long 

afternoons with her plans for leaving and her 

incomprehensible tears and the tea leaves and the world of 

the tea leaves where these damp little autumn flakes meant 

something and would tell you the name of a winning horse, 
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or what you had to watch out for, for that day, for always. 

And I alone out on the street on the way to Louis’ for the 

Green Sheet. And the slow walk up the stairs above Wilken’s 

to the door they never opened all the way but just a crack, 

to take the slip of paper, and the money. In the 

afternoons.  

And walking back to Aunt Meg’s house where the tea and 

the Cutty Sark and the huge pots of soup lived. And the 

naked doll in the hope chest, and the rooms upstairs, and 

the furnace in the basement, and the huge spider in the 

coal bin, and the slow decay of things, the always autumn 

almost winter here’s Cullodsen to take away the furniture 

slide—into—nothing terror my father tried to walk through 

with perseverance and love, not even knowing what he was 

walking through, where everything was, where I was, every 

afternoon with the radio singing It’s a good day to throw 

away your pills right before the racing results from the 

speaker, the stream of nouns and the nasal whine, the voice 

of the goddamn blowing wind and sliding autumn. 

I look in the faces around me but I can’t see them. I 

go out in the backyard when I’m four and do what my father 

said, just go up to the kids I don’t know and say 

something, say ‘boo,’ but it doesn’t work at all because 

maybe they see something in me they don’t like. No. Maybe 
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they can see in me something they’re afraid of, like how it 

might be for them, to be alone and unknowing.  

Perry in his white shirt and black pants, a little 

pudgy, had offered, you see, because he was so good, so 

easy with music (his love), had offered to bring in the 

keyboard and demonstrate and even though, anyway, they’d 

thrown pennies at him and his lower lip had started to 

tremble even as he played and finally he broke and cried 

and went back to his seat, having looked for approval and 

failed, having put what he loved out on the air and been 

ripped open. “All I wanted to do . . .” he might have said 

to himself. 

A small thing, huh? 

But when the festival is over and all the 
people have gone  
and I find myself hanging around where their 
fun was most 
intense, I am always a little  
surprised at my self. 
 

And now I’m a traitor to go with everything else and 

the machines in my father’s shop have turned personal, the 

figures and eyes and arms in them, the threat of the weight 

of the straining metal, the sharp edges, the grinder 

sparks, the ripping of the saw.  

Look at it look at it. The monkey arm is going back 

and forth and the stainless bar in the clamp is barely 
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holding, tearing and bucking against it. The vise in the 

ways on the miller is straining up and out as the teeth on 

the wheel chunk into the set block, too deep, back it off, 

my father backs it off (his thin, perfectly muscled arms in 

rolled white shirtsleeves, his knowledgeable hands) and it 

settles down, the air clears a little. The lathe kicks over 

furiously into smoothness and the bit cuts a bright 

widening path and the hot shavings curl and fall in the 

greasy bed, the dirty, embossed iron  — South Bend. 

[The monkey becomes the heart of things, crouching at 

the left end of the saw, deaf as a post, only his long, 

ripping arm moving.] 

The things I’ve played with have become too heavy, and 

malevolent. My father is my father. My mother sits in the 

office paying bills and I’m out in the shop with one finger 

on the bit in the motionless drill press. There are wooden 

boxes full of random metal lining the floor at the wall on 

the left, and sometimes I bend down kind of carefully and 

look through them, looking for something, some secret shape 

or meaning. 

The windows open out on hinges, horizontally, and 

their panes are small and black framed, metal framed. 

Across the street is the huge building with all the broken 

windows and around it is a field of broken, haphazard 
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concrete with weeds growing through the breaks. At the edge 

of the sidewalk is a chain link fence.  

When I see through those windows now, the air is 

always grey and sometimes wet. 

My father knows the machines and this is his world and 

it’s bigger and sharper and darker than anything I can 

handle. And I’ve betrayed him. I keep secrets, I take his 

money to the secret door.  

This is after my mother had gambled away the savings 

account and he’d said to me “I’d rather you were dead than 

a gambler, Lawrence.” 

This is after we’d had to walk across the street to my 

Aunt’s house, to where my mother had run, and I’d had to go 

up the stairs to the dark room with the rocking chair and 

bring her back down. This is after, and here I am walking 

down the street anyway to get the Green Sheet and 

listening, clutched in my mother’s arms in the bathroom, to 

all her plans for leaving him — “Now you don’t say a word 

about this” — and writhing in my head and looking at the 

wall as she shrieks and shrieks at him for being late for 

dinner, wondering what the last straw will be and when 

he’ll turn cold and look at me, and think about me. 

Compared to what some children go through, it was 

nothing at all — but our lives were so close and so 
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isolate, like an island in the middle of the Fleetwood, 

like another country.  

Every little moment has a meaning of its own, Judy 

Garland sweetly sings on an empty stage in the empty 

television on a late afternoon with my mother in the 

kitchen and the sun going down around me, a thousand miles 

into the couch, hiding from the terrible closenesses of 

mind and flesh. 

If she had any idea, I think, how raw and jumbled and 

right on the surface my emotions are, her whole notion of 

who I am would change. And what then? I’d be open and 

helpless.  

[My parents’ sensibilities were deep and strange and 

came to me, through me, in streams — my father’s haunted 

resilient melancholy and my mother’s willful, all-is-gone- 

now—all-is-lost hysteria.]  

All my efforts are defensive, and have been for a long 

time. I’m edging toward arrogance - though it doesn’t feel 

that way to me - keeping myself out of the traps, 

responding slowly, turning my head to look. It’s all I know 

how to do, it’s my whole process.  

When I sit and I look at the Christmas tree, I try to 

go inside. I try to pick up the tree with my head and 

become it, looking out through the lights. It’s dark and 
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lovely. I turn out the lights and slump way down in the big 

chair and look at the levels and the valleys and the 

deepnesses, the filling of the petals of the lights at set 

distances, the colors fading to the edges of each other, 

the deep blacks of the unlit places, the consciousness in 

them, the consciousness in me, of the effort, of the 

decorative passion and the effort to make whole, the notion 

of set-aside happiness (‘here it is, just for this 

morning’), the leap from carpet (two-year-old face on it, 

cheek on it, the colors out and away in a great fan to the 

orange glow of the radio in the half-light), to tree 

(contained sap with nowhere to go but leaking slowly and 

the springiness of it, the way the darkness snaps back in 

place and each needle too, each direction in the confusion 

of the night stuff), to pure rising, pure verticality 

(pointing to flat ceiling, bright invisibility), to the 

topmost point where the shadows take over and the tree 

ends, lost to my loving, slightly blurred artisan eyes. 

It’s all pain but I don’t mind, I think, because it’s 

not coming in on me, I’m putting it out, to over there. It 

all goes over there when I do it right and it is the pain 

of all the Christmases going back and back in archipelagoed 

Decembers, but it is the real tree too, and the effort, and 

the hope of the effort, and the fade to the blackness of 
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tree in the night in this strange, strange place, 

disappearing, once a year for sure, trying to get out and 

away in the blank-eyed contemplation of art on the cold, 

beautiful otherness of a glowing, dying thing. 

[I did this every Christmas, every tree, till I was 

finally so gone into drunkenness that I couldn’t anymore, 

could only fake it.] 

And. 

And on a Saturday morning in the summer before Tech, 

my eyes open and I have to shift gears and roll toward the 

window where the light is, and get up slowly (maybe today 

will be good, maybe there’s something to fill it with 

good), and put on clothes and go to the kitchen where my 

mother is, as always, at the sink, singing to herself (In a 

Shanty in Old Shanty Town). She gives me things to eat and 

then rolls out the wire laundry basket and gives me 

quarters and off I go to the Third Avenue laundromat (. . . 

you just put on your coat and hat, and walk yourself to the 

laundromat . . .) where I’ll sit and watch the clock to no 

purpose, I’m going to have to go work at the shop till noon 

anyway, but it’s what I do, I watch the clocks. 

So I’ll take the laundry back and my mother is 

drinking a cup of tea at the kitchen table and checking the 

cereal boxes for weevils — the weevils have come again — 
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and sighing aggressively. It’s already nine-thirty so I 

have to get going. I take the bus though I don’t like it 

because the subway lets me out on Fourth and 36th and I like 

that corner less than the bus stop on Third. Everything 

there is that I don’t want to do I have broken down into 

paths of least resistance. I have preferred routes 

everywhere, and when I’m sitting in the back of the car at 

night and my father has made a turn that will take us down 

some street I don’t want to be on, I sit way back and 

almost hold my breath, to be through with it. I’m a 

geographic fatalist — something is waiting for me, I think. 

The bus goes over the little bridge where Willie died, 

I think, just like always. When you get on a bus it goes in 

a line past a and b and c. The glorious feeling is when the 

bus driver gets out and says “No more today, we’re closing 

down,” but that requires snow. The glassy feeling is when I 

get on the bus and it goes from a to b to c and every one 

closer to two hours by the big oak time clock with my 

father wanting me to do things right and be happy doing 

them, not knowing of course that all his misery and long 

hours and struggle have a point of origin in me. First in 

my life in the dark house across the street with the tea 

leaves and the Green Sheet, second in the way I hold them 

together, each in the same room (“If it weren’t for you, 
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Lawrence . . .”), third in the way I am, tainted with my 

mother’s blood — her lack of reason, her fear, her dark 

expectations, her mind. 

So up the stairs I go and there’s the little room at 

the top of the stairs with the big clock. I used to like to 

pull the handle to hear it chime. The room is grey as are 

all the parts of the shop except for the oil dark surfaces 

of floor and work bench. It’s three minutes after ten and 

if I can turn off my mind and just do what I’m supposed to 

do without screwing up into the awful silence, I can get 

out by twelve with a couple of bucks and I can go up to 

Birnbaum’s and buy a record and maybe Carol will be around 

though why I should look forward to seeing her I don’t 

know, I’m paralyzed there and hopeless. 

Two hours isn’t much. I turn on the big radio on the 

high metal shelf by the door. My father hates having the 

radio on but I need it. 

On a good day it’s stupid and repetitive and I can 

work against the clock and count the time for each stamp of 

the press and shave off seconds and get up and stretch 

every once in a while. On a bad day I’m on the lathe or the 

miller or the grinder and there’s always the tolerance to 

consider — plus a thousandth, minus nothing, say — and I’ve 

got our lives in my hands because if I go under tolerance 
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the job is shot and we’ll have to start again and buy new 

stock and the money won't come in on time and the bills 

won't get paid and probably he won't trust me to do it over 

so he'll be here at night with the lights in the dark on 

this godforsaken street and aching feet and back and the 

forlorn wish that I could finally get things straight and 

function. 

This is a bad day and we have 120 (a very small job) 

little blocks of oolite that have to be plus a half 

(thousandth), minus nothing, and that shouldn’t be a 

problem because it’s a grinder job and the calibrations are 

clear and fine and all I have to do is set the cut for the 

wheel and let it do the job. 

When my father stands next to me to show me how it 

should go I get rattled so I’m always saying “Yeah, I 

know,” even though I don’t. I can’t ask him questions 

because I want him to leave me alone and I think I’ll be 

all right if he leaves me alone. 

My father’s not as tall as he was. I’m as tall as he 

is now. He has a shop apron but never puts it on and since 

he wears a white shirt every day, my mother is constantly 

complaining about the wash she has to do, and the awful 

stains. He’s very thin. Not as thin as I am, but long and 

sinewy and slightly stooped from looking closely at things, 
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flexing his shoulders forward, head down, to concentrate. I 

see him once carry a die he’s just finished from the drill 

press to the bench. It must weight three hundred pounds and 

I watch with disbelief as he picks it up and walks with it. 

He almost never gets angry with me when I fuck up 

(that’s exactly what I do, I fuck up). I wish there were 

some other place for him to be between anger and sad 

resignation.  

In the shop his large bright eyes are abstracted. His 

head is big and domed and his face is a face — things have 

happened to it and they show. The high forehead has, as 

I’ve said, a terrible egg-shell quality for me. His eyes 

are absolutely sensitive to everything that happens around 

him.  

In my eyes he’s a stop-motion figure of human love and 

endurance and intelligence. 

In my eyes I’m a self-justifying, unable to change, 

grief-stricken pain in the ass. 

The blocks go into the vice which is magnetized to the 

ways of the grinder. The grinder has an upright plate on 

the left end of the flat smooth ways and that’s where the 

glowing fragments collect as they stream away from the 

contact of wheel and oolite and come to rest. The plate is 

shaggy with a soft, crumbly, airy, dull-grey particle beard 
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— horizontal stalagmites. The grinder is the best machine 

because the wheel goes so fast and the cuts are so fine 

that there’s no sense of strain. Not like the miller where 

the vise strains forward and up when the blade chocks into 

stainless.  

I set and cut the first piece and note the calibration 

on the wheel and mike the oolite and it’s all right, I’ve 

been very careful, it’s all right, and if I do it just that 

way again, a hundred and twenty times, I’ll be finished and 

the sun will shine on the bus on the way home. 

I do it just that way again, thirty or so times, and 

my father comes over to check on me, which I hate, but what 

else can he do — I understand — though I hate it and I’m 

graceless. 

He mikes a piece at random from the thirty I’ve done 

and it’s half a thousandth under. 

“It can’t be.” 

“Well it is. I hope to God it’s the only one. I can’t 

get new stock on a Saturday and I have to have these out 

Monday morning.” 

One at a time he goes through them and they’re all 

half a thousandth under. 

He’s almost angry. He seldom gets angry, just 

disappointed, but this time he’s on the edge of anger 
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because the job has to get out because we need to be paid 

for it, badly, and because I was so dismissive when he was 

showing me what to do. 

“This isn’t a game, you know. This is how we put food 

on the table.” 

“I didn’t . . .” 

“Ah the hell with it . . .”  

He throws the block in his hand against the wall and 

walks away. I just stand there in front of the grinder, 

afraid to say anything. I’m left without words, or hope. 

I’m panicked. 

He’s gone back to what he was doing at the far bench. 

He’s got a little pad and he’s writing things down on it 

from the Machinist’s Handbook. His tie is all twisted 

around. 

“What should I do?” I say. 

“Just go home. There’s nothing to do.” 

“I could finish the rest.” 

“What’s the point? Just go home. If we get the stock 

early Monday there’ll only be thirty to do and maybe we can 

get it out. Hamsley opens at ten. Will you just go home, 

Lawrence, I’ve other things to do.” 

I turn off the grinder which I don’t want to do 

because of the sudden silence. I don’t want him to say 
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anything but I desperately don’t want the silence. The 

radio is playing, at least, but I suddenly can feel just 

how much he hates it and exactly at the point I feel it he 

throws down his pad and strides across the room and turns 

it off violently.  

“Go home.” 

“Okay.” 

I can’t ask him for my money but I don’t have bus fare 

so I have to say “I don’t have bus fair,” and he throws 

some change on the bench. I start for the door. 

“Tell your mother I’ll be late.” 

“Okay.” 

The stairs go nowhere. The stairs go up to the shop 

and back down to the street. I’m trying to make my feet 

sound casual though respectful. Everything I do is a job, 

mostly impossible. The respectful sound of feet on the 

concrete stairs. 

When the bus crosses 65th Street, I normally feel 

better. Not today. There’ll be no movies tonight, that’s 

for sure. It doesn’t matter. What the hell matters? I have 

to find a way to stop feeling like this, because I sure as 

hell can’t find a way to stop being the way I am. With him. 

[On the bright slope at Shore Road, five years old, he 

tosses me a tennis ball and I catch it and I’m so proud but 



Power and Misery  
by Larry Kearney distributed by www.bigbridge.org 

 85

I know I won’t catch it next time and want to leave just at 

that point but “Let’s try a few more,” he says, and my 

heart sinks because I know that if I did do it right it was 

an accident and now I’ll be trying to hard to make it 

happen again and he’ll say “Just like you did it the last 

time, just like that,” and I’ll stand there with the ball 

at my feet in the bright grass and not even remember how to 

pick it up. What’s it all about? I don’t know. My head 

watches me and when it does my body doesn’t work. My head 

watches my head, too.] 

I don’t want to get off the bus and wonder why that 

isn’t possible and how I can make it possible — to always 

have something else to do, to never be on call, for 

anything. 

The fact is I’d rather fail than take instruction. 

There’s a glare comes into my head when I hear instruction 

and I’m back on the grass with the tennis ball and my 

father’s expectations. This is not altogether a bad thing, 

but it hurts like hell. 

I move through the world faking it till I can get it 

right, on my own, lost in the stars, full of bright words 

that won’t come out till they’re ready, full of what I knew 

and always will, focused on the possibilities, lost in the 

words and the rhythm, saying no, but not letting on, not 
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letting on, storing it up, waiting for God, waiting for the 

door in the air, waiting for grief I’ve rehearsed, waiting 

for the stars in my head which are different in blackness 

but there, breathable, waiting for the ceiling to open up, 

pointing at the ceiling in the dark, like a lighthouse, 

like a beam from a lighthouse, a sign by the side of the 

black road, living with the words on the sign but the side 

of the road and Mr. Worldly-Wise and a series of blank 

instructors and words in my head to play with, to make 

buildings with, on the floor which is turning as the 

ceiling opens up, in the building which is turning another 

way on the planet which doesn’t open but curls on itself in 

the night like a rock-bud camellia and pulls along with all 

the rest, stars in head and stars in space and light from 

nowhere, trailing, nothing, then. I knew this stuff but I 

was what I was. Am what I am. Am what I will be.  

Who could know? Someone in my head knew. I can hear it 

now as then. 

And all I want to do is know how to do it right and 

not fail and not hurt my father anymore so he relaxes and 

we can be together, easily. But the words come and then I’d 

rather fail because I have my own words and they will not 

stop, they won’t.  
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Some are the rhythms of the apartment and the soft 

blend of the Scots and the Irish. These mean as much as 

any, without meaning anything in particular. These are 

where I live.  

And some are the causal units, the cars on the train, 

the sentences moving, lit up, the this-then-that, the take 

me from here to there so I can get what I want sequences 

that come from deep in the head, from the arm reaching out 

to a red wood bead on the side of a carriage.  

And some are remembered that never happened, never in 

memory. And some are the grease of the animal slipping by 

in a crowd (“Thank you, excuse me, oh, I’m sorry.”) And 

some are rages in consonant sacks (“You fucking little 

prick.”) 

And some come from nowhere at all in the night, voices 

like sudden fingerprints on a mirror.  

Some words come in and some go out, and for me the 

going-out is prayer and the coming in-is food. I am what I 

was, am what I am, am what I will be - haunted’s the word, 

as if something unsayable had rolled under my big blue 

couch. There are marbles under there in the dark, always. 

It’s 1954 and I’m in Brooklyn Tech and I can’t take 

instruction. 
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But, God help me, Mary Heslin comes by and it isn’t in 

her nature to instruct and her voice is soft, with the 

rhythms of the Irish and the old, sweet intensity.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

5 

 

Mary Heslin is my new English teacher. Miss Heslin. She’s 

teaching an honors English class and a bunch of us have 

been thrown into it as freshmen. When she walks into the 

room in front of us, I catch my breath. She’s entirely 

self-possessed and lovely and walks from the hip, womanly, 

long-legged, and her hair is a sweet honey color and her 

hips are wide and her eyes just huge. I can hear the Irish 

in her voice and I know her parents were born there. Her 

face is delicate, clear and rose-tinged with soft rose 
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mouth. She’s much of the Christmas tree and the life of the 

mind and the unbearable sweetness. And the attentiveness of 

big womanly eyes like a bright disturbance in the air, in 

my head — of possible life to be lived. In this huge 

industrial block of passageways, there she is and I’m home, 

sort of. I have a place here every day at a certain time — 

all I have to do is make her happy.  

I’ve been saved by a woman again, and oh, my mother 

hates it, hates her. Before they’ve even met she can read 

how it is with me and hates her. My father had hoped for 

some response to the world of engineering, and science in 

general, but here I am back again in the vagaries of 

fiction, poetry looming behind like the end of any chance 

at a real man’s life. 

Cooper’s in my class (Arthur), an owlish kid with a 

set face and very smart eyes, and Potegal (Michael), 

exuberant and enthusiastically squinty, smart too, and 

Reiman (Jeff), sardonic, and Abravenel (Eliot), hip before 

his time, and Lederman (Perry), fragile but lasting, and 

Prever (Phil), dreamy and savage and lost, and Ornstein 

(Bob), shambly and unexpected, and Parenti and Rasala and 

Kleiman and Luba and Golub and God knows who. 

We’ve all been set aside in Miss Heslin’s world and 

it’s something familiar, something I’m used to, and feels a 
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lot more like 185 than McKinley, a good thing, and we all, 

I think, watch her move across the room, back and forth in 

front of us, with a kind of surprise, that she could be so 

young and look like that and have taken us aside for the 

whole four years. We’re going to get close and know it. 

There’s no way out. 

She chain smokes with long, elegant fingers. She wears 

stockings and high heels and simple, straight-down, stiff 

skirts and white blouses that are a bit little-girlish, 

like her mother dressed her. “I knew a Jack Heslin,” my 

father says, “see if her father’s name was Jack.” My mother 

says nothing.  

I couldn’t ask something like that. I can barely speak 

to her at all though I can feel her like a cool hand on my 

forehead when she looks at me, when she considers me. 

The head of the department is Mr. Cahill, a big 

shambling Irishman with nicotine-stained fingers, 

Parkinson’s disease and terrible breath. He loves Mary to 

death and gives her what she needs, in this case four years 

with the same kids every day and carte blanche to do what 

she wants.  

The first year is nothing and she struggles trying to 

stay inside the curriculum when her mind wanders much like 

ours (she’s seven years older). But just before we quit for 
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the summer she seems satisfied, like she’s just won a 

concession, and tells us we’re each going to have to read 

the second edition of the Norton The American Tradition in 

Literature, cover-to-cover, and we better be ready when we 

get back. From Governor Bradford to Hawthorne to James T. 

Farrell (remember? remember him?) to Eliot, Hemingway, 

Stevens . . . 

  Green is the night 
  Green kindled and appareled. 
 
She orders the books for us and they’re fat. We’re 

proud of how fat they are and how far set apart we are and 

how we’re assumed to be capable. I think so. I think that’s 

how most of us feel. 

I take it home and show it off. I’ll impress my 

father, my mother doesn’t much care. Of course I’ll read 

it, a little bit every day, all eleven hundred pages. Of 

course I will. For her I’ll do anything. Of course. 

 It is she who walks among astronomers. 

But it’s summer and I’m thirteen and in love with 

Carol and she’s everywhere, every morning around in front 

or back in the alley or up on the fifth floor in the other 

wing of the building. Out in the twilight when we sit on 

the stoop next door, when it’s too dim to be in the back 

alley.  
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The transistor radio is a new thing. Suddenly there 

are radios you can put in your pocket, tinny, terrible 

sounding things that bring in the twilight shows, before 

Alan Freed - Peter Tripp, like that - and we listen 

attentively, evaluating the music.  

Johnny uses ‘cute’ too much. he thinks cute is good. 

He likes the Lennon Sisters on the Welk show too, which is 

kind of odd because he’s a big, offhand-strong guy who 

keeps his Winston’s rolled in his t-shirt sleeve. A 

Catholic kid. Who knows?  

[I’m not a Catholic kid, am I? I don’t know. I’ve been 

baptised by my aunt. And now there’s suddenly Mary Heslin 

and she’s Catholic to a fine, aesthetic degree, sexuality 

all mixed up with purity and white blouses and her supple 

waist, God, don’t think that way.] 

The Lennon Sisters are hell to me, but In the Still of 

the Night is fine, and You're a Thousand Miles Away. Sarah 

Vaughan has a hit with Poor Butterfly, and that's heaven. 

We sit and we talk in the twilight with the music 

going on behind, sometimes stopping for it, and what we 

talk about are the Mysteries, deep and bloody in their 

unspoken presence.  

We don't talk about our parents, ever. We don't talk 

about politics. Religion is confined to what Father 
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Connelly said to Johnny in the gym. I know we talk about 

the mysteries because there we are forever in the twilight, 

looking into it and holding the rhythm, all around the 

edges of the pit. 

Johnny and Tony talk.  

I respond, mostly.  

Carol's quick, and bright in her speech.  

Paul's a little younger and just interjects.  

Kenny always says the wrong thing and never gets the 

rhythm right, the offhand declarative diminuendo.  

Eddie's nuts but manages sometimes to fit himself to 

the sentences. 

Down on the next stoop is Joanie with Downs syndrome, 

a rolled-up newspaper and a surprisingly sharp tongue. She 

yells at us sometimes, out of nowhere, like the call of a 

parrot next to your ear in a pet store. 

We talk about baseball, sometimes, in season (no 

football, no basketball). We talk about music all the time. 

We talk about movies. We talk about the neighborhood. We 

talk about the building and who's gonna move, who's crazy 

and who's dying. And how to make it hot for the Swain 

sisters. And how to live in the twilight. And what's on the 

tv, later. 
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We talk to make the rhythm that keeps us in the world. 

There are rhythms that just roll if everybody's sharp, 

relaxed and easy -- inside them we're whole -- long random 

thoughts and the light going down slowly. 

There are jokes told, all rotten. There are memories 

of kids who are gone - Cynthia, Beryl. There are whispers 

about Bobby and what's wrong with him, and how he was born 

in a Japanese prison camp. There are moral questions. Could 

you really go to hell for all the things they say you'll go 

to hell for? They’re for the Catholics. There are sex 

questions, unasked because everyone has to pretend to 

already know. 

We all want to be whole in the rhythm and it doesn't 

matter if I'm separating and my head is somewhere else and 

I think about books and dark things because so do the 

others — think about their own strangenesses and deep 

things (under the rhythm the still places) — and the things 

I think about are no better. Just different, just stuck-up.  

Not even that, not really, not much at all. I remember 

an afternoon when I'm so seized by a chapter in The 

Brothers Karamazov that I read it out loud to Carol and 

Paul and they listen politely, maybe even like it. We’re 

under a blanket in a cold back stairwell. I'm not a snob, 
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I'm an enthusiast, and I hear the rhythms plainly and honor 

them. 

[I'm an innocent spy and deep in my head are the 

things my mother has put there secretly and my father's 

trusting eyes. I've been a double agent for years.]  

There's Lawrence at the Fleetwood, inside, with my 

mother and father, there's Larry at the Fleetwood, outside, 

with the other kids, and there's Kearney at Tech. The three 

barely touch. The vocabularies are different. 

Tech is offhand, rapid-fire information back and forth 

— 'fucking,' as rhythmic springboard – and the occasional 

lapse into meaning when it's possible in that special safe 

air that comes around sometimes, seldom.  

'Here, here's something of mine but don't fucking 

break it.' 

The Fleetwood is scaled back with less theorizing and 

mental aggression — our places have all been assumed 

already. We don’t swear as much and when we do it’s more 

attached to the situation than it is in Tech. Current 

events and the existence or non-existence of God don’t 

figure in. We know each other very well indeed. We know the 

boundaries. 

And home? At home I can’t think what we talk about. 

Walking through the halls of Tech, I can’t remember how we 
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talk. It’s all in code. When an easy passage comes — some 

offhand talk about politics or a movie or a book or my 

father’s early life — I’m grateful and almost happy. When 

the tension is down on the rooms, it’s hell. There could be 

balled lightning playing at the windows. 

[Where I sat so long looking at the street that it’s a 

chunk of my being, head against glass, the light changing 

and the pigeons whirling dark then light, the different 

sides of their flying bodies.] 

The one thing shared by all three worlds is their 

utter lack of spoken honesty, though of the three the world 

of the stoop comes closest.  

In Tech it’s not even an issue — be honest about what?  

In the Fleetwood the world is a matter of understood 

boundaries — we all share the griefs of the secret insides 

of our apartments, and we all know it. Grief isn’t for 

discussion. Grief is the stuff of the family.  

At home it’s not even possible to think about. Say how 

I feel? Would my father say how he feels? Of course he 

wouldn’t. My mother’s feelings are flung into the dark 

corners like balled-up clothing, but we never talk about 

them. When she does, there’s no coherence and they’re never 

mentioned again. Anything can happen and never be mentioned 

again.  



Power and Misery  
by Larry Kearney distributed by www.bigbridge.org 

 97

[Except by the darkening colors in the air and the 

overpowering sense of twilight.] 

My feelings aren’t even discussed in my head. My 

feelings are something I have to keep from embarrassing me. 

My feelings could kill me. My feelings are the stuff of 

sunken valleys in the brain with a monomaniacal light on, 

way back in the trees. My rage is the wind at end of the 

world (the wind at the village’s outskirts). If someone 

asked me how I felt, for real, I wouldn’t know what to say. 

I couldn’t even write it down. I have a lot to learn and no 

breathable air in my head. 

[Terrible and deathly and choking so the head gets no 

air and the eyes grow flat, not the feelings killing but 

the other way around. Not the feelings killing but the drag 

of the mass of the rage and grief you’ve got stored from 

your chest to your forehead sucking emptily at you so you 

have to find fake isolation and fake sleep and fake 

medication and fake talk and fake love and the killing (you 

think) of the pain leaves you nothing so you die in misery 

— inside, outside, all around.] 

And over all everything like a billowing air is the 

pull of the womanly and the dream of the warm penetration — 

lost mind, lost pain. 
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[“to bruise themselves an exit from themselves,” The 

Ship of Death says of apples falling to the ground and I’m 

stunned in a good place, it sinks in me and it’s mine. A 

piece of me changes slightly and something new has risen in 

my head and it isn’t the poem I read and it isn’t (I find 

out quickly) something to imitate. It’s just something 

alive and it offers endlessly. It was a thin book with gold 

letters and it was just there on the shelf in the library, 

lost among the novels, and I picked it up because of the 

name, The Ship of Death,  and it never left again, nor the 

orange light on the oak shelves of books when I picked it. 

It’s how I’ll spend the first half of my life — bruising 

myself an exit from myself. The problem will be that I 

don’t understand yet that the apple falls by itself, 

without will, and lands on the grass in the nature of 

things.] 

Something is gone. I look at the other kids and 

they’re moving away. Not that we were intimate, or spoke to 

each other about important things, but that I could look 

around me in a classroom, or in the back alley, and see 

them with they’re own hauntings and pains and things to 

hide. I’d always been able to see, and go out to, but now 

I’m curling up with a mystery, with mysteries, and the 

others are getting to be outside and unknown and I’m not 
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much interested in even speculating unless the misery is so 

intense and overpowering that I poke at it lightly and turn 

away, horrified. 

I am who I was but I’m not. I need to write my name on 

things. I need to look around for an interesting signature. 

McKinley was just a halfway place where I learned to throw 

the fish-eye, and slip by, but Tech is the place where they 

don’t care how cold you can look they’re going to give you 

a name anyway. 

[On a very hot day in Manhattan I’m walking from the 

Donnell Library to the subway and I imagine unexpectedly 

that I’ve written my name in hot brass across the face of 

the next building down. It’s a good feeling, I can see the 

brass. It’s a bad feeling, I’m embarrassed, and I stand in 

front of the Metropole for a while to get my head into 

another place but it’s Charlie Shavers in high register and 

it grates, so I walk on disconsolately.] 

The American Tradition in Literature. I don’t even 

know what that means — still don’t. The Human Tradition in 

Literature might mean something (not much, redundant), but 

I’m barely American, barely a citizen, all my attitudes and 

spellings from Ireland and Scotland. Even what I picked up 

at 185 was largely from Europe. There couldn’t have been 

more than ten kids or so in my classes whose parents 
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weren’t born on the other side. Stevenson and Dickens are 

my writers. 

The music makes me pretty much American . . . 

[My father used to listen with me to Gene Autry because he 

liked him but after the record Don’t Bite the Hand that 

Feeds You was released he rethought it. He has a lot of 

trouble that way — he takes me to see The Quiet Man, and we 

both love it, but he knows about Wayne and McLaughlin and 

right wind politics and it leaves a slight bad taste in his 

mouth. The Irish do that a lot to him.] 

. . . and the movies, but even in those I’ve been steeped 

in my mother’s music — Gracie Fields and Vera Lynn — and by 

my father in the J. Arthur Rank stuff, the movies with the 

big gong in the shadows and the soft voices. Black 

Narcissus, Mine Own Executioner, Tales of Hoffmann, A 

Matter of Life and Death, Quartet, The Red Shoes, The 

Rocking Horse Winner, The Lavender Hill Mob, Jamaica Inn, 

The Small Back Room, The River. 

The River where the little boy disappears early on. 

It’s a mystery to me — I know he’s dead because I watch 

them carry the little coffin down the grassy hill – but how 

could the boy die before the end of the movie? There was 

nothing to let me know ahead of time. Usually at the Dyker 

on Saturday nights there are hints, and you can tell when 
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someone’s going to die. But here the snake just bites him 

and he’s gone — he’s bringing the snake his food because 

he’s fascinated, and sort of loves it, and it bites him and 

he’s dead. Doesn’t seem right. It haunts. I’ve seen it 

alone with my father, seven or so, uneasy that we’re 

sitting there watching the funeral of a little boy who 

worshipped a cobra.  

But he wasn’t like me at all, was he? He was willful 

out in the open.  

I fold the kid up in my head with the blue dancer in 

the twilight gleam of gold and the beautiful woman. 

Pretty much American is the best I can do. My 

loyalties are largely, generally British. I don’t know yet 

about the English in Ireland, just bits and pieces. The 

Black and Tans come up sometimes, the Troubles, my father’s 

odd passports that I look at when I open the desk, 

ritually, every six months or so. 

I have a reasonable political education for a thirteen 

year old. My father can spot an ex-Nazi at a hundred yards, 

and he’s usually right. I watched the Army-McCarthy 

Hearings and I suffered in the night as Eisenhower beat 

Stevenson and I hate John Foster Dulles and anytime I hear 

“The Amurrican People,” I know just what’s going on. 
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In this sense, Tech is just the place for me. There 

may be fewer kids with foreign-born parents, but there are 

a lot more with left wing parents — a lot more.  

Bay Ridge was the only district in Brooklyn that never 

went for Roosevelt.  

I think power is the answer, of course. So do we all. 

If we had power, we’d be happy. My view is slightly off 

kilter because I don’t really think I’ll ever have any. Or 

maybe I think I will but feel I won’t, something, so I’m 

already looking with a slightly cold eye. Not cold enough 

to keep me from dreaming of top-of-the-world, but there, 

and dreaming its own dreams. 

Mr. Feeney has power but he doesn’t know what to do 

with it. He believes in it, and he tries to use it, but 

nothing ever comes out right for him and somehow we all 

know he’s weak in that way a classroom of thirteen year 

olds can just know things about a teacher, and use them to 

push him, brutally.  

All the power in 7S2 is really ours, and we use it 

just like the world does. 

Feeney is a big, flat-faced Irishman with a rough 

voice. He teaches mechanical drawing and tries to look 

strong and intimidating, but there’s just something there, 
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and nobody buys it. Worse than that. They mock it 

ingeniously, hilariously, till the man is virtually insane. 

Dallio is his nemesis, malignly inspired and suave, 

handsome, swept-back dark hair and chosen clothes and thin 

silver flex-belt with buckle at the side. I have one of 

those too, but it doesn’t look the same and never will. 

Dallio and Feeney meet somewhere in the air and the 

play begins and we’re all along for the ride, knowingly, 

knowing exactly what’s going on and choosing to join in. 

“I used to spar with Philadelphia Jack O’Brien,” 

Feeney tells us pointlessly, comically, floundering. And 

later he’ll open the 7th floor window and say “Come on, I’ll 

take you on one at a time. You’ll get me sooner or later 

but some of you are going out the window.” 

It’s the only time, I think, I’ve ever been involved 

in mob violence. I can’t think of any other. It’s not like 

me, and I hate it, but the class breaks the monotony of the 

day and it’s all so bloody funny, so anarchic, and Feeney 

is such a failed bully (every bully you’ve ever seen made 

vulnerable). 

[I compulsively and unwillingly think about where 

people came from and see them in other times, other places. 

I feel a sharp pain when Feeney comes up in my mind as a 

little boy faking it, trying to be someone he thinks he has 
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to be. There’s no volition or conscious virtue in how I 

think or see — it’s just there, and it hurts — I hurt for 

Feeney. What a life. I need to get less fragile. I look 

around the room for the others who feel like me, but I’m 

not sure anymore, not sure I can recognize them. None of us 

have pasts. None of us have parents. All of us work the 

rhythms and the catch-phrases. All of us go along as best 

we can. The ones who can’t get brutalized — Lederman, the 

hapless Boylecky, the fat and squirmy Hillman. I’m hiding 

in plain sight. I can do that. I have the distant eyes and 

the fake self-absorption.] 

“Bloom’s got the plague!” Dallio screams and half of 

the class runs screaming to the back of the room to claw at 

the wall and try to climb over each other, screaming, 

“Bloom’s got the plague, the plague!” I don’t. It isn’t my 

kind of scene. It isn’t self-contained at all, and I’d be 

scared to.  

Feeney has turned from the blackboard and he’s 

watching silently and doesn’t even try to make himself 

heard just waits. I think maybe he’s learning but he isn’t 

really, he’s just getting tired. 

He comes in the door and goes to his desk and there 

are jigsawed pieces of a photograph on his desk and he 

stands there, putting the pieces together with one finger 
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till it’s clear, an eight-by-ten, hard-core, black and 

white print. He opens his desk drawer and sweeps it in. 

[I would have liked to see it, the photograph, but 

never had the chance.] 

Dallio, I hear, has called him at home in the middle 

of the night. I don’t like that. Feeney has a family and he 

probably feels like anyone else. 

Dallio makes a fake bomb out of red-painted toilet 

paper tubes and copper wire and leaves it in the waste 

paper basket next to Feeney’s desk. When Bloom walks by he 

kicks it over and the bomb rolls out and “Bomb!” he 

screams, “it’s a bomb!” and the class goes scrambling again 

to the back of the room as Dallio crawls down an aisle, 

grabs the bomb and pulls the wires off and everyone cheers 

from the back. “Dallio saved us! Feeney was chickenshit but 

Dallio saved us!” 

Why doesn’t he kick Dallio out of his class? Tech 

isn’t a liberal school, if they don’t like the way you are, 

they bounce you out (“Look to your left and your right. 

Only one of you is going to make it through,” they say 

first day).  

God knows There are plenty of kids want to get in. But 

Feeney doesn’t kick him out and there’s a sense in the room 
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that something old and terrifying is going on, a dance of 

death. 

Days go by that are just days in a classroom, and 

Feeney makes his plodding rounds with his indelible red wax 

pencil, marking drawings he doesn’t like so that they’ll 

have to be done over. He just doesn’t know. He’s locked in. 

The humming begins one winter morning. Every time he 

turns to the blackboard, the room becomes a solid hum. 

Everyone’s in on this one. It stops dead when he turns back 

to us. My seat is right by the blackboard and the third 

time he turns around he looks quickly at the row and picks 

the most harmless looking, me, comes to me in two big 

strides and pulls me from my seat to throw me against the 

blackboard. I’m pretty good. I just straighten up and look 

at him and he says “Stay there till after class.” 

So I stand there and I’m getting smirks and support 

and when Feeney turns to the blackboard again the humming 

goes off and now he’s stuck, he’s already made his move, 

and has to just ignore it. 

After class he keeps me there and wants to know why I 

was humming. He’s had me spotted as someone whose heart 

isn’t in it, and now he wants to make me his. In the open 

classroom doorway, Larry Klein is leaning against the frame 
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and snapping a Garrison belt. Feeney can see him over my 

shoulder. 

“I don’t know,” I say, and he says “Well don’t let it 

happen again,” then, “You seem a decent sort. Maybe you 

could help me out here.” 

“Uh . . .” 

And he’s failed again, so miserably that I’m 

embarrassed to be in the room and when I leave Klein is 

smirking at Feeney and I smile a little at Klein, back to 

Feeney, and off we go down the hall. 

“What a fucking schmuck,” Klein says and I have to 

agree though I feel like I’m faking it and wish I had the 

power not to. Feeney is a schmuck. 

[So am I, so am I.] 

And what has this to do with the light and deepness of 

Mary Heslin’s room?  

Not much, except in the contrast. She doesn’t ask for 

anything and uses her power with little effort, mostly to 

plant things to mark out the edges of the road. 

She’s so young and intense. It’s a breathless room and 

sometimes she comes close to places she’s afraid to be 

because she knows they can come back on her, from parents, 

from the structure, and I see her backing off, backing 

down. We’re complicit, she lets us know. I watch her open-
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mouthed and when she looks at me I’m stricken and 

absolutely amazed because I can see her seeing me. She sees 

me and she doesn’t seem to care that I’m just this scared 

kid with a smattering of information and a head full of 

words to no purpose, the fake kid who copied the poem, the 

traitor kid who leaves his father in the dark, the 

terrified kid whose mother’s going to take him to some 

fucking goddamn miserable cocksucking piece of shit Jersey 

apartment where he’ll curl up and die in a pot of 

Campbell’s vegetable soup on a rotten fucking broken dirty 

stove. 

She sees me, I think, and takes me in as I am and the 

sweetness is frightening.  

I’m not sure about the others, how they feel. I know 

they’re all on edge and jumpy and expectant. Some can’t 

handle it – “Heslin’s a carpenter’s dream. Flat, smooth and 

square.” — but the bravado goes nowhere at all. Because 

above all we’re in a special place, and they know it. And 

she is too, young and intense and finding her way and 

making a fool of herself, sometimes, and touching us oddly.  

We’re involved with her in a venture. 

We’re part of something interesting, and occasionally 

lovely. It would take a rare dead heart to actually resent 

her as a teacher, and I can’t remember anyone who did. 



Power and Misery  
by Larry Kearney distributed by www.bigbridge.org 

 109

Then there’s Mr. Starfield who teaches Industrial 

Processes (argh) and is reasonably funny in the same ways 

with the same words, probably, that he’s been funny for 

years.  

And Mr. Wolfson who teaches history and seems 

genuinely involved, genuinely worked-up.  

And Mr. Sachs who teaches Physics and who left a job 

at Westinghouse Research to teach because he thought it was 

the good thing to do and now comes in to class to tell us 

about who he was, and how they’ve got him on bathroom 

patrol, looking for smokers.  

And Miss Greenfield who teaches chemistry and has no 

identifying marks, I can’t remember; and Mr. Kobel in 

machine shop who phrases interestingly so that a six-inch, 

one inch square of cold rolled isn’t just going to be 

turned to a three quarter cylinder but ‘wants to be’ three 

quarters; and Mr. Sklar who teaches Math and treats me 

quite well considering how hopeless I am, what a hopeless, 

lazy fuck-up I am, without even the decency to pretend to 

be interested. 

There’s Somebody in gym, who knows? Some of us learn 

early that if you go upstairs to the track that runs around 

the wall, you can run it a couple of times them disappear 

back into one of the corners and read, or talk. Every once 
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in a while one of us will get up and run a lap, just for 

the hell of it. Every once in a while they have tests on 

the various physical skills and I do wretchedly. What else 

is new? 

When Boylecky goes up the rope, Horton tries to set 

fire to the end. It doesn’t work, but the smoke goes up and 

Boylecky comes down fast.  

In the flat recessed corner of the track, Horton reads 

The Naked and the Dead. Luba is reading The Amboy Dukes. 

We’re all poised and waiting. 

We’re going to get stamped, Lost or Found. There’ll be 

a little hiss, a little smoke, and off we’ll go. 

I’m working the angles as well as a scared impostor 

can and when I get off the subway in the afternoon, I turn 

back to look at the woman half under the water on the 

billboard.  

When I go up into the sunlight, there’s the Fleetwood. 

When there is no sunlight, just the metallic air, my heart 

sinks in front of its massiveness. Carol’s inside and she 

could be mine if I could bring myself to touch her.  

‘God’, I think, ‘I’ve been in here for thirteen years. 

I’ve got to get out of here.’ 
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I have read Moby Dick. I have done that. Oddly enough, 

talking about books up on the track, I never mention it. 

It’s the wrong kind of book — no fucking, no clues.  

My ideal, I guess, would be to find a Moby Dick with 

sex in it. Melville describing the woman on the bed and how 

her legs might be — outlined whiteness and substance, 

whiteness and half-conscious opening, sweetness and 

restlessness. What would that be like? 

 But far beneath this wondrous world upon the 
surface, another and still stranger world met our 
eyes as we gazed over the side. For, suspended in 
those watery vaults, floated the forms of the 
nursing mothers of the whales, and those that by 
their enormous girth seemed shortly to become 
mothers. The lake, as I have hinted, was to a 
considerable depth exceedingly transparent; and 
as human infants while suckling will calmly and 
fixedly gaze away from the breast, as if leading 
two different lives at the time,; and while yet 
drawing mortal nourishment , be still spiritually 
feasting upon some unearthly reminiscence; — even 
so did the young of these whales seem looking up 
toward us, but not at us . . .  

 
[This, of course, is not what I remember, or ever did. 

This is what was there, and what I remembered (remember) is 

an endless space of pale, blue-green vaulting below and the 

huge shapes moving through it, real and unreal at the same 

time, true, beating hearts in suspended shapes and their 

flowing in the emptiness and distance — this is what rose 

up, where the words made a space.] 
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What would anything be like? I don’t know, though I 

feel like I’m involved in a motionless struggle, and that 

something will come, sooner or later. 

I’m not really a child anymore though I am 

ridiculously young.  

And the real strength and beauty of my child’s 

attention is disappearing slowly into a soup of imagined 

sex and imagined power and real disguise.  

I want, and I can’t see, and the soup is bubbling and 

churning around me.  

 The Hunting of the Snark: An Agony in Six Fits.  

For sure. 

 I engage with the Snark, every night after dark 
in a dreamy delirious fight , 
I serve it with greens in those shadowy scenes, 
And I use it for striking a light. 
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6 

 

There is a quantity of love in our home, but it comes and 

goes and seems to be residual, like a light has been gone 

out but left traces of itself in the seams of the dark 

rooms. 

My parents are seldom affectionate. Laughter has 

always been the audible sign of affection, and I hear it 

less and less. 

On weekends I hang out with the kids in the building. 

Everyone I know from Tech lives elsewhere, in other 

neighborhoods — Brighton, East New York, Eastern Parkway, 

out on the Island.  

I have three separate lives and I don’t know what to 

do in any of them. 
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But because I’m ridiculously young I’m also remarkably 

alive and the world is feeding me private life and real 

substance — brightness and death and birth and weather and 

distance and strangeness and beauty and suspicion and 

hatred and surfaces and surfaces with sinkable depths and 

women and language-trains and music and light fading and 

millions of sets of eyes and history and the library where 

the orange light lives and Miss Heslin and grief and 

hysteria and hands I can look at that end at a surface and 

moon, and moon, and tug of the night, and stars, and 

isolate things. 

You give me your arms, and your arms are like 

angel wings.  

 [No she doesn’t. In dreams, perhaps, in the lost 

geographies.] 

I go from here to there every day. And back again. At 

night, closing my eyes in the dark is a major act of faith. 

In dreams I go from here to where? I still pray in my head 

that I’ll never go to the Madness dream again. I couldn’t 

take it. 

Every day, things shock me with their touch, as if 

they’d touched back. When I pick up a pencil, it isn’t me 

and I’m shocked.  
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[I live in a big block on the surface of a tumbling 

ball and every morning I go down inside it to barrel 

through a long rectangular hole made of air and uprights.] 

A pencil in the rooms at the Fleetwood has its own 

range of meanings — lists, groceries, numbers, dollar 

signs, and the pressure of my mother’s tongue on the point. 

A pencil in Tech means blade-shaved graphite and filling in 

boxes and missing the point. Out in the street it means 

nothing at all. Out on the street where Molly Malone pushes 

her wheelbarrow and the blue of the night meets the gold of 

the day and beings come sauntering from other places. 

I wake up suddenly and unhappily. I’d almost always 

rather stay in bed but find that impossible. It’s different 

now when I fake being sick. It’s harder when I get back to 

school. It’s harder to be in the bed, but when I get up 

there’s nothing but the shrinking rooms, shrinking as I get 

bigger, and the doubtful television, the endless afternoon 

television like a grainy film of misery. 

My father has told me that I should never stay in bed 

after I wake up but should get moving right away because if 

I lie in bed thinking in the morning things will seem 

pointless and I’ll never get anything done. I hear him but 

I don’t. There’s a mountainside of things he’s told me that 
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I haven’t yet begun to understand in terms of who he is —

his demons and his melancholy.  

My father is a man who would become saddened and 

apprehensive to the point of inaction if he let himself 

stay in bed. My father is a hero of sorts, a dreamy warrior 

on an empty plain, full of good will and feigned good 

cheer.  

“Och,” my mother says, “you’re no so different. You 

should see yourself.” 

Miss Heslin’s father is dead and she lives out in 

Lindenhurst with her mother and she’s got a suitor (oh no, 

but how could she not?), and she lets us know these things 

almost compulsively, like she needs something from us. We 

look at her blankly. 

We do some of the standard work, that first year. We 

need to get it out of the way, but she’s veering and 

swooping toward other things — Joyce and Hopkins, an 

article on Simone Weil in the Times, Browning. She assigns 

me a paper on the discussion of aesthetics in Portrait of 

the Artist. I think it’s because when I had an operation on 

a toenail and came back to school she heard me tell Potegal 

I’d just got out of the Aesthetics Ward. 

She’s thwarted when I do a pretty good job — I have to 

read it to the class – and “I assign that when I think 
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someone is getting a little above himself,” she says when 

I’m finished, “but you did a wonderful job.” She’s an 

honest woman. There’s a silence and I go sit down. I’m in 

heaven but there’s the other side, the getting-above-myself 

side. Is Miss Heslin my mother in disguise? Cripes. 

She takes another tack — quite mad, really — and makes 

me stand up and read Dryden’s Ode on St. Cecelia’s Day out 

loud. It goes on forever and the refrain is Happy, happy, 

happy pair/ None but the brave, none but the brave, none 

but the brave/Deserve the fair. What have I done to deserve 

this. It’s pure malice. I can’t look at her to see what’s 

in her eyes, so I’m completely at a loss.  

“Okay,” she says one morning, first thing, “we have a 

little test this morning. I want to start first row first 

seat and have everyone stand up and say ‘buzz, buzz, buzz, 

buzz, bus.’ Never mind what it’s for.” 

When it’s my turn she stops me and has me say it 

again. She frowns a little and says “We’ll come back to 

you.” 

Everyone does just fine so she comes back to me and up 

I stand and say ‘buzz buzz buzz buzz bus’ about ten times 

while she looks thoughtful, She makes a little mark on her 

pad and I sit down. 

“Okay, she says, “let’s do something else.” 
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She’s quite mad and very funny, but I don’t know that. 

All I know is that I’m getting it from all sides. 

[Her side is lovely, though, and I love it.] 

It turns out that first summer that I don’t read the 

whole American Tradition in Literature, I only read what 

interests me. I’m terrified she’ll find out. 

But she never mentions the book again, just leaves me 

with The Minister’s Black Veil, Bartleby the Scrivener, The 

Killers, Crossing Brooklyn Ferry, The Waste Land, The 

Fastest Runner on Fifty-first Street and a jar on a hill in 

Tennessee. 

What a sweetheart. 

I don’t look at her legs, I try not to, which is very 

odd because it’s not like me at all not to look at a 

woman’s legs but something here is different and, God help 

me, she might see me looking at her legs and what then? 

Because she knows. She’d look at me and understand and how 

could I bear it, those eyes. 

Tech is a structure into which you fit or disappear. 

I’m trying. In some ways Miss Heslin’s class doesn’t help 

because it’s a place where I can disappear, and feel above. 

It’s different in there. In Math I feel like an impostor. 

In Chemistry I can barely hold my head up. In Wood Shop I’m 

a blank-faced cipher. But in English I blossom in odd ways. 
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It doesn’t make it any easier for me to get organized or do 

well in the real classes. I know, too, that some of the 

others feel lost. It’s okay with me, though I hate to think 

anyone resents her.  

She knows, but she’s delicate and unknowing too (does 

that make sense) and I want to protect her from the stuff 

she doesn’t know.  

I can’t protect anyone. I can barely get myself to the 

front gates. 

Dekalb Avenue is a deeply gray stop and when you get 

up to the street it’s dull and congested and the Paramount 

is still closed and flat and we all stream toward Tech like 

filings in a current. I don’t know anyone who takes the 

BMT, so it’s a purely solitary walk and I watch myself 

taking it — wanting to slow up but unable to because late 

is a serious thing at Tech — counting the blocks and the 

hopeless store fronts, bouncing off the Gypsy’s eyes, when 

she’s there, dreading the metal steps and the two or three 

classes I haven’t done the homework for. 

They take Mr. Osterhout away one morning, another 

drawing teacher. It’s the time when bbs and caps wrapped in 

tissue paper are big, and every time he turns to the 

blackboard a hail of these things explode on the slate all 

around him. Finally he can’t take it, and starts to cry, 



Power and Misery  
by Larry Kearney distributed by www.bigbridge.org 

 120

and someone goes to the office and they come back and take 

him away.  

I never see him again. 

Consequence floors me, as always. I have a deep dread 

of the irrevocable – this done, that coming. Had this been 

PS185 I could have looked around and seen the fear and the 

guilt and the sadness in the other faces without half 

trying. But here there’s little to see. We’ve almost got 

our new faces set. 

In Tech there are vulnerabilities, and the body of the 

adolescent mass knows it. This is probably part of the 

process too, and the power keeps the jittery wrecks on the 

staff purposely, year after year, because there is 

something of which it approves in their continual 

humiliation. 

Cold beyond cold.  

I watch Tom Brown’s School Days on the Million Dollar 

Movie and I’m most pleased that I don’t have to put up with 

that shit. But we do have our own, and one day in drawing, 

when I’m out sick, the second seat fourth row slashes the 

second seat third row across the back of the neck because 

he won’t uncover his paper during a test. Unusual and 

troublesome, but at least not codified, at least no 

codified sadism. 
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[It’s nice too in the dark room watching Robert Newton 

playing an ordinary, decent kind of guy. And there’s an 

edge of sorrow that I’m not in those dark-wood halls in the 

ivied buildings with the classics and no expectation of 

science.] 

I stay out sick as much as I can but I’m not often 

able — you fall behind in Tech in a couple of days —and 

there’s Mary, too, pulling me back.  

Mary, Mary, long before the fashions changed. 

[I never call her Mary, not even in my head. But 

that’s who she is, all right.] 

By the middle of my sophomore year I’m giving a fair 

impersonation of a very artistic young man trapped in 

dreamless machinery. Maybe I am just that, but I’d have no 

way of knowing because the entire effort at Tech goes to 

finding a trail through the building and not going to far 

off it — and if I’m going to be understood as the Artistic 

Young Man, fine. How I really feel (the young man on the 

edge of giving up) doesn’t matter at all and the AYM is 

what I’ll be till something better comes along. 

[I live in my head as if it had its own geography. It 

does. I use images as markers and try to thread myself from 

one place to another without having to pass the images I 

can’t handle. I have regular routes from here to there, and 
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walking up the Dekalb Avenue hill I’m neither present nor 

absent, living nor dead — I’m a receiver at my best and, at 

my worst, an accident about to happen.] 

For Christ’s sake, I’m only fourteen. Isn’t that 

supposed to be the cute, protected time? Are these the best 

years, as they say?  

What about that kid up in Dyker Heights who got into 

the refrigerator in the vacant lot and died. He had to be 

pretty stupid, but he didn’t choose to be stupid and there 

are grades of killing stupidity and what’s mine?  

I’ll know when I’m suddenly inside the refrigerator 

and the door is making the click, closing for good, and I 

hear it. 

[Speaking of doom, what ever happened to John Drew 

Barrymore? just the one role in the one world — running 

through the dark, stopping only to say the wrong thing to 

the wrong guy — The Big Night, High Lonesome — the little 

movies with substance.] 

I’m not fond of being closed in, and I shun 

responsibility like the plague. I don’t want to be lifted 

above, though I take a certain pleasure in it when it 

happens. I don’t want to be anything. 

On the subway, sometimes, I imagine a wreck, can feel 

it coming, and find myself trapped in my head which is also 
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the small metallic place time is bringing me too, the 

twisted motionless place I can feel heating up as the 

flames come closer.  

This kind of thing is considered sick, I know, but I 

wonder how the people who were killed on the LIRR would 

feel about that? 

I know I’m not well, but my fears aren’t that far from 

a reasonable man’s expectations.  

And there’s still the other world. At odd times, 

still,  the wild joy will come upon me so that I’ve got a 

being, with my red hair (not green, oh no) streaming in the 

breeze and my head and my body in the same place.  

There’s a real problem here in that my fears are 

immediate and perfectly hinged to reality while my joy is 

inexplicable, and comes by itself when there’s no reason.  

[It’s a serious problem, and I won’t understand for a 

long time.] 

I’m pretty knowledgeable politically in that I know 

that the poor aren’t the problem, that the people who have 

no money and less power are never going to be the problem, 

but to feel political I’d have to say ‘Here, here’s a group 

of people I want to be part of,” and though my heart 

positively aches to be part of something, I can’t imagine 
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sitting around talking about courses of action, jockeying 

for position, whoring after power. 

If I were capable of giving up hope, I’d figure my 

life expectancy at about 3 more years.  

[Hell, what would I do if Carol did open up her arms 

to me? Where would we go? Where would the lives go? How 

long would it take for her to find out that I’m not 

competent to handle things like that, like secret places, 

like secret passion? Where the hell would we go? Out in the 

backyard by the hearts carved in the fence? Women have it 

easier I think. They only have to say yes.] 

Chris Anastopolis is a pretty nice guy and we hang out 

for a few periods in the morning, Chemistry mainly. But 

he’s making a bomb at home and gets caught stealing 

sulfuric acid when somebody pushes him in the stairwell and 

the bottle it’s in, way down in his pocket, breaks against 

the wire mesh and he has to pull his pants off, hopping, 

and never spends another day at Tech. 

Ira Margolin is a pretty nice guy, in sheet metal, and 

when Mazeroski wins the series for Pittsburgh he’s 

transported. He’s a Pittsburgh fan, which is odd and oddly 

sweet — unlike the feeling of sheet metal class, unlike the 

endless crap.  
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I don't know whether Arthur Cooper is a nice guy or 

not, though I like him. I think we're curious about each 

other - we're extraordinarily different but there's 

something there, some delicate peering at the world 

coupling oddly with willed arrogance. Don't know, really. 

Doesn't matter.  

Potegal's okay. I go to his house for dinner, way the 

hell out on Van Siclen Avenue. When you come down the 

stairs from the train, the first thing you see is Now 

entering Chaplain's turf painted on the blank brick side of 

an apartment building. The Chaplain's are the real thing as 

far as gangs go. I stay over, because who wants to walk to 

the train late. 

"Who was Fra Angelico," Potegal's father asks me in 

the middle of dinner. 

"Uh, he was an Italian painter, a religious painter, a 

monk, I think, Annunciation, uh." 

"See, I told you he'd know," he says to Potegal, and 

I'm mildly confused, but what the hell? 

Weinstein is a Physics kind of guy and all right, 

pretty friendly.  

Prever is crazy as I am but less protected, less 

hidden. He has a reflexive cynicism but it isn't real at 

all. He's an unhealed wound. He's in process and could go 
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in any direction at all. So are we all, but some more than 

others. 

Lederman is a wound and he makes me hurt too. I wish I 

could be more at ease with him, but I can't. There's one 

afternoon sitting at the fountain in the little candy store 

across the street, drinking Pepsi and eating two cent 

pretzels, and I feel pretty comfortable and we're having a 

good time, sort of, but generally he's too tense and 

apprehensive, too ready to be rejected, and I can't take 

the pressure. 

[That’s the day Miss Heslin sees us sitting there, 

she’s walking by, and stops in and says to me, looking at 

my stack of books, “There are a lot of better things to 

read than East of Eden,” and leaves again. Both our heads 

are turned to the door as she goes.] 

There's Abravenel, Sephardic, hip before his time in 

narrow-lapeled sport jacket. He has a Mephistophelean face 

and moves smoothly through the halls. "They all laughed," 

he sings, fingers snapping off the beat, down at his side. 

He eats Mason's Black Crows. "Hey, want one? Cost more when 

you get to Like 'em." 

They all think, I think, that I'm an exotic - a tall, 

excruciatingly thin red-headed Irish kid who reads 

Finnegan's Wake on the subway and isn't going to make it, 



Power and Misery  
by Larry Kearney distributed by www.bigbridge.org 

 127

not through the whole four years. I'm a goy with a 

vengeance, and Mary Heslin is my patron saint. 

Rilke's Life of the Virgin Mary, she gives me, and 

Gerturde Von Le Fort's Hymns to the Church. The Poetry of 

Living Japan, Portrait of the Artist, Nichomachean Ethics. 

I look at her big eyes when she's not looking. I avoid 

sexual thoughts as best I can.  

I think she expects too much of me and I've told her I 

want to be a painter because it gives me some breathing 

space, away from the books. 

[That's what I think now. Why did I really tell her 

that? God only knows.] 

Everything I put together in McKinley has reduced 

itself to the one, noli me tangere exterior. Inside is 

different. 

When I come home, I'm crazy. And when I lie down on 

the couch, I'm crazy. And when I meticulously spread all 

these goddamn crackers with peanut butter and jelly, I'm 

crazy. And when I watch myself drinking the shot glass of 

scotch in the kitchen mirror, I'm crazy. And when I hate 

the whirling black vents on the rooftop across the street 

at Fitter's. I'm crazy. And when I walk down the street on 

a Saturday with the laundry in a wire basket, I'm crazy. 

And when I go to sleep watching for the dividing line 
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between, I'm crazy. And when I dream a burglar has come in 

and cut my father's head off and left it grey on the 

bookcase so I can't go out there, in the morning, I'm 

crazy. 

But when I remember how I was in fifth grade, 

terrified, walking around in a nightmare world of veneered, 

evil apartment buildings and deep basement terrors, I know 

about the real crazy and I remember that when you know it, 

but you can't stop. 

And that's very important not only because of the 

molding qualities of the terror and the pain and the stoic 

retreat, but because you've seen the mind as it is and 

understand that there’s no protection there at all. 

The mind is no protection because it's where the 

madness lives. 

But the tendency to rapid sinking in this 
substance was in the present instance 
materially counteracted by the other parts 
of the head remaining undetached from it, so 
that it sank very slowly and deliberately 
indeed.  
   

And I know it more deeply than I know anything, I 

think. 

Where do you go when your head is the enemy? I can 

always say 'Well,' to myself, 'you got where you are and 
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nobody knows," but where I am is not my favorite place and 

where I will be has no face and where I was is a mystery. 

I'm into adolescence with one foot in the grave and 

the other on the library doorsill, my hand on the doorknob. 

[It's cold and glowing brass - it's a strange and 

wonderful thing exactly at the end of where I am, where my 

skin is holding me in.]  

And I have adjustments to make. 

There's something in pretending to be crazy because if 

you can make people think you're crazy responsibility goes 

way down. And if you're smart and crazy tolerance goes way 

up. And if you smart and crazy and you don't care, well 

that's the safest place of all. 

How do you pretend to be crazy when you know you are 

crazy and it's just waiting to come back out? 

[How do you pretend to be a writer when you are? 

you're writing.] 

[Mad is a better word - mad has echoes.] 

So my mind looks at the mind again and puts something 

together to hold out in its hands like the guy on the port 

bottle, offering the glass. And my mind looks at my mind 

looking and how it has the cloak on, this floor-length 

black cape. And my looking mind says 'no more, I can't 

stand this.' And the faces in the night-time furniture say 
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'Remember us?' And the floor goes on and on and I can't get 

my feet off it, touching. And when the light goes down and 

comes up in the streetlamps, I'm almost lost unless I have 

my couch and The Early Show. Charlie Chan is in The Castle 

in the Desert and the man in the castle in the desert has 

half his face covered by silk, a covered disfigurement. And 

when I read The Minister's Black Veil I got a chill of pure 

horror, terror even. And when I listen to music it's the 

color of plums and shapes go up in the air by themselves in 

rolling muscles. And when I sit at the table and my parents 

are talking they almost become the one voice which is the 

voice of the floor I can't get my feet off (in One Third of 

a Nation the crumbling building says with open mouth says - 

I'll always be here. As long as man like this one is 

willing to rent me, I'll always be here). And the kid on 

the burning tenement, who started the fire he's burning in, 

waves his crutch in the air. And the black desk has papers 

in it. And the night is full of newspapers blowing with 

pictures of solid corpses on the street and unmoving dark 

pools. 

And 'that sorrow hath passed, so then shall this,' 

says Miss Heslin. And 'God writes straight with crooked 

lines.' And 'What does this mean, about eye beams?" 
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I hold on to her like a life-jacket. Does she know 

that? 

I think she thinks I’m fragile. As a matter of fact 

I’m not, though my life expectancy is nowhere at all.  

I have endurance. I have an ability to suffer. I have 

an unwillingness to take any shit from anyone (though most 

don’t know it, can’t tell). Essentially, I keep my own 

counsel. 

And what a subtle counsel it is. 

There’s a part of me knows how to do anything I choose 

to do. I can feel it. There’s a part of me, too, would do 

nothing at all, and Bartleby is its hero. There’s a part 

that shimmers and slides apart into panes and breaks on the 

ground when I’m expected to do something, catch the ball,  

as people watch. There’s a part turns savage when the sense 

of being watched is over, and the game becomes its own 

world and I build to the level where there’s no one I can’t 

compete with and I love the surprise on the professional 

faces, their sudden discomfiture. 

There’s a part of me that would burn the world down, 

if I felt like it, and another that would fall on its knees 

in the middle of the street and say, “Oh God, oh beauty.” 

And all these beings plod the trails in my head like 

hikers — appearing and disappearing — living their lives in 



Power and Misery  
by Larry Kearney distributed by www.bigbridge.org 

 132

the sudden valleys, sleeping, talking to themselves, 

building fires. 

I don’t know what to do with it all. I don’t know from 

whence, etc. I have my Tech voice and my Fleetwood voice 

and my home-in-the-rooms voice. And a lot of endurance. 

[Whence cometh, huh?] 

I wish I were dead, a lot.  

[And all the time in the back of my head is one being, 

one voice, odd and insistent and fitted to the back of my 

eyes with suction cups, right there.  

It takes a long time to find (which means nothing to 

it at all — a long time), and when it is, the continuous 

comes into being and all the seeing of things and the 

heart’s effort are the one thing — the voice of the soul. 

‘Right,’ I’ll say, ‘and the continuous eyes I saw with 

then are the same eyes now, the same attached being, right. 

 In 1957, though, I’m a fearful assemblage of parts, 

with a prayer clacking around inside like a lost marble.] 

In a frame on the far wall in Miss Heslin’s class is a 

quote from Hardy to the effect that poetry is the crown of 

literature and that when the poet comes by, the writer of 

prose has to stand back and take off his hat — something 

like that. And above the front blackboard is Yeats’ The 
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Author Wishes for the Cloths of Heaven. I sit there in the 

morning light, looking. 

It’s what I’m really good at. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

7 

 

All the love I have for my father is becoming unreachable. 

My love for my mother, which is deeper and more fugitive — 

more dazed and gunshy, is nowhere to be found. I guess 

there’s a certain drain-off into the erotic and that the 

random, almost unbearable sweetness of solitary romantic 

love leaves little room for anything else. She walks in 

beauty like the night, indeed. Like the night. Like the 

whole of my brain in the night. Like lit up things in far 

places.  
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I know that what I felt for Regina has just moved on 

to Carol, but it hardly matters. The feeling is beauty like 

the night. It leaves no room 

What else is being lost? 

Well, the love in a family is a lot, even the 

frustrated love. It feels like the rooms get smaller and 

smaller. They do, of course, as I get larger and larger, 

but it isn’t that. It’s that we’re becoming surfaces to 

bounce off. The only depth left in the apartment, the only 

sweetness of mystery, is tucked away in the drawers and the 

corners of closets — the old things, the crumbling 

newspapers, the soft diary, the oaktag sheets from the 

first grade. Dogs uset to be bad but later became famus. 

Did they now? 

My father’s old wing tips that he used to let me walk 

around in. My mother’s old straw hat with the wooden 

cherries. Barnaby and Mr. O’Malley in the folded PMs. The 

faces in the walnut wardrobe, the little monkey in the toy 

chest, Mickey, I barely remember.  

My father putting it on my hand at bedtime.  

“There’s no bad dreams now, none at all.” 

The three jade monkeys and the little robed figure 

with the walking staff and the pointed beard, the tray from 

Rio with the butterfly wings, the cut crystal bowl, the 
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faded calendar with leprechaun, the peeling decals in the 

pink bathroom, the little penguin washing his face. 

The photo album. 

[“There’s no bad dreams now, none at all.” I typed 

that and broke down, briefly, self-conscious about sobbing, 

afraid I’d be heard in the other room but hoping I might 

be, really, because I need someone to know that I’m sitting 

in here early in the morning, sobbing, most of it from the 

chest, the muscles convulsing. Someone.] 

The picture I can’t bear, can’t think of for too long, 

is the early Sunday morning Coney Island on the boardwalk, 

my father leaning on the little rail around the little red 

firetrucks with brass bells in a circle. I’m going by in a 

firetruck and I’m ringing the bell and I remember, the 

beauty of the world and the wonderful pretense of firemen 

in a circle, the love in the brass bell swinging for my 

father, ‘see, I pulled it,’ his overcoat and the lean of 

his arms and the bright blue sky behind his ruffled hair 

and his smile, his smile for me, going by, pleased and 

proud and almost laughing, almost. 

[I can’t do this, I can’t] 

Of course I can. 

I no longer look in the other faces and think ‘Do they 

feel this way?’ or see the feelings, moving around as the 



Power and Misery  
by Larry Kearney distributed by www.bigbridge.org 

 136

faces move.  Now I think ‘How can he be in there? What’s it 

like? How can he be stuck in that head? How can all these 

heads be walking around me and seeing their own way? If my 

head is vast, what about their’s?’ 

I’m working on tunnel vision. I don’t think the others 

could possibly be as crazy as I am. How could they and walk 

around the way they do? Every time I open my mouth it’s an 

adventure. Unless I’m saying the next line as understood — 

in high school there are set-up paths for conversations, 

and if they can be boring they can also be deeply 

satisfying just on the level of ‘we share this — we know 

what we need to do, we share the necessity and we do it.’ 

Strings of insults rearranged and run through 

instinctively. 

“Eat shit.”  

“What’ll I do with your bones?” 

“Build a cage for your mother.” 

Mother insults are very big. 

“Your mother’s like a police station — the dicks go in 

and out all day.” 

None of us actually talk about our mothers, ever. 

I wish I knew if I’m the only one who’s uneasy with 

the forms. But the whole point of the structure is ‘don’t 

ask.’ 
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None of us are ready to answer, and the bloody 

midnight cords that stream through the halls in the moving 

points of all those eyes is understood, is what we have to 

go through.  

Mr. Pabst is a tall grey man and he’s never seen 

except on Tuesdays in the auditorium. He’s the kind of man 

I automatically write-off. He’s a company guy, and his job 

is to winnow the fuck-ups out of our class and get the rest 

out the door by 1959. When we leave we’ll have records and 

each record will be important briefly, until we go to the 

next warren where we’ll have to be recorded and stamped 

again. Not Lost or Found anymore, but Ready or Not. 

I’ve picked up my father’s anarchic streak. He’d never 

encourage it in me, and he never lets on he has it, but 

I’ve seen it, and heard it in the dark, lying in bed, his 

voice rippling through stories and his childhood and the 

ways of the miserable world. I’ve heard what he delights 

in, and it’s as far from Mr. Pabst as it’s possible to be. 

The night he let the bums into Child’s on Times Square 

then got his coat and left them there, sliding back and 

forth on mashed potatoes.  

I’ve seen the anarchic once, when we stopped at a 

motel somewhere near Asbury Park and it was overpriced and 

vile and nothing worked so when we woke up in the morning 
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we packed up then he told us to wait outside and we watched 

through the window as he picked the mattresses off the bed 

and wedged them into the bathroom then came out and never 

says a word about it. 

I know, driving away, that sooner or later he’ll feel 

bad about it because it was just going to be the women who 

cleaned the rooms who had struggle with the mattresses. 

Sure enough, on the ferry to Bay Ridge he’s just standing 

facing the wind and looking like nothing is right, or ever 

will be. 

Mr. Pabst lives in a different world entirely. Mr. 

Pabst can kiss my ass, I think. All the bullshit threats on 

the first day and the ‘look to your right and your left’ 

stuff.  

I don’t say these things out loud because while I may 

not know how to make my head fit, I do know that secret 

takes away some of the need. 

Mr. Barrett, a Physics teacher, is my Guidance 

Counselor. Guidance counselors at Tech have little to do. 

There are no options — whatever course you’re in, you’ll 

take every class and pass it or you won’t get out. What’s 

he going to say? ‘Work hard, my boy, and the fruits of the 

world will be yours.’ 
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[“They’ll always be telling you it’s for your own good 

while they’re robbing you blind,” my father says, rambling 

about The Way Things Are. “They don’t ever change and when 

they’re finally forced to let the union in they wipe all 

the dead bodies off the books and take credit for being 

humanitarians. Everybody smiles now at old John D. 

Rockefeller in the newsreels, but he wasn’t cute in the 

20s, I’ll tell you, he wasn’t cute at all. Nobody reads so 

they don’t know and they get treated like eedjits and think 

they’re doing fine.”] 

I listen to Pabst in the auditorium and try to like 

him. I’m always looking around for someone to like in the 

structure, someone who might be malleable, but I never see 

a damn thing but the grey suit and the shine off his 

glasses.  

“Tech Alma Mater, molder of men, proudly we rise to 

salute thee again.” 

An aggressively unmelodic song with little to 

recommend it, but the massed voices and the echoes in the 

balcony make it impressive. 

[I’ll keep standing in the balcony and when they come 

to get me and ask me to leaves I’ll say “I would prefer not 

to.” The perfection of Bartleby is that he doesn’t have to 
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argue — he’s said the flat-out truth — he would prefer not 

to — so what’s to argue?] 

Sometimes I don’t turn my head at all and let 

everything come across my eyes or not come, as it may be. 

These are pretty good times, and power has little to do 

with me. And that’s the whole game, isn’t it? — to remain 

unnoticed by power. Which isn’t too hard to do under normal 

conditions, when the power is at rest, because it isn’t 

much interested in anything except who’s on the way up 

looking for it. I have another problem, though. I’m tacitly 

insubordinate, in my eyes, and I’m skinny and red-headed 

and out-to-lunch. Power can spot me in a full house at the 

Polo Grounds. 

[The basic assumption in any human organization, 

academic or otherwise, is that power is a good thing and 

sought by competent people who will use it wisely. This is 

widely believed, even though all the evidence points the 

other way.] 

Outside of Perry Lederman, I don’t know anyone who’s 

as vulnerable as I am, out in the open with nothing but my 

fake blankness to get me by. But I’m doing it, I think, I’m 

getting by, even though the kids I hang around with think 

I’m doomed — a fuck-up who’ll never get into a good 

college, which is the same thing as doomed. 
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[I dreamed about Perry the other night and he looked 

at me slyly, complicitly, from the other side.] 

Outside of, there’s no one else who thinks about art 

all the time. I don’t know that’s what I’m doing, but I am, 

that’s it. 

[When I fell into the night sky, the fall never 

stopped — and now the first thing I think about when my 

eyes get stunned again is ‘How can I make that happen? How 

can I make the same thing? How can I explain what everyone 

sees but can’t?] 

I look at the sidewalk and notice it, most of the 

time. I sit on the subway with my head in figurative hands, 

trying to understand. I see a woman in the street and her 

dress is pushed back against her, by the wind, and I know 

it’s her possible body that makes me week but there’s 

something else too, a tightening at the core of things and 

I want to be able to explain, to be able to say what it is. 

I already know I can’t say it, but I’m a very stubborn kid. 

I want to amaze. I want people to look at me differently.  

So I want to say what can’t be said but I’m not doing 

anything about it because I don’t know anything, don’t know 

where I could start or how I’m supposed to sound because 

clearly there’s a way people sound, in books, that gets 

them taken seriously. 
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How did Melville get by? 

[What I do know, what I have deep in my head like a 

shadowy architectural drawing, is that Melville can say 

anything he wants to because what he cares about is so 

overpowering, so much the real thing, that everything he 

touches arranges itself immediately around a core like 

filings in a current, like the pigeons wheeling gray then 

silver over the rooftop wood-and-wire shack across the 

street, in front of me on the sky, my four year old eyes 

looking for something, for anything, from the apartment 

window.] 

And when he prefers not to, he prefers not to. 

Melville, I think, was a good man, and crazy in ways that I 

recognize. 

Dissect him how I may, then, I go but skin deep; I 
know him not, and never shall. But if I know not even 
the tail of this whale, how understand his head? much 
more, how comprehend his face, when he has none! 
 
And Karamazov is coming down the track, more powerful 

than a speeding locomotive. 

[Superman is still right there — and The Shadow, and 

The Fat Man — I’m an adolescent, looking in both 

directions.] 

In the backyard in the early summer — in the bright 

heat with the green board fence and the caterpillars 
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dropping out of the trees, and the fireflies clustering in 

the twilight, and Carol’s long legs firm and tan, posing — 

I’ll find myself sitting with my back to the fence in an 

early morning with the Modern Library Karamazov, my mind 

like the heat off the concrete and my life at rest and 

happy in the quiet. 

[In 1956 Bela Lugosi, Bertolt Brecht and A.A. Milne 

die. The first military advisors go into Vietnam and 

Dartmouth hosts a meeting of artificial intelligence 

theorists. The Soviet Union puts down the Hungarian 

revolution, the Nobel prize in physics goes for the 

invention of the transistor, and the principle of parity is 

overthrown. The Seventh Seal opens and Howl and Other Poems 

is published. The IFC is founded and Larry Bird and Joe 

Montana are born.] 

In The Fastest Runner on Sixty-first First Street, 

Morty Aiken is a golden boy, smart and fast too, fourteen, 

and he’s get Tony Rabuski, the toughest, dumbest kid in the 

school to take care of him out on the street (Chicago), and 

his parents dote on him, and he’s just graduated from 

grammar school and got the most applause and afterwards had 

ice cream and cake at home, his parents beaming (He was a 

gentle but firm man, and was inarticulate with his son), 

and all he has to do, because he’s so fast, is chase and 
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catch this black kid for the others (the race riots), but 

when the kid turns into an alley and he follows, they’re 

waiting for him, to cut his throat.  

This has all sorts of meaning for me, but mostly it’s 

be careful what you commit to, be careful how close you get 

to letting someone else drop you down in the wrong alley. 

Other people have other worlds and some are where 

you’d never want to be — so pay attention. 

The end floods me with pain for his parents. That’s 

where the pathos is, for me, where the emotions are 

clustered.  

Why? What about the kid? 

The kid is dead. He could be worse off. 

[Though I hate his surprise, when he realizes his 

throat has been cut.] 

It’s a perfect story, I think, though I never want to 

read it again. Appointment in Samarra just ends too, and 

Julian English, who seems to me competent and able to 

handle himself in a lot of ways I don’t think I’ll ever be 

(the ins and outs of the world, the codes and the taking of 

things), comes to his suicide anyway because he can’t 

really handle the ins and outs of the world I think he’s 

pretty good at. I notice that the world’s been grinding 

along next to him, knowing everything, waiting. When I 
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finish the book, not knowing quite what happened, I do know 

that it was all very real and that death is an 

uninterested, mildly amused observer, and that right at the 

first when the voice says “Jeez, Julian English just threw 

a highball in Harry Reilly’s face,” there’s already no way 

out. 

The voice says. The Sphinx is alone in the dark when 

the sun goes down. 

[This is the truth, that suicide waits patiently. Like 

the still unknown Sunday when you’ll go to Radio City. Like 

the holidays imbedded in the year, Halloween. Like the dark 

street with the steam rising that isn’t where you are but’s 

always there, somewhere. The Captain goes by on the 

Toonerville trolley, clickety clack, the powerful Katrinka 

watching impassively, and there’s nothing but space all 

around so they’re bits of thinking in a desperate white 

landscape. What am I, nuts?] 

 As a general rule, people, even the wicked, are 
much more naïve and simple-hearted than we 
suppose. And we ourselves are, too.  

 
What a place to begin a book, eh? 

 Made you look, made you look, made you buy a 

penny book.  

I move toward simplicity because my mind is dolefully 

complicated and I don’t respect it. It’s fluid in all 
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directions. It pulses and breathes and shudders. It’s a 

piece of flesh and it can’t get out. It’s a melody played 

in a penny arcade. It sees any number of things and happy 

as kings has no echo at all. It gets folded and creased and 

things move across it leaving trails. It looks around and 

what it sees is bigger unless it turns on itself, like the 

barber’s chair turning. It has dreams and it leaks them. It 

comes right up back of my eyes. It goes right down back to 

my spine. It’s scared. It’s not. It’s murmuring. It’s 

plastic. It’s circular. It’s not. It’s Mr. Hyde. It’s not. 

It says ‘this way’ and ‘that way’ and points with one hand. 

It goes nowhere. It moves like a snake. It feels the pain 

in the room like a pincushion. It doesn’t really. It thinks 

it does. It trips into sleep without waking me. It opens 

the door for things to come in. It closes the door so they 

can’t get out. It says prayers at the same time as 

everything else it’s doing. It says ‘here are the words you 

can use.’ It says ‘you better watch what I show you.’ It 

trembles as if it were me but when the light comes, it 

settles back, like a lawyer at a desk. It has nerve, and 

nerves. It has a certain weight, like hamburger in a bag 

(ground round, always). It plays with itself when I’m not 

listening. It plays with words and slides pictures against 

each other. There are places it will not go, but it harbors 
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the places. It’s a sunken city. It’s a broken mountain. 

It’s a ferris wheel. It’s all I’ve got and when my heart is 

breaking it shuts down and that’s why the pain is in my 

chest. It tells me I’ll never be all right but that no one 

can see. It hits me with humiliations as if it had a club 

and could swing it. It makes my feet move. The complicated 

things. It makes my fingers reach so I can be of the world 

and manipulate and pick this up and move it to there. Where 

what? Where the lightning strikes, Where the ground slopes 

away. Where the fish dream of nothing in the barrel. It 

feels God because its self repeats against its own wall 

like a wind up train, against a wall. It feels God and 

spreads out like a reflecting pool. It feels itself and 

balls-up like a walnut, and rolls. It’s neither here nor 

there, there nor beyond. I have it like a train station in 

the world which is. Which is, God help me (thank you) out 

there. It is. I’m not.  

Oh yeah? the world says, every morning, the dreams 

still hung on me like otherwise heads.  

Oh yeah? 

‘Come on over here, Blue Boy. Come on over here in 

this painting and I’ll show you. Come on over here and I’ll 

let you go, promise.’ 

And sometimes it’s just death, sweet as the rain. 
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In the Tech Library there’s almost nothing I want to 

read. But the fireplace is nice and no one goes there so I 

take my free periods in the big leather chair by the 

burning oak in the stone fireplace. There’s nothing at all 

I want to read but I can’t sit there unless I’m reading so 

it’s Keys to the Kingdom, and The Illustrated Man (again), 

and Wyndham Lewis, God help me, and Perelandra and ? 

If I had power I’d stay there. If I had power I’d have 

a woman I could touch. If I had power I’d be a good son, a 

good being, a single thing. If I had power the world would 

be other than it is and I wouldn’t have to do any of the 

multitude of pointless, stupid things I have to do now. The 

fire crackles. When I leave, I have to go to sheet metal 

shop. When I leave I’ll change myself gradually, walking 

through the halls. 

Kaltman’s in front of sheet metal singing, “Daddy 

Booze, Daddy Booze,” to the tune of Daddy Cool, by the 

Rays. Mr. Christenson has suspiciously strong breath and a 

thick tongue. He opens the door and silence falls. 

Boyarski is up at the blackboard talking to 

Christenson. He's always up talking to the teacher. Horton 

has put the 30 pound anvil into Boyarski’s beg and is busy 

soldering the zipper shut. Three guys are screening him 

off. 
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Now I have limited malice and I frequently feel sorry 

for Boyarski, but this is damn funny because he’s always 

rushing between classes, has to kiss the previous techer’s 

ass before heading to the next, so everyone knows he’ll be 

running to the bench and grabbing the bag, still running. 

That’s what he does, and the bag with the anvil stops him 

and falls off the bench with a wonderful hideous crunch so 

Christenson says, “Boyarski, why is it when there’s trouble 

you’re always right in the middle of it?” which we’ve heard 

before, in gym, and the gag is complete and rounded and 

almost perfect. 

Why doesn’t Boyarski change how he is? 

Good question. 

Why does he have to carry himself like a cross, from 

one class to the next? He could just stop brown-nosing the 

teachers. He can’t change how he looks, which is 

unfortunate, with buck teeth and spiky blond hair and 

round, popping eyes, but he could change what he does, how 

he acts. 

The truth is there’s some essential relationship going 

on between Horton and Boyarski. I hate it, but there it is. 

There’s someone out there for me, too, probably, and it’s 

only a matter of dumb luck that I haven’t run into him yet.  

If I had power, I’d use it. 
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[And what then?] 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

8 

 

The Tech library doesn’t have The Brothers Karamazov. I try 

James Fenimore Cooper again, for the tenth time at least, 

but he’s still unreadable and I can’t believe that there 

are human beings who read him for pleasure. 

[They must be better than I am — more patient and more 

virtuous. They must have real minds that think about things 

and come to understandings.] 

I stand in front of the shelves on a Wednesday 

morning. I start from A and read the titles earnestly. 

 F you’re a feather in my arms. 
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I’m a feather in my arms, in my own world where no one 

reads Fenimore Cooper and I don’t have to go to sheet metal 

in 32 minutes. And I know how to say the things I know, and 

the things I suspect, and the things that can’t be said, 

and I’m effortless in my attention and grace, loving the 

empty universe and the crackling fire. 

Maybe I’ll be allowed to live in an old fancy place 

like this, with a stone fireplace and shelves of books. All 

I have to do is apply myself and become one of those guys 

with the big leather chairs and the big round glasses of 

brandy after dinner. I’d like that. 

[And who would be there with me? And where would I get 

the money? Because when you work it isn’t a matter of just 

getting money for what you do — there’s something else that 

escapes me, some secret.] 

I haven’t drunk brandy yet but I like the world it 

lives in, I think. I had plum pudding with brandy sauce one 

Christmas at the Gregory Hotel, and I remember it with 

great pleasure.  

[At home in the afternoons I’ve gotten a little scared 

about the alcohol, the levels going down in the bottles. 

I’ve been into the scotch and I think they should be able 

to tell. I have to stop.]  
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The world is full of an unutterable sweetness but I 

can’t say a word because I’m bloody confused and I don’t 

have a voice. 

 But it was Mary, Mary, long before the fashions 

changed.  

[The port is unutterably sweet, and it maketh me to 

lie down.]  

I don’t go to the Saturday afternoon shows at the 

Harbor anymore because they’re too boring and the kids are 

too young.  

We go to the Dyker now, but not as much because we’re 

all drifting in different directions. We’re all 14 and 13 

or 12, and shutting down. 

[Aren’t we supposed to be opening up? That’s what 

everyone says.] 

But ah, the Saturday morning in the empty back alley 

with the big book. 

 That he did not finish his studies is true, but 
to say that he was stupid or dull would be a 
great injustice. He entered upon this path only 
because, at that time, it alone struck his 
imagination and presented itself to him as 
offering an ideal means of escape for his soul 
from darkness to light.  

 
Soul shmole, I just want out. 
 
 Man cannot commit a sin so great as to exhaust 

the infinite love of God. Can there be a sin 
which could exceed the love of God? 
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I’m fourteen and I feel like I can’t take it anymore. 

 You were meant for me . . . 

Take what?  

 Forgive the dead man in your heart. 

There is no dead man outside to forgive so what I see 

now is a dead man in my heart, a face, a floating body.  

 I was meant for you . . . 

Who might that be? No one. My eyes run away with my 

head. The eyes see their own backs. If I can stop, I think, 

(just like this, with back on fence and not caring), I’ll 

be all right. 

There is a forest in winter, and on a 
roadway through the forest stands a solitary 
peasant in torn kaftan and bark shoes. He 
seems to stand lost in thought but he isn’t 
thinking, he’s contemplating. And if he were 
touched by another he’d start as if wakened,  
bewildered. He would come to himself right 
away, and were he asked what he’d been 
thinking about, he’d remember nothing, 
though he probably has inside the image 
which had held him through the 
contemplation. These images are dear to him 
and he no doubt hoards them imperceptibly, 
and even unconsciously . . . There are a 
good many contemplatives among the 
peasantry.  

  

“And what do you want to be, son?” the visitor says. 

“All right,” I say, and his face grows lifeless and 

cold and there are little whirrings from his neck. 
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[I dream about the strange ones in the Fleetwood, 

grayish and white, four feet high, malevolent and in charge 

now, newly, as I walk in the high iron and glass doors and 

there’s nothing inside but the understanding — that these 

are here, are the new present, now, in the dark, and 

nothing will ever be the same, and I fight them with a 

table lamp, swinging it by the cord.] 

Climb upon my knee Sonny Boy . . . 

We don’t have chorus at Tech. We have a long walk up a 

hill and Foundry Theory. What would we sing, anyway? Annie 

Laurie? Silver Threads Among the Gold? Get a Job? The 

Bowery? 

 Since the horse and buggy days, transportation 
has been a major municipal problem in “Little Old 
New York.” From stage coaches to horse cars, 
steam trains, cable cars, storage battery cars, 
trolleys and high speed subway trains, 
transportation in New York was always a “must” 
for Father Knickerbocker. It is just as true 
today. 

 
The voices of stupefaction are what we have. 

[Leave me fucking alone, okay? Leave me fucking alone. 

I’ll be fine. Just leave me alone.] 

The American Tradition in Literature, Second Edition. 
 

The Minister’s Black Veil. 
 

What does Hawthorne mean? 
 

Yet when we came back, late, from the 
hyacinth garden, 
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  Your arms full, and your hair wet, I could 
not 

  Speak, and my eyes failed, I was neither 
Living nor dead, and I knew nothing.  

 
What does Eliot mean?     

 
Through the three years in Tech I’ll read Eliot and 

Max Shulman and Dostoevsky and H. Rider Haggard and S.J. 

Perelman and James Jones and Wallace Stevens and Kafka and 

Ross Lockridge and H.G. Wells and Katherine Anne Porter and 

Hemingway and James Joyce and J. D. Salinger and Jack 

Kerouac and Thomas Mann and Marie Belloc Lowndes and 

Nathanael West and Shirley Jackson and Aristotle and Davis 

Grubb and Tolstoy and Nicholas Montsarrat and Irwin Shaw 

and George Orwell and Jean Cocteau and The Nibelungenlied 

and Steinbeck and Robert Ruark and Mickey Spillane and 

Scott Fitzgerald and Leon Uris and Irving Stone and William 

Faulkner and Thomas Wolfe and Arthur Machen and Simone Weil 

and D. H. Lawrence and James Hadley Chase and Aldous Huxley 

and William Saroyan and James Thurber and Anatole France 

and Walt Kelly and Allen Ginsberg and Theodore Dreiser and 

Carl Barks and Max Beerbohm and Rilke and John McNulty and.  

 Close the doors, they’re coming in the windows. 

And not one of these will be read with anything other 

than the openness that comes with my suspicion that I don’t 

understand. Because the way books come to me, open to me, I 
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either move into them, to live, and live with the author, 

or shrug and say ‘what the hell.’  

The good thing is that understanding is not an issue. 

Either something new rises in my head and stays, or nothing 

much happens at all. So S.J. Perelman is more surely alive 

in my head than Faulkner, and Rider Haggard more than 

Thomas Mann. 

This makes me uneasy because I don’t feel I’m in any 

position to say that Rider Haggard is a better writer than 

Mann, and because I still innocently imagine that there is 

a real arrangement of authors, from great to bad, and that 

critics are men of good will trying to make sense of it 

all.  

I’m not worldly. 

So I begin to pull inside to protect what I believe 

in, which is my ignorance of the world. The eyes seeing, 

without understanding, are where my faith lives. 

[Though I don’t imagine I have faith — I think what I 

have is a kind of melancholy endurance.]  

Is there something called good writing? I think 

Hemingway (the short stories) and Beerbohm are good 

writers, but I don’t think Faulkner is. I think James Jones 

is a good writer who can’t write beautifully, that Jack 

Kerouac is a good writer though On The Road is not much, 
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that Mickey Spillane is unclean and that Katherine Anne 

Porter is a fever dream and Simone Weil a wet autumn street 

in Paris, a beige stone wall and a tree. 

And that Scott Fitzgerald only wrote The Great Gatsby, 

really.  

The poets, though, are another matter, and I read 

certain poems over and over looking for what's there, for 

what I can understand. Which turns out to be very little. 

Which turns out to be nothing at all except for what rises 

up in my head when I think of the poem. Everything about it 

is odd. I have no interest in looking hard for meanings. I 

think I do, when I try, but there's really nothing there 

and what I want to know is how the poem has done what it's 

done, to me. 

I think Prufrock is not much and that the first image, 

the evening spread out like a patient etherized on a table, 

is perfectly terrible and false. This is probably the first 

perception I’ve had about poetry — that an image can be 

false. It doesn't matter whether or not it's Prufrock's 

image and ironic, it's still false and bloody awful. 

I like The Wasteland a lot and I hope I'm never asked 

to explain it because my lack of understanding isn’t 

important to how it rises, and what it does, and I protect 
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the places where the new things live in my head, and always 

will. 

Wallace Stevens is a very strange man, two men, two 

poets, and you can almost recognize which one has done the 

writing by the way the poems look on the page. One is the 

poet looking at the world which is strange and real, and 

the other is the poet looking at himself looking at the 

world, lost in words and mockery. 

Sometimes I can hear them both at the same time, and 

The Man with the Blue Guitar is an odd experience, what I 

can follow of it. 

There are terrible things in D.H. Lawrence, but it 

doesn't matter because everything is of a piece and the 

sensation of flowing through the poems is almost the poetry 

itself. And my God, the fallen apples, the glowing light, 

the bruising of real things. 

I poke around in Whitman and generally find a lot of 

talky intent, which I don't like. But I'm missing 

something, and when Mary makes me read Out of the Cradle 

Endlessly Rocking, out loud, sitting at her dining room 

table with Cooper, something happens and I hear it 

happening as ‘death,’ I say, again and again on the page, 

with Whitman, ‘death,’ and I understand that there's 
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something I’ve missed and that maybe I should go back and 

look more closely. 

Dickinson I'm just too young for and I'm still trying 

to recover from “There is no frigate like a book,” which 

hung over a blackboard in junior high. 

I read some Williams and some Warren and some Moore 

and some Rexroth and some Shapiro and some Cummings (‘Hey, 

I can do that,’ I think). 

And some Hopkins, for whom I have the highest regard 

if only for Miss Heslin standing there in front of us 

reading Gods’ Grandeur, the breathless joy she gets into 

“Ah, bright wings.”  

In our sophomore year she decides we should write a 

poem, fourteen lines, in iambic pentameter. I know every 

word of it right now, but I don't bring it up for show and 

tell because it's painful, earnest, and deeply lousy. 

I keep it in my head because I learn something every 

time I look at it, which isn't often. It's a poem about the 

instant of death, and how it's like the smell escaping from 

a wine bottle when it's opened. There are two interesting 

things about it.  

The first Miss Heslin tells me - "This is quite good 

but it's not iambic pentameter, it's dactylic hexameter." 

It’s a clue that something is going on I can't control.  
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[And that I can't read scansion marks at all. When I 

read Lawrence on rhythm I take a deep easy breath - he 

can't be bothered either.] 

The second interesting thing is that trying to locate 

the instant of death is kind of dispassionate, almost 

clinical. 

[And Lawrence tells me about Poe, too — a scientist 

studying his own dissolution.] 

The main thing is that Mary with her big eyes and 

softness has told me it's good. I dive back into The 

Wasteland knowing a few things but unaware that I know 

them. 

I know that poems make things in the head that aren't 

the poems and weren't there before; that images can be 

false; that rhythm is neither willed nor mechanical; that 

some poetry moves to a clear end and stabs while some goes 

on endlessly. 

  Because the Holy Ghost over the bent 
  World broods with warm breast and with ah! 

bright wings. 
 
I also think that if I can write good poems I'll see 

that brightness in Mary that makes me feel edgy and radiant 

at the same time.  

I think I'll have power, then. 

You remind me of the man. 
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What man? 
The man with the power. 
What power? 
The power of hoodoo. 
Hoodoo? 
You do. 
What? 
Remind me of the man. 
 

That's from The Bachelor and the Bobbysoxer. What am I 

going to do with my mind?  

[Shirley Temple is a teenager in The Bachelor and the 

Bobbysoxer and she wears these pleated bobby-soxer skirts 

that she fills solidly, and her legs coming out from under 

are conscious bare flesh, with a softness between.]  

I’ll keep it to myself and watch it closely because it 

has that certain ability, you know, to paralyze me in 

terror.  

I respect my mind’s quick savagery but not its lack of 

comprehension. I have nothing good to say about its sloth, 

which is everywhere.  

[The hunched landscape, just like always, barely 

seeable and shaped in violets and grays, the rocks, the 

crumbly humus, the fireflies, the dreaming beasts, the 

endless half-light, the boundaries known because the 

suddenly unattached foot falls and falls.] 

The brain, my brain, me and it and all of the others 

carrying too, sidling through crowds of brains and subway 
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cars full and stacked buildings with one to a room and the 

wider carriers, the one family houses, out in the dark with 

the lights on, and the murmuring of all of them, the flux, 

the ships at sea with dotted brains go up and down, the 

dreaming villages, the dying eyes, the going-out lights, 

the fireflies in the mayonnaise jar, the softness of hope 

in the hunched flesh, the idea of numbers, of endless 

singles, of brains with each, of the world in a rainstorm 

of numbers, of dead brains drying on the ground, in the 

grass, of living brains pulsing in the bone, floundering in 

closeness, of yes, this is hot, of no, you cannot know me, 

of when I do this then that, of when I do this I’ll feel 

better, of when I do this to you, I will be less frightened 

that you will do it to me, of who are you that I should 

worry? of bring me the power that gives my brain hands and 

I won’t hurt you, oh no, oh know. I don’t want to. I don’t. 

But there are so many, living and dead, and what can I do? 

The fireflies go out, in the jar or not, the fireflies go 

out.  

What does it matter? Who wants to know? Give me the 

hands to make things and I’ll be your best friend. I’ll 

trade you. And your brain will hand me and I’ll take and 

then my brain will hand you and so on. But are you alone? 

Are you alone in there?  
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  I placed a jar in Tennessee, 
  and round it was upon a hill . . . 
 
Do the images run you in circles? Are you alone and 

when you get on the subway, down there by the map where I 

see you leaning, reading, do all the other brains come too, 

to see the blue and orange, the green and red paths? You’re 

on the subway here with me and I know well that every clack 

is closer to the roasting of us all in a tight, small, 

twisted metal place.  

And then it’s not we at all, is it? We can read the 

map, we can see each other down the car, but you and I feel 

pain separately, and die alone. 

[This is the voice that it’s best not to forget. This 

is the voice of the adolescent — not the words, not the 

conscious writer’s words — but the voice, the feeling, the 

burst rhythm and the brain noticing and wanting, alone in 

the head as it thinks, as it imagines thinking, and prays 

for help.] 

  In the moonlight 
I met Berserk, 
In the moonlight 
On the bushy plain. 

  
[God I couldn’t bear the touching anymore. And God I 

used your name as I would an eraser. And God you seemed as 

far from me as I was from myself, seeing myself, way down 



Power and Misery  
by Larry Kearney distributed by www.bigbridge.org 

 164

there, brain-like, landscape like, useless and dangerous, 

in fading light, beautiful, in an odd way.] 

[I go through life embarrassed at how little I knew, 

surprised by how much I knew, and sitting down to think 

about it, typing.] 

  It’s a Barnum & Bailey world, 
  just as phony as it can be, 

But it wouldn’t be make-believe 
If you believed in me. 
   

[Could I just sit down and give up and say what I mean 

and let my parents laugh again, because they can’t and it’s 

my doing, somehow, it’s my stupid fault, and it would be so 

nice, just to sit down and give up and we’d all laugh and 

that would be the end of it, the end of it. Could I do 

that?] 

Something violent is happening to me, and underneath 

it is a regret so deep that it makes me say quick and 

foolish things, lies, so I won’t be seen, and appraised. 

  Sh-Boom. Our Father. Call me Ishmael. 

Yakety-Yak. 

I think if I can stay where I am, or just walk in the 

one direction, on a vector, sort of, drawn with an arrow at 

its end and moving up and to the right on the page, that 

sooner or later I’ll come to the end of this passage, these 

hallways.  
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Every time I say or do something stupid, Mary Heslin 

seems to be there. It’s probably closer to the truth to say 

that the only times I’m really conscious of saying or doing 

something stupid is when she’s there.  

And when I do I want to say, ‘That’s not me. Don’t you 

understand? Don’t you get it? I’m lost here. I’m trying to 

find a way to fit in. I don’t know how to be, and I’m 

faking it.’ 

Sometimes she just looks at me with a little 

sternness, sometimes she purses her mouth a bit. 

I read The Nibelungenlied, stupefied, because she 

talks one day about leitmotif, and Wagner. I get to Gravity 

and Grace because she mentions Simone Weil.  

[Weil is very hard but I’m struck by the image of the 

autumn street that stays and holds me to the book till I 

can understand, till I know enough. But when I look for it 

later, knowing enough, it isn’t there at all - just the 

slightest suggestion — not there at all.] 

I read The Duino Elegies because I’ve already read The 

Life of the Virgin Mary, which she gave me to read. If I 

cried out among the angels, indeed — I don’t have a clue. 

I read The Portrait of the Artist and like it a lot, 

and The Dubliners, liking Araby a lot, but when I start 

Ulysses, it bores me to tears.  
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I don’t know why I finish Les Enfants Terribles 

because it largely makes no sense to me but there’s 

something in the way it’s written, the austerity, the the 

way he never reaches for anything, the snowball fight in 

the fading that hangs in my air like an fading neon arrow, 

the snow falling around it. The fatal snowball is 

altogether stupid, and Cocteau clearly never threw a 

snowball in his life, but there’s something there.  

[Aunt Meg and my mother, endlessly reading the tea 

leaves at the bottom of the porcelain afternoon cups.]  

I try to read Look Homeward, Angel, and think it’s 

pretty good, for a hundred pages or so, but then my head 

gets glassy and flat, just picking it up. 

Proust, of course — I’m excited by the dream of the 

past, the past opening petals. But so what? I finally 

think, so what? He masturbates but he never comes. I never 

get past the madeleine, and I don’t feel guilty at all.  

[I’m a much better masturbator than Proust — I always 

come.] 

Home from school I look at my mother, look up from my 

book, From Here to Eternity, from the blue couch, and she’s 

taking her coat off and saying, “I forgot to get eggs. Go 

around the corner for a dozen eggs, and get some heavy 

cream too, just a half pint.”  



Power and Misery  
by Larry Kearney distributed by www.bigbridge.org 

 167

Her hair is graying and her mouth is setting more and 

more into a thinness that was never there before — her lips 

were full and relaxed, but they’re tensing. I don’t say 

anything but get up slowly and put on my jacket. She gives 

me the money and sighs. She always sighs when she gives me 

money and this one is really unfair because I’m not the one 

wants the eggs and cream. 

Downstairs the lobby is storm-lit, the colors in the 

marbling on the floor are dark-autumn anyway, and the stone 

lions in the courtyard, through the lattice windows, are 

eaten away, pocked by the endless weather. I put my hands 

in my pockets.  

Outside is all blue and gray except for the lights up 

Fourth, a block away, smeared and blurred in the watery 

five o’clock. 

Carol comes slightly running from the storm, on her 

newly-long legs, toward me, in a yellow raincoat, and just 

as she’s at me it starts to rain for real and “Uh-oh,” she 

says, and “See you,” and runs away, faster. 

Outside is all blue and gray except for the lights. 

Denver’s is around the corner with a red sign over the 

doorway. It will take me a certain time to get there and a 

certain time to get back and it oppresses me. I can’t 

decide whether I want to saunter in the blueness, getting 
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wet like someone who doesn’t care at all, or run and time 

myself, pick an arbitrary time and see if I can make it 

there, counting in my head.  

If I had opened up my arms in the street and said 

“Kiss me,” Carol would have run right to me and done it. 

She would have been astonished, and happy, and done it. I 

know that, but so what? My brain is my enemy as surely as 

if it had a gun — in the rain — blued steel rained-on.  

I’m walking while thinking so I don’t run, but picking 

up the egg carton I feel my wet fingers sinking a little in 

the cardboard and then my coat dripping and the cold at the 

back of my neck and know I should have, run. I can’t run 

back, not with the eggs. Turning toward the front windows, 

the rain is slanting from the left down to the hissing 

ground, straight and silver.  

In the glass on all sides on the way out of Denver’s, 

the ghosts move blurrily and the lights shine like candles, 

red and green and gold, candles with haloes, colored and 

real and ghostly and touchable. How?  

I pull in my shoulders as the rain hits me and walk 

close to the fronts of the stores. At the big 86th and 

Fourth intersection, the green lights on the subway 

entrances hold all the meaning of the coming together of 

the two right angles. What meaning?  



Power and Misery  
by Larry Kearney distributed by www.bigbridge.org 

 169

When I turn down 86th there’s nothing but the wide 

street with the two story houses across it, the trees, and 

the massive Fleetwood on my side, dreaming. Third is an 

edge at the end of the block and that’s where the real 

trees start, the thickness of them, and one block farther 

down is the start of the downslope down to the Narrows. 

Which is what?  

Is The Narrows.  

Is the place where the planet is suddenly visible, and 

all the sizes of it, and the cuts in the earth and the way 

it’s shaped. I run with the eggs anyway, because the rain 

is cold. The Third Avenue traffic light bounces in front of 

me because I’m running with my head up — it would be 

cowardly to run with my head down, I wouldn’t want to be 

seen — and I pass a woman coming home from work with an red 

umbrella making a veil all around her, the water falling 

thinly. 

I go squishily into the lobby which is darker now, the 

orange sconce lights on now, making it darker as they do, 

and I go up in the wood and brass elevator, happily, 

because no one got on with me, and I get off at three and 

there’s my door, the brown metal fire-door with the brass 

313, and I hold for a beat with my hand on the cold brass 

knob, the storm-light through the windows at the hall-end, 
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to the right, and a little cascade of thunder, rolling off 

the water, from down there, and I really don’t want to go 

in because when I’m there with my mother we’re both of us 

sullen flesh and mind, each in the other’s way, lost in the 

rooms as they separate, pulling apart for good. 

And in the morning I’ll go to school. 

“Hey Kearney, why is your mother like a turnstile?” 

Something violent is happening and all I can do is 

pretend to fit in and continue to keep my own ghostly 

counsel.  

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

9 

 

I don’t want to be the way I am. It’s no longer a matter of 

being skinny and self-conscious, it’s a matter of being. 

This isn’t unusual in a fourteen year old, but in my 

case it’s close to madness because I put myself together, 

early, then put myself together again, in the teeth of the 

howling tunnel-face dream entrance in the walnut bureau 

across from my bed, then put my jerry-built self together 
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at McKinley and now I feel like I’m out of options — I’ve 

got what I’ve got. 

Whatever I expected from my mother is dead and buried. 

I don’t expect anything, and if it were offered, I’d 

probably turn my back. This is as painful a place as I’ve 

ever been, though I barely know it. This is the place where 

the chair that I sit on is an affront because it forces me 

to feel.  

Life has become the same thing as feeling pressure and 

hurting — the whole game now is to avoid it. Which might 

still be possible, I think, if it weren’t for the pressure 

through the soles of my shoes, and my face under the lights 

of the other eyes, waiting to break down.  

I don’t want to be touching things, I don’t want to be 

a thing in the world. I want to be so far apart that when 

they come looking there’s nothing where I am but a slight 

ripple in the air. 

Away from home “Hey,” I say, “what’s the homework? I 

fucking missed it again.” 

Or “Hey,” I say, “Simone Weil says money, 

mechanization and algebra are the three monsters.” 

[Instead of just being lousy at math, I’ve decided to 

disapprove of it. I don’t really understand her point 
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though, and I get lost in argument, thrown back on rhythm 

and wit where I can hold my own easily.]  

And inside I’m this wobbling kid who’s decided to make 

the best of a bad deal by talking over fear, by rolling 

over it with syll-a-buled treads, flexible tank-treads that 

adjust to the landscape as they go.  

[And when I come to the end of the landscape, I’ll 

fall off, yes I will, and I’ll fall forever because who’s 

to stop me?] 

I’m deeply dishonest, but what else have I got? 

Creeping into my head is the proposition that the misery I 

know is preferable to the misery I don’t know. 

In the cafeteria we all sit at long tables in a huge, 

H-shaped room, and in the first days they assign you a fork 

token, a table and a seat. I’m given an end seat so when 

lunch is over I have to push all the garbage into the bin 

and stack the trays. I’m next to three guys who know each 

other and they make it as hard as they can. They gather all 

the trays from down the row and make a heap then push it 

down to me violently, things falling off on the floor, the 

trays falling into the garbage. I ignore it, because that’s 

what I do. I look at the mess blankly, straighten it out 

and walk away. 
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Then one morning it’s all too much at home and my 

mother is right up against me with her head, complaining 

about giving me lunch money, and my father doesn’t say a 

word because he’s so goddamn tired and he’s on his way to 

work where he’s fighting a die that won’t do what it’s 

supposed to do, and I’m goddamn humiliated, I’m a kid who’s 

not worth lunch money, and by eleven-thirty I’ve gone a 

great way back into myself so that when the kid with the 

slicked-back black hair pushes an overloaded tray at me I 

don’t think at all just grab a half-full, half-crushed milk 

container and whip it down the table at him so it bounces 

off his chest, the milk spraying in his face, down his 

shirt.  

He looks at me, sees my face, and backs off. “Hey!” he 

says, “what the fuck?” 

My body is vibrating and I've learned something though 

it’s unusable and entirely reflexive — an electric point in 

my head that opens up then closes in a fist. 

“Fucking cocksucker,” I say, in my head. 

Down at the street level everything is power and  

everybody knows it. The kids in the street around Tech are 

a lot tougher than we are, generally, but they leave us 

alone because we’re the Big Building that takes the whole 

block for its own. We’re the gigantic presence.  
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The gypsy in the storefront watches us streaming by 

and whatever it is she does in there, she’ll never signal, 

never call us in, because we’re outside what she’s allowed 

to touch. Our building is the whole block, and ten stories 

high. It has a radio station in the tower and it cost a 

lot.  

We’re smart, too. 

We don’t go around flaunting it because we’d be insane 

to, because we know these kids could kick the shit out of 

us and why would we want to push them — unpushed, they 

won’t do a damn thing. 

[Except for the one day when it snows, and they’re all 

out there when we get out, with chunks and blocks of snow 

to hit us with as we go by with our eyes straight ahead. 

“Hey fucking Tech,” one kid says.] 

On one winter morning the Daily News Mirror headline 

says KID KILLED IN BROOKLYN ARCADE. We all have to see it 

as we stream to our various subway stations, and a lot of 

us recognize the arcade.  

Some of us, like Cooper and Reimann and I, have been 

stopping there in the afternoons, to play the games before 

we get on the BMT. 

The picture on the front page is a thirteen year old 

kid lying in a pool of blood in front of a pinball machine. 
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The story says it was all a mistake, like these four other 

kids saw him in the dark and thought he was someone else, 

shot him, and ran.  

It's all gang stuff, that’s what the cops say, and 

that of course pushes the kid’s body right out of pathos 

and into ‘what the hell is going on these days?’  

The Irish biddies in front of the Fleetwood purse 

their lips. 

We never go back to the arcade. Nobody ever says, 

‘let’s not go back there,’ It’s understood. 

God only knows what happened, but we understand, 

simply, that the kid got caught — we know that power 

catches, and traps, and we all know what the trap is like 

(the refrigerator in the vacant lot).  

There isn’t one of us hasn’t had that sudden feeling 

of being somewhere dangerous, in something dangerous with 

nothing to do but be stuck there, waiting for a way out.  

Now entering Chaplain’s Turf. 

The neighborhoods are circles — shopkeepers and city 

workers and beat cops and landlords and tough guys and desk 

workers and workers-by-hand-and-sweat and recluses and 

invalids and kids like floating things in watery streets, 

the neighborhood flow, the fixed-time arrivals and 

departures. 
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There are circles inside each other, and outside, and 

bouncing and jostling.  

The kids have circles defined by school, by money, by 

tested intelligence and by how much their parents care 

about what they do. Every one of them, almost, began by 

assuming love — because that’s how it’s supposed to be, and 

everyone says so. 

[In the little, desperate circles where the families 

jockey for position inside themselves, tearing their hearts 

while the kids watch and get ready, imagining they’re doing 

something wrong.] 

Then there’s an outside, background circle where the 

money goes, centrifugally, and it’s full of the guys who 

have our best interests at heart, no matter how it may 

seem.  

[That’s what the guys who wait their turns to get into 

the big circle tell us.]  

There are newspapers and radio stations and TV 

stations and books and movies, all explaining all the time.  

There are circles of locked hospitals and cops and 

crazy people who have no power at all but seem to because 

they make the papers when they finally blow, the front page 

— ah, George Metesky - and all the powers converge to ask 

“What have we done wrong to produce a monster like this?” 
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[The crazy man alone in his head has no power. The 

monsters are the men who eat power in chunks and are more 

than willing to increase the misery of children for money.]   

Tech is one of the school circles. We’ve been scaled 

by intelligence instead of money so it’s like we’ve been 

given a pass, a piece of paper to get us by, up to a point. 

And we all know it from the first day, see it in Mr. Pabst 

the Principal behind his the podium in the great, posh 

auditorium with the organ and the red velvet.  

We’re apart and above and if we do the right things 

the rails are greased for us. If we don’t, they’ll take 

away our passes.  

[The kid in the Arcade was in the wrong place at the 

wrong time. He was trapped in the Flatbush Avenue Extension 

circle and his luck was circumscribed.]  

It’s all luck and how much shit you can eat.  

And you can’t make luck except the one way — if those 

with power choose to let you know how they got it, your 

luck will improve geometrically.  

The powerful are careful about passing it on. The 

process is a shoddy thing and if you don’t really show that 

you’re perfectly willing to do what they’ve done (your 

eyes, your voice) they back off quickly. 
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I should care? In Industrial Processes, on a Tuesday 

morning, who is Mayor Wagner to me?  

[Out the window is a grid and the city is in it from 

the sloping streets with the trees and the sky and the kids 

in the strollers to the flat blank ugly angry places where 

my misery is just everyday stuff and added to it is the 

misery of no money, no fucking money and the power attached 

to smaller and smaller things — how far can you spit? do 

you know where to pick up a .38?]  

My landscape is crazy and accurate at the same time. 

That’s what adolescence is, whoever the kid, whatever the 

landscape. 

Horton and Boyarski are locked in misery and it’s 

painful to see but it’s not like I don’t understand. The 

guy who’s kissing ass for advantage is recognized as having 

bought-in — a company man, an inheritor, a mid-level 

administrator. Maybe better than that, if he’s really good.  

Cooper is interesting because just looking quickly at 

him you might think he was one of the ass-kissers. He gets 

picked to watch the class when the teacher has to leave the 

room. He can write on the Delaney cards. But there’s 

something else and we’re sensitive enough to pick up on it 

— no part of Boyarski’s fate will ever be his because he’s 

above it and unmoved — he’s contemptuous. 
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I seem above it and unmoved, that’s my M.O., but I 

don’t feel contemptuous and I don’t think I could bring it 

off. 

[I have no idea. I talk to the kids from my building, 

grown now, and they tell me how lofty I was, how amiably I 

laughed at their problems, how pleasantly contemptuous I 

was.]  

I wouldn’t know how to kiss a teacher’s ass even if I 

wanted to.  

I don’t much feel random ecstasy anymore. I don’t run 

in the street, maybe that’s why. I don’t find myself 

streaming, alone and pretending.  

I’m alone with the weight of my head, and it weighs 

600 pounds. 

[Except for the library, always, slipping out of the 

house like I’m shrugging off a terrible overcoat to ride 

through the clear night air to my own place. The stars in 

the great curve. I can feel the whole thing, the 

endlessness and black and pinpoint flaming. Gone mad, all 

calm and implacable I feel okay, I feel happy. I feel like 

beauty pulls at the vault of my head endlessly, 

beautifully. When I’m gone mad is when I’m sane and I don’t 

want power at all because I already have it apart from any 

need or desire to inflict. Just an all-around effortless, 
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intentionless sense of the beauty of disinterested distance 

with beautiful things moving in it — the only infliction 

the offhand, matter-of-fact grace of a falling cartoon 

safe.]  

Perry Lederman stands in the front of our class with 

his little accordion, demonstrating major and minor on the 

little keyboard, thinking he’ll be respected, and the 

pennies are thrown and fall all around him and he starts to 

cry and I just fucking want them to stop but don’t say a 

thing, I look down, and know I’m failing and that the image 

will exist in eternity for me. There are others, too, who 

feel the way I feel and sit there, too, and fail as I do.  

[On the last cut on the CD from his death bed, Perry 

sings This World is Not My Home and it’s beautiful because 

he means it, without rancor.]  

Do I want to inflict? What do I want to inflict?  

Will power leave me alone? Will they let me in to the 

party? 

[Who fucking cares? Ah yes. That’s what drives them 

crazy, when they see that in your eyes.] 

The movies flap around my head — the lost secret 

movies, the strange place-in-the-head-where-something-else-

lives movies. 
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There were so many of them — The Dark Past, The Dark 

Mirror, The Red House, Spellbound, Pursued, The Shadow on 

the Wall — and we were all so young. And what they said 

was, ‘You don’t know, kid, you don’t know anything. In your 

mind there are forgotten things and when they come back, 

you’ll be lost. And everything you hope for is nothing and 

everything you think is wrong. Because the past is hidden 

and when it opens up, things happen. And sometimes you’ll 

get better and sometimes you won’t. And sometimes you’ll go 

crazy and sometimes you’ll kill, ah yes, but mostly you’ll 

be unknown, and terrified. You’re doing it right now.’ 

In the early morning in the dark I jump on my father’s 

sleeping chest and punch him in the face and call him 

things they won’t repeat. 

And that’s dead and gone. I’ve already done that. What 

else is coming? 

The movies were all about the haunting, the haunted. 

That’s me. 

Cooper is impassive and funny.  

Haunted?  

Maybe.  

Potegal is enthusiastic.  

Haunted?  

Probably not.  
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Prever is flat-out haunted.  

Reimann is aloof and funny. Probably not haunted, 

probably just angry.  

Ornstein is present and quizzical, not haunted, 

probably not.  

Horton is.  

Boyarski is from another planet.  

I think he must be in pain but when I look, I can’t 

tell.  

Lederman is haunted. I’m haunted.  

Miss Heslin? 

That’s a really good question. 

There are mornings when she’s lost in her head and the 

things she says are disconnected and mysterious. She tells 

us she’s going to be married as if we were deeply involved 

(we are) and she reads us a poem one morning which is so 

embarrassing I can barely stand it, a poem she doesn’t seem 

embarrassed by, seems pleased with though she says, “It 

isn’t what I wanted.”  

It’s a young girl’s poem, thinking about marriage. 

There’s a fall from a high place in it, on stakes and sharp 

rocks. It’s a bloody midnight poem with an edge of Ophelia. 
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[We’d seen Hamlet at the Shakespearewrights on Central 

Park West and she’d said “Ophelia wasn’t very good. I could 

have played her better.”] 

I’m reading War and Peace and doing my best not to be 

innocent.  

Is Mary more innocent than I am? How touchable she is, 

how delicate.  

Sometimes I notice a false sophistication in her (I 

watch and listen intently) and it hurts me, it’s 

embarrassing.  

In a spasm of innocence, she brings her marriage and 

her poem to us and lays them at our feet like the heaven’s 

embroidered cloths.  

I can feel the ripples through the room. I can feel 

the attention, and the disbelief. No one says a word about 

it. She finishes and we jump off into something or other, 

some random enthusiasm, some disconnected passion. 

Browning. Donne. Yeats. 

Miss Heslin of the opening doors and the flowering 

glances. 

[One morning she talks distractedly about Donne’s 

‘eye-beams’ twining in the air, and I’ll never be free of 

them again — they’ve made something new in me and it’s 

hers.] 
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She’s almost weepy for a couple of weeks because she’s 

had to tell Mr. Cahill, head of the department and her 

mentor, her courtly lover, that she’s leaving to get 

married and he reacts savagely and sends her Yeats’ “To a 

Friend Whose Work Has Come to Nothing,” which is pretty 

damn nasty, if you ask me. 

She assigns another poem and this time she really 

likes something in mine though for the life of me I don’t 

know what it is. She gets cryptic. She tells me there’s a 

very deep device at work in an image of bright mirrors 

turning yellow and greasy, but never what it is. She leaves 

me on my own.  

Which is a wonderful, wonderfully intuitive thing for 

her to do — a painful gift, but what I need because nobody 

can tell me anything — either I’ve found it out myself or 

it’s nothing at all. 

For one whole semester we read in her class. Each of 

us brings in a list of books we’re going to read. We read 

them and each gets a personalized final based on the lists. 

What a chance to show off. Boy, do I show off. 

I have a list of thirty-nine books. I’m in heaven. 

[Except for hating myself because I’m too thin, 

because I’m a coward and won’t touch Carol, because I lack 

male skills, because I never do anything right, because I’m 
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lazy, because I’m a spy and an impostor and a great sadness 

to my parents.]  

Other kids believe in power because they think that 

when they get it by doing what the ones who have it say, 

they’ll be able to do what they want.  

I’d rather just wait for something to happen. I can’t 

do anything anybody wants me to do. 

[The rage stirs.]  

Everything in Tech, almost everything, is pushing me 

to declare myself. My guidance counselor wants to know what 

I want to do with my life.  

How the fuck would I know? I don’t even know what I 

want to do with the day I’m stuck in, looking at him across 

the desk and thinking ‘gray.’  

I’m starting to think there’s something missing in me. 

My friends are okay, they seem to have some footing, some 

solidity, most of them. But I’m nowhere, in empty glass 

(the mirror is all flesh but my eyes escape me).  

And I’m less and less sensitive to the real people 

around me, the ones behind the eyes. I still vibrate and 

jump in a group, bounce from one head to another, intuit 

things, hear things, suddenly find myself in someone else’s 

head, but I don’t trust it anymore, and I don’t think we’re 

in it together anymore.  
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They know and I don’t, I think.  

I pull back and get even less accessible. I seem to be 

highly visible, and that’s a drawback, but I can shutter my 

eyes perfectly, and very few get through. In Cooper’s case 

his shutters are as tight as mine, so we look at each other 

quizzically.  

In Lederman’s case, he’s got no shutters at all and 

he’s agonizing to watch. When he brings in his twelve 

string, to play for us, there’s a terrible moment before he 

begins. 

‘God don’t let him blow it, please.’  

I’d say there but for the grace of God it would be 

meaningless because I am Lederman — it’s just that I don’t 

let on. 

He doesn’t blow it, of course, because he’s as good as 

it’s possible to be and he plays so well we’re all stunned 

and a little embarrassed. He plays as if he’s presenting a 

business card, and while he tries to stay matter-of-fact, I 

can see how proud he is. 

I’m a little annoyed he’s as good as he is. He’s only 

my age. What can I do?  

[I can’t do what I want to do, but I can. Somewhere in 

my head is everything. Somewhere is the place where the 

iris opens and everything is touchable. I don’t know it, 
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but I’m controlled by faith. There’s an odd certainty, 

almost a fatality, that calms me sometimes, as if I had a 

secret map in my pocket, in the middle of nowhere, on the 

subway.]  

“My brother is a real prick and he’s going to win the 

Nobel prize,” Perry tells me.  

I’m not completely clear what his brother does that 

makes him a prick, but I can see Perry’s face when he says 

it and it isn’t good at all. The feelings are all over him.  

[He’s right, of course, his brother will win the Nobel 

prize. Perry will never win anything — he’ll just be the 

best at what he does.] 

Miss Heslin tries to help him, I can see her doing it. 

She nudges him toward the literary magazine people — Cooper 

and Potegal and Geoff Kalish and me. He looks to us for 

help, But I’m too scared and they’re too together, so while 

he’s welcomed, and hangs around, and plays for us, we 

really don't help much at all. 

This is a great loss for us all — there are lines 

being drawn and quartered.  

Mr. Pabst watches, year after year, as the classes 

pass through and out into the world, just as they should. 

Along the way we’ve been winnowed, just as always.  
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Here’s the church and here’s the steeple, 
open it up and see the people. 
 

 [Adolescence isn’t a time of opening — it’s a time of 

gradual shutting down for the good of the structure. There 

are gifts to be given and trades to be made, and when it’s 

all done then it’s time to believe that you know things you 

don’t, and that success is whatever power chooses to 

recognize.] 

 We’re learning to pretend and pretending that we’re  

learning who we are.  

“I do love you, Ivan. Dmitri says, ‘Ivan is 
a tomb,’  but I say Ivan is a puzzle and 
that’s what you are to me.  I do understand 
something, though, but I didn’t understand 
it till this morning. 

Ivan laughed. “What’s that?” 
“You won’t be angry with me?” Alyosha 

laughed too. 
“Well?” 
“That you are just as young as the 

others of three and twenty —young and fresh 
and nice — a green boy. Have I insulted you 
terribly?” 
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10 

 

French class is the unspeakable Emil Tron who looks a bit 

like Alastair Sim, and knows it, and stares at us, head 

lowered to desk level with arms out on each side and palms 

flat on the wood. He was a wrestler once, and he’ll break 

his ankle chasing Steiner around the room. I sit in the 

back next to Prever. 

 He hands me a note as Tron is facing the blackboard 

and I unfold it quietly. 

 “In thirty seconds,” it says, “my head is going to 

blow up and scatter the room with blood and pieces of 

brain.” 

 ‘Of course,’ I think, or feel, ‘of course.’ 

 The ones I recognize easily know our landscape well. 

 We’re bloody, bloody creatures and the horizon is 

half-lit and bloody, and the dark is full of the physical 
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sense of the brain, and time has a terrible edge of 

eternity, and the words are hard to say, and the savagery 

has to be funny, most of the time, and the woman is the 

dark and takes us inside, in imagination, knowingly, 

lingeringly, with a terrible, odd smile like a dream of 

satisfied death, and the flesh is everywhere, apart from 

the brain which doesn’t want to see it, not really (the 

mirrors are everywhere), and there are bent and twisted and 

terribly ugly human beings and the pain of seeing them is 

eternal, and the light is unstable and flickers bloodily, 

pumpingly, and the past is braided bits of terror and 

mystery, and sometimes there’s music, or brightness, or 

just being alone in the street in the early morning, but 

mostly there’s the landscape, and the covers bunched in the 

dark, and the endless battering, inane fucking words from 

the civilization, and the images that stretch out to the 

horizon to be passed through like sodden clouds, and the 

one image that will never go away if you’re unlucky enough 

to walk into it, and always always the landscape and the 

sense of being two things in it, brain and flesh, 

separatable, torturable, frail as the rippled pearl light 

on skin, flickering. 
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 I look at Prever and put up my right hand and start 

counting with my fingers. He hunches his shoulders and 

squinches his eyes like he’s pumping his head full of air. 

 “Pree-vah!” Tron says. “Pre-vah you’re pond life, 

you’re algae! Sit up and translate!” 

 Prever sits up straight and says “Yes, Mr. Tron,” with 

that edge of tacit insubordination which I never use. I’m 

much too afraid of being noticed. My salvation is in 

finding a place and not filling it, seeming to fit but 

being somewhere else. That’s what I think, all right. 

 I read the Kenneth Rexroth introduction to the 

selected poems of D.H. Lawrence and he says “No one gets 

out of adolescence cleanly without a foretaste of death,” 

and ‘right,’ I think, but not quite sure where he gets that 

authority, to talk for everyone. I like it, but I don’t 

trust it. It makes me excited, that somebody’s saying that 

stuff. But is it true?  

What a question. What a dead end. 

[The only real one. The one I’m stuck with.] 

 “Kear-ney! Are you with us Kearney? Would you deign to 

join us this morning? I mean if you can manage to tear 

yourself away from the Lump of Prever.” 

I read and I read and there are books about which I 

remember nothing but an odd-colored cover, or the way it 
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didn’t quite fit in my hands. Sometimes I’ll take out a 

book because of the way it looks on the shelf. Sometimes 

because it looks like it has sex in it. Sometimes because 

it’s of no interest to me but looks substantial and I feel 

like I need to surrender myself to something different, and 

plodding. 

 The television is okay for some things, but without 

the library I’d die. I think about that quite a bit and 

though I know other kids have to think about these things 

too, I'm not sure anymore that it's the same kind of 

thinking. 

 Cooper, for example, seems to actually think and come 

to conclusions and act on them. This is so mysterious to me 

that I neither approve nor disapprove — I just watch 

closely. He’s kindly too, which doesn’t seem to fit. 

Potegal seems to be enthusiastic about becoming an 

adult, which is also a mystery.  

Abravenel is a wiseass and a professional mystery, but 

I understand him perfectly on one level, at least, because 

I can see the imposture.  

All of them think about death, but how? Death is a 

nursery rhyme, the unforgettable sing-song and the fugitive 

meaning. ‘Hickory dickory dock,’ we could all sing in the 

auditorium, ‘six thousand strong,’ Mr. Pabst leading us, 
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mice clambering up his grey suit and blank face (and that’s 

unfair, I know, because who knows who Pabst is, really?) 

It’s odd to sit in the auditorium and know that while 

we’re all going to be nothing at all, finally, we’re doing 

this stuff anyway, singing about it. ‘Wake echoes wake as 

we thunder our song.’ Cripes, as my cousin Ronnie used to 

say (who’s dead now). Everyone who’s died knows more than 

anyone who hasn’t. I think you have to pay attention when 

you die, but I’m afraid it’s like trying to notice the 

moment you fall asleep. 

Will I die in the morning or the afternoon or at three 

in the morning when there’s nothing that will ever turn out 

right anyway and you know it and might as well, die?  

Will I die in pain? Will I die with something witty 

and brave to say? Who cares? (I do.) How much pain? 

So I think about death a lot and think maybe it’s not 

like how others think about it. Prever, maybe. Prever is 

right on the edge of out of control. Am I? Ah, not me. I 

can handle it. I’ll get by.  

‘Fuck you people,’ I think, when I’m not bleeding from 

the heart. ‘I have my own death. I have my own goddamn 

path.’ 

I think I'm in love with the idea of death as a kind 

of heightened sleep where there’s nothing but the 
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wombishness I feel sometimes while curling up in a safe, 

lighted place, falling asleep in a strange safe place with 

people around me talking softly, letting me go, letting me 

sink. 

 Sure we all think about death, and we all talk about 

life, in theory, but I’m just a step removed, I think, and 

it troubles me. The sleepwalking troubles me, too. And the 

terrible closeness to madness at the dinner table. And the 

shriek of the wheels on the subway. And the long walk up 

the hill to nothing — to Foundry Theory.  

And the way I get stuck in other heads, the children 

of strangers on the street, seeing the kids and being stuck 

in them, briefly, as if I knew their fear and the walls of 

the places where they’re stuck, and have to be.  

And my full-time impersonation (I feel like there’s 

nothing I do that doesn’t involve an impersonation).  

And the gap between dead and alive (that stiff and 

matted thing in the gutter with glass-ball wide—yellow eyes 

staring is ‘cat,’ is nothing and something and I can feel 

the stiffness of it in my head, and the missing light, 

though the eyes shine). 

And the endless reproach as in ‘I am not what I should 

be, I am not what I want to be, I am not what anyone else 

wants me to be, I’m just a goddamn spy, a traitor, and I’ll 



Power and Misery  
by Larry Kearney distributed by www.bigbridge.org 

 195

be found out as sure as the rails and the wheels scream 

coming into Dekalb Avenue.’ 

And the wishing for comfort which is nothing, which is 

a heightened sleep in a room where the voices murmur, and 

the books are piled high on the table. 

I read with no sense of anything but mystery and the 

occasional beauty of words and the strangeness of the 

voices knowing.  

But the final sight of him made her stop. He 
had crouched on the floor, and, bending his 
stomach over the boxes hissed at her, so 
that she stopped short, not seeing any way 
to get at him, seeing no way to bring him 
back, while from his mouth black thick 
strings of something slipped out, as though 
he had spewed out the heart of his grief. 
  
As autumn advanced, she awoke often from 
this tainted land and would cling to him 
like a scared child and talk solemnly for 
hours in the night telling him stories of 
her childhood, as if by these recitals she 
could discharge at last the whole of a sick 
burden and be rid of it forever. 
 
To see a landscape as it is when I am not 
there . . . When I am in any place, I 
disturb the silence of heaven and earth by 
my breathing and the beating of my heart. 
 
"Mary Jane listen, please," Eloise said, 
sobbing.  You remember out freshman year, 
and I had that brown-and-yellow dress I 
bought in Boise and Miriam Ball told me 
nobody wore those kind of dresses in New 
York, and I cried all night?" Eloise shook 
Mary Jane's arm. "I was a nice girl," she 
pleaded, "wasn't I?" 
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Suddenly tired, he sat down on a bench. He 
searched the sky for a target. But the gray 
sky looked as if it had been rubbed with a 
soiled eraser. 
 
. . . and this reassured him and he felt the 
sense of peace and contentment he had always 
felt he was about to feel, but never quite 
had, when he was having one of his drunken 
moments of alone-but-not-quite-reaching-it, 
because now he could see clearly that each 
one received only just what he wanted and 
secretly asked to receive, no more no less . 
. . 
 
Her parents thought they were handing her 
up,  
the threatening one with the bejewelled 
breast 
received her it seemed: yet she went through 
them all, 
small as she was, forth out of every hand 
and into her destiny, which, higher than the 
hall, 
was prepared already, and heavier than the 
house. 
 
Again she poured chloroform onto the cotton 
wool, but as she did not wish to die, she 
kept it at some distance from her face so 
that she could breathe the fresh air while 
filling the room with the asphyxiating odor 
of the narcotic., for she knew that someone 
would come upstairs. So she arranged herself 
in a charming attitude of abandonment, a 
mimicking of the abandon of death, and 
waited. 
 
Three hours went past, hours in which they 
breathed as one, in which their hearts beat 
as one, hours in which K. was haunted by the 
feeling that he was losing himself or 
wandering in a strange country, farther than 
ever man had wandered before, a country so 
strange that not even the air had anything 
in common with his native air,  where one 
might die of strangeness . . . 



Power and Misery  
by Larry Kearney distributed by www.bigbridge.org 

 197

 
Suddenly some force struck him in the chest 
and side, making it still harder to breathe, 
and he fell through the hole and there at 
the bottom was a light. What had happened to 
him was like the sensation one sometimes 
experiences in a railway carriage  when one 
thinks one is going backwards while one is 
really going forwards and suddenly becomes 
aware of the real direction. 

'Yes, it was all not the right thing,' 
he said to himself, 'but that's no matter. 
It can be done. But what is the right 
thing?' he asked himself, and suddenly grew 
quiet. 

This occurred at the end of the third 
day, two hours before his death. 
 
By half-past two he was in West Egg, where 
he asked someone the way to Gatsby's house. 
So by that time he knew Gatsby's name. 

At two o'clock Gatsby put on his 
bathing suit and left word that if any one 
phoned word was to be brought to him at the 
pool. 
 
One of these skeletons, which was that of a 
female, had still upon it some fragments of 
a dress that had once been white; and about 
the neck was  a necklace of the seeds of 
adrezarach, and a little silk bag braided 
with green beads, which was open and empty. 
These things were of so little value that 
the hangman no doubt had  not thought it 
worth his while to take them. The other, by 
which this first was closely embraced, was 
the skeleton of a male. It was remarked that 
the spine was crooked, the head depressed 
between the  shoulders, and one leg shorter 
than the other. There was, however, no 
rupture of the vertebrae of the neck, and it 
was evident that the person to whom it 
belonged had not been hanged. He must have 
come hither and died in the place. When 
those who found this skeleton attempted to 
disengage it from that which it held in its 
grasp, it crumbled to dust. 
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I went to the Garden of Love, 
And saw what I never had seen: 
A chapel was built in the midst, 
Where I used to play on the  green. 
 
And the gates of this Chapel were shut, 
And "Thou Shalt Not" was writ over the door; 
So I turned to the Garden of Love 
That so many sweet flowers bore; 
 
And I saw it was filled with graves, 
And tomb-stones where flowers should be; 
And priests in black gowns were walking 

their rounds, 
And binding with briars my joys and desires. 

 

I read these things and they make a fabric, like a 

blanket on a sick-bed. I'm an ascetic sensualist (a cold 

pair of soft lips), and I'm not quite at home with either. 

I can't bring either off. 

So what, as long as I get by.  

I'll get by, as long as I . . .  

I read in the expectation that time will pass while 

I’m doing it, and that I won’t notice. 

Power is everywhere and the feeling is you have to 

find a place in the grid. From the right place you'll move 

up. From the wrong place you'll stay, or sink. From my 

place (no place), power is a searchlight looking to pick me 

out in the landscape (lights in the towers at the corners 

of the prisons, concentration camps, flashlights in 
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basements). I'm its enemy, though how that came to pass I 

couldn't say. 

Power for X in third row fifth seat is money. Power 

for Y is stroking his dick in anticipation. Power for Z is 

finding a place where revenge isn’t noticed.  

Power for me is the arbitrary - everything that makes 

no sense but rolls on anyway, heavy and unquestioned and 

made of equal parts of cruelty, disinterest and self-

satisfaction. At the base of all of it is our agreement to 

pretend and keep pretending. It doesn't matter whether or 

not an infinite progression actually has a sum, learn the 

calculation and take it on faith. 

I don't want to, and my objection isn't to faith, not 

really, my objection is to the feeling I get from the 

assumptions I'm being asked to make. 

I know at the bottom of everything there's the one 

assumption - nothing will work if we don't accept the 

square root of 2 - but it galls and rankles because what 

they mean by things working is a terrible screaming inside 

a built-over broken building. 

At the bottom of everything that seems organized and  

structured and scientific is a claptrap faith. And it’s 

being demanded of me by people who consider real faith a 

weakness of intellect.  
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Maybe I haven’t noticed that yet, maybe I’m not able 

to say it yet, but it’s the substance of my quarrel. 

 I'm an ascetic when I think and a sensualist when I 

feel and when the two come together I find myself in a 

place without borders that I like pretty well. 

Mostly I'm a scared kid who holds on to his English 

class and hopes he never disappoints Miss Heslin because he 

couldn't stand it, really couldn't. 

I’ll get by, as long as I, have you .  .  . 

Miss Heslin tells my mother she’s worried about my 

health and of all things, all things, that’s precisely what 

she shouldn’t say, oh no, it will be taken as a reproach 

from another woman (another woman indeed) and I see my 

mother’s face tighten and set like a casting. We’re 

standing in front of the little stage in home room where 

we’ve just put on J.B., the Archibald MacLeish play (that’s 

what we did for the whole semester, we put together the 

production), and Mary is so delicate and young and 

beautiful, my mother looking hard at her and she not 

seeming to notice, just saying what she means, “I’ve been 

worried about Lawrence’s health,” (I fell out of my chair 

in class one day with a sudden piercing pain through my 

chest — it never came back), and my father, who’s just 

behind me can tell there’s trouble (I can feel him 
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stiffen), but Mary doesn’t seem to notice (or does she?) 

and we’re all in limbo as my mother says “Yes, well I 

haven’t noticed that,” and Mary, with no sense at all says 

“I think maybe he’s been working too hard,” and my parents 

know full well that while she’s given me a 100 in English 

I’ve failed Physics so that perhaps I’m only working too 

hard in her class and none of it is going well and my 

father says, “Well, thank you, it was a wonderful show,” 

and off we go to the silent car, my mother set in stone. 

“Maybe she thinks I’m not feeding you,” my mother 

says. 

“Oh, she didn’t mean that, Ness,” my father cuts in, 

“she just thinks he’s working too hard.” 

“I’ll no have her saying I can’t take care of my own 

son.” 

“She didn’t say that, did she?”  

My mother is through, and no one says a word for the 

rest of the ride. That’s not too bad, anymore — I’ve got 

used to it — and it’s better than the words keeping going. 

We cut across to Park Slope, past Grand Army Plaza and the 

whiteness of the arch in the moonlight, then down to Fourth 

and left to 86th and up in the elevator, quiet as the grave. 

In the morning things are still brittle.  
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“If you’re working too hard in your English class, 

you’re no putting much in the classes that mean something.”  

I don’t say a word. This is serious business. This is 

the whole of my comfort and possible salvation laid out on 

the kitchen table to be poked at with a stick. 

My father sighs.  

“I didn’t work too hard.” 

“Well I know you didn’t at anything else.” 

I finish my breakfast quickly and get the hell out. 

What else have I got? I think. I don’t want to be at Tech. 

Foundry Theory is not my subject. Down on the station my 

uncle Bill is standing waiting for the train. He sees me 

and turns around and walks way up to the front. Nobody has 

ever known where he works, and he doesn’t want me to see 

where he gets off.  

Which is the craziest relative I have? Really hard to 

say.  

My uncle Jim married his wife because her father 

offered to pay off his gambling debts. My aunt Elizabeth 

thinks the FBI is listening to her phone because she was 

involved with some left-wing radio scripts in the thirties.  

My Uncle Henry lives in Jersey with the worst woman in 

the world. My father’s cousin Martin celebrated his ex-

wife’s cancer. My Grandfather on my father’s side is 
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pushing a hundred and threw his daughter out when she came 

to see him after thirty years. 

Alcohol is everywhere.  

My cousin Norma is resigned and good-hearted and as 

haunted as they come. My cousin Ronnie is lost and just 

about to get drunk. 

[They died the same year, never having come to terms 

with anything. Norma got married and had two children then 

her husband walked and she brought the kids up best she 

could, lived in my old building, across from my parents, 

and was a good friend to my mother, and did the best she 

could and drank because the beauty of the liquor (that’s 

how it seems – the liquor is beautiful and soft and a 

friend like no other, a listening friend who’ll put you to 

sleep when you can’t go on anymore), was embedded in her 

deepest parts and she had no choice, really, it was life. 

And Ronnie felt himself trapped in evil, surrounded by 

people who dreamed of power and behaved evilly and couldn’t 

participate so just went to work and kept quiet and came 

home to Dostoevsky and took care of his father when his 

brain was completely gone, and drank, because because, 

until he died of it, like Norma, both twins dead of the 

same thing in the same year.]  
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When we’re over across the street at Aunt Meg’s, 

sometimes there’s a card game after dinner, fish and chips 

or meat pies when we’re there and my father is working late 

so my mother is relaxed and has a few drinks and everybody 

plays for pennies and it’s pretty much a good time till we 

have to go home, my father comes to the door for us, and 

her face gets a little set, a little resentful, and there’s 

no saying what’s going to happen.  

I get tense. The back of my neck gets tense.  

That’s the way it will stay, just like the ugly face 

you make that won’t go away if you do it too much.  

Permanent as the house itself, solid and inflexible 

and fatal. 

Aunt Meg’s blood pressure is over 200. Her husband 

Jimmy is sliding toward a wet brain — you can see the light 

going out in his eyes. Her brother Jim is getting shriveled 

and mean and contemptuous. His hands are starting to shake. 

John is away all the time, at sea. Ronnie and Norma are 

dark, hot house plants, and doomed by the alcohol and the 

Scots fatality, the overpowering sense of flesh in a one- 

way progression to the grave. The shrug is the deepest 

gesture, the most graceful expression. 
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We’re all doing our best, though. I sure am. I’m 

surprised I can walk down the street. Sometimes I don’t 

think I can. 

[My sentences are getting longer when I write. When I 

write for myself which is sometimes, not often, and the 

rhythm comes up in the air and seems to me to be the 

meaning by itself and that anything can come to it and fit 

inside neatly, when it’s there, when the great rush is on 

and the world is mine.] 

At Tech I can fake it, I can saunter, I can use my 

Junior High School ‘I’m not really here’ face.  

Though the clothes my mother insists on buying me are 

a problem. They’re never the right ones, and they put a 

strain on my image. 

Perry’s clothes are as bad as mine. He’s pudgy too and 

sometimes he stammers a little.  

Why is he in Tech? Good question. Did his brother send 

him?  

He wanders through the halls like a lost kitten. 

though strong in a way I can’t quite figure but I can see — 

his fingers on the twelve string, his eyes. 

We talk about music sometimes and the people he knows 

are unknown to me so I can learn something. I’m a little 
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edgy about it, though. I really don’t want his luck to rub 

off on me. I’ve got enough problems.  

Because I admire the way he plays and because he needs 

to talk I fake an interest in playing the guitar, which is 

the last instrument I’d ever play, and things get out of 

hand and my aunt hears me talking about his guitar to my 

father and offers to buy me one so off go Perry and I to 

the Village on a bright Saturday morning and I feel 

hopelessly strange, out in the street with Perry and Perry 

almost happy, enthused and talkative and ready to show me 

all his places, all the shops and the people he knows and 

the guitars hung on wires in the dimness.  

And I’m a fraud, I’m not really being his friend 

because I know that on Monday, at school, I’ll go right 

back to my little circle and he’ll be just slightly outside 

again, slightly rejected, and I'll have to look away. 

But right now he’s happy and I can’t bear it, that I’m 

going to betray the way he feels. He takes me to the 

Folklore Center and I shake hands with Izzy Young then 

stand around looking at the magazines while they talk a 

bit. He talks easily with these people and I can’t tell 

whether or not they take him seriously. I’ve never talked 

easily to an adult in my life. 
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He tells me about the Amato Opera and it sounds fishy 

to me but then we walk right by it. He finds me a beautiful 

guitar, a Favila, cheap, and I pay for it with my aunt’s 

money and go home with it proudly, knowing I’ll never play 

it, but proud to carry it in the street. 

Then there’s a long twilight with the smell of cooking 

meat loaf when I understand that I’ll never play it and 

that I’ve wasted a hundred dollars of my aunt’s money and 

helplessly raised Perry’s expectations of closeness, of 

friendship, and that I’m not just a failure I’m a cruel, 

dishonest failure. 

Riding to the library I think about Perry’s home and  

see it as an apartment with a lot of rooms, all blue, with 

frosted glass mirrors. There are five or six people in it 

and they bump into each other in the halls, not often, just 

once in a while. 

Cooper I know lives in a house in Brighton Beach. I 

think it’s probably comfortable inside. Prever is in an 

apartment I think of as white and yellow and cramped, 

intense. Potegal’s place is upstairs in a two-family house 

in East New York, kind of rickety. 

I think of Perry’s place as strange and blue and 

glassy. Because the things he says about his family sound 

like he’s an explorer who’s just reached some Ultima Thule 
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apartment where everything is a little odd and he’s found 

he can’t quite make the best of it and wants his home in 

the worst way, though he can’t remember where it might be.  

He’s so goddamned lonely he’s like a sign pointing at 

me. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

11 

 

I sit there in the wooden seats and watch the clock at the 

top of the Williamsburg Bank tower, the four-face clock, 

then I turn back to the room and watch the clock in the 

front of the room, above the blackboard, flat and still as 

death. 

Can God make time move faster?  

What God? There isn’t a person I know at Tech who 

isn’t embarrassed by the notion. The kids at home in the 
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Fleetwood have talked about God some, the Catholic kids 

mostly, but even they’re starting to get a little leery of 

the subject. 

There are things that are unutterably bad and things 

that are just unutterable and the two go together naturally 

as in ‘In order to feel so good I can barely stand it I 

have to ignore the real which is largely pain, misery, and 

boredom.’ 

When was the last time I felt so good I could hardly 

stand it? I don’t know. I really haven’t, lately. Maybe in 

the street somewhere, maybe walking past the Metropole and 

hearing the music, maybe when I sat down in the sculpture 

garden at the Museum of Modern Art and it was early, just 

after opening, and the whole city was mine.  

Anytime I’m alone and it feels right and no one 

expects me to do anything. Anytime the world is empty.  

[“If I were the only boy in the world,” my mother 

sings, but it’s “If I were the only girl in the world.”] 

We have a secret, we do, which is the story of my dead 

sister who had the red hair too and nobody, nobody ever 

says a word about it except that one morning, right after 

No School Today, when she told me and things got strange. 

And ever after when she sings It’s a Grand Old Name, 

I’ll hear her voice as she stood by the breakfast table and 
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said “She only lived a little while,” and “Her name was 

going to be Mary.” 

I do feel remarkably good when people seem at ease 

with me, but that’s not quite the joy I mean. I mean the 

joy when I’m lost in the present, and the world glows, and 

I own it. Own own own. I don’t mean that. I mean the sense 

of having a shape I can fit to the air when I’m moving. I 

mean the whole of things coming round to the simplest parts 

— the breeze, the touch of the warm light, the book in my 

hands that’s not over. When I’m moving and I’m on my own 

and I know something I can’t quite say but know. Know know 

know. If you know, you say. That’s how they know you know. 

When you say that you know and try to explain and it comes 

out wrong, and it always does, you’re a schmuck, and every 

eye is turning away in embarrassment. Better to make 

nothing sound good, don’t you think? Huh, kid? 

On my bike down the hill to the giant river, in my 

head with Karamazov. Being awake in the heart of the 

civilized when nobody’s there and the sun bathes everything 

equally. And that’s just the human. 

There’s the other, too, but the other is shattering 

and leaves your mind nowhere. “Uh, I, don’t know. It was 

like.” 
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What else is there? ‘It was like,’ and that doesn’t 

work. My sentences are getting longer because I feel the 

only way might be to pile things up, but moving, like a 

train. It’s not what I want, but what else is there?  

I want to say what I mean but I know nothing. What I 

read in the books, unless they’re very good, is what the 

writer thinks he knows, and it’s never right and the only 

book is the book of the unknown. 

The dead cat in the street is so perfect, so electric, 

so out of the mess. It’s dead. and there are its eyes (its 

eyes?) It’s dead in my world at my feet and it isn’t my 

world anymore. It’s all dead cat and there’s nowhere to 

hide. I have a stupid little miserable life in a welter of 

other lives which rise up now and then to inflict terrible 

pain on each other, or just do it quietly, at home, and I’m 

worried all day long about how I’m going to avoid the pain 

and get through intermediate algebra and focus somehow and 

bring my hands to a woman’s flesh (her hands on me) and how 

it is at home and why my parents and I can’t seem to love 

each other and why I can’t be left alone and how, if I 

were, I’d survive. 

Dead cat and the moon beating down on us both. 

Equal parts of me, cat and space, and the moon equal 

parts of white and beauty and roundness and nothing. 
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Nothing behind it. But there isn’t anything with nothing 

behind it. Inside maybe you can find nothing, but outside 

there it is. There’s a certain light the moon throws and 

when it’s right it beats down just like the sun. Things in 

the moonlight are seen things, for me, and I’m a troubled 

child in a world that’s every bit as terrible as I worry it 

might be.  

Napoleon conquered Europe: So what? is the single 

final exam question Mr. Wolfson gives us in History, and I 

take him at his implied word and write a few pages on why 

Napoleon’s conquest of Europe was utterly unimportant in 

any real view of things and he’s not happy with me, not at 

all, and I realize how dangerously willing I am to see my 

own obsessions in others, and to give myself away. 

I watch the clock. 

My father hates that. When I’m at the shop he can see 

me, he can feel me watching the clock and because he knows 

a lot more about work than I do, and how it gets done, it 

drives him crazy and he tries to explain that everything 

takes longer when you watch the clock but I can’t help 

myself. I’m not looking for the time, really, I’m looking 

to be surprised. I’m looking for an inexplicable jump to 

quitting time, as if I’d been somewhere else and not known. 
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And when it finally is time and I leave and get on the 

Third Avenue bus I look out of the window blankly, hoping 

that when I get home all the things I wanted so badly to do 

will be do-able, and good, because I’m guilty to my soul 

for running away from him and I need the rest of the day to 

be good in order to pretend I’ve forgotten. 

When I get home my mother sends me to the laundromat 

around the corner and I pull the squeaking laundry basket 

with ill grace. None of us in the building like the things 

we have to do but we don’t talk about it. The thing is to 

be above the parents, above the genetics, above the 

necessities. But being above is one of the necessities. we 

work on our routines in groups, sitting on the stoop next 

door, trying out and adjusting and looking away up the 

street when there’s a lull and the mechanism shows. It 

seems social, I guess, but it’s really a godawful isolation 

with greater and lesser theatricalities bouncing off each 

other in the air. It's as cold as vaudeville. 

Goddamn miserable fucking bullshit school and life and 

stoop and three million pound apartment and pretense, 

pretending, and fear. And liver once a week and my head and 

my lonely fucking bike and my wanting and lust and not 

being able and unseeable face and corners of my nose where 

the inflammations gather.  
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And fucking Craig Sample sixteen years old hanging out 

on our stoop with his bullshit gravity blade and his 

endless spitting. And Carol looking at me oddly.  

And the drifting softnesses and decencies fading away 

in the endless bullshit chatter and fucking ‘so I fucking 

told him fuck that,’ and the concrete colder and colder as 

the light goes down and the nowhere, my nowhere, my nothing 

to say but, ‘yeah, sure.’  

And the faces clicking into slots, assuming ranks and 

lonelinesses, and the brutally worn-down mothers heading 

over for the Mirror, and the dead past back in the alley 

where we hardly go anymore. And my dead past in which I’m 

always in my carriage reaching for a red bead in the 

sunlight and wondering, wondering, where is this and who is 

that and how did I come here and how do I sleep and what’s 

the score and who’s dead and who isn’t and what’s the 

fucking point, huh, what’s the fucking point?  

The point is to know something, and rest my head in 

it. The point is to know something and be able to say it. 

What I know is not sayable, when I know it, and not there 

when I don’t.  

Poetry is looming like a white figure at the end of 

the empty street.  
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But I don’t write poetry. I sit at the big black 

Underwood in the little alcove by the door and I type 

descriptions. I write about dreams, I try to make drams 

real. I write about how the light is on the windows. I 

write about things that only happen for me, and try to make 

them visible on the page.  

I want everyone else to see how this tree is in my 

memory, this little bent tree with silver leaves on the 

green downslope at Shore Road.  

I’m stuck with the utterly unsayable, and when I look 

for things that can be said I find I don’t know any, so 

back I go to my rolling paragraphs and dead dreams. What 

could be worse than a dream on a page, trying to make it as 

it was? 

First because no one cares at all and there is nothing 

more boring than someone else’s dream. Second because I’m  

hitting the boundaries of language right away, and that 

makes my heart sink.  

My one virtue is that I understand how rare it is to 

get something right on a page, and that everything might 

change if I do get it right. 

Maybe nothing I write has meaning behind it, not that 

I understand,  anyway. But it does have necessity, and it 

moves down the empty street.  
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Sometimes I get home from school and there's a nest of 

images waiting for me in the dark alcove. The dark table 

with the typewriter is right in front of my old toy box. 

Maybe there's a swallow of port waiting too, dulling and 

sharp and fragrant. I do know things, I think, starting to 

type badly. I just don't know what they are. The air is 

full of dark hope. I know almost nothing, but I don't quite 

believe anyone else does, either. This will make all the 

difference. 

[I'm blessed. I haven't run into the theoreticians 

yet. "Why make a simile when you can make a metaphor?" 

Olson will boom. 

Well, maybe the poem wants a simile. Or maybe the 

simile is true and the metaphor isn't. Or maybe that's what 

I goddamn want to do.  

When a man tells me what to do in making a poem, I 

feel immediately that he's not the real thing. The notion 

that there are ways to write and ways not to write, that 

some are good and clean and moral and manly and make for a 

good society, is just another power-based half-truth and 

though I'm not ready to say that yet, I'm instinctively 

unwilling to buy in.  

Noyes' The Highwayman is in my head till the day I 

die, and I'm not about to turn my back on it.  
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[So are Stevens' Anecdote of the Prince of the 

Peacocks, Lawrence's Ship of Death, Browning's Mr. Sludge 

the Medium, Spicer's Textbook of Poetry, Whitman's The 

Sleepers, Eliot's Four Quartets, Carroll's The Jabberwocky, 

Smart's Jubilate Agno, Blake's The Mental Traveler, 

Hopkins' Of the Nature of the Resurrection as a Heraclitean 

Fire, and the "Pepsi-Cola hits the spot," song — "twelve 

full ounces, that's a lot."  

The Noyes is better than the Pepsi, but not much else. 

Does that mean Noyes was a bad man and responsible for the 

softness and decay of the lower classes - their endless 

consumption of Bad Food and their boundless willingness to 

like what they like and shrug at the rest? All these things 

that so disturb the patronizing sensitivities of the 

intelligentsia?  

No. 

Is my head debased and unclean because just after The 

Fat Man gets on the scales and gets his fortune - Danger - 

the chorus jumps in with Pepsi, hitting the spot? 

No. 

But I'm growing up, sort of, in a world where art and 

science are pushing toward power and priesthood. And the 

emperors and the priests are all naked, except for the 

occasional brown shirt, and shiny boots.  



Power and Misery  
by Larry Kearney distributed by www.bigbridge.org 

 218

Anyway, "make a metaphor," has nothing to do with the 

real stuff - how it happens, and feels, and how the words 

look on the page when they've come from nowhere and 

announced themselves. Poetry is of God, poetry points at 

God, poetry is a dislocation in the form of a signpost, 

poetry is as good as we can be, I think.] 

In the alcove I'm obviously doing something. I don't 

have to be in the apartment. I'm doing something else and 

it's very important. I have a landscape and it's somewhere 

else and I can wander in it. I think I'm escaping and 

that's very sad indeed. Escape into poetry? Good God. 

It gets darker and darker in the alcove and sometimes 

my mother will stop behind me, and sigh, and turn on a 

light. I'm a lousy typist and the keys are stiff. The 

alcove is next to the kitchen door and my mother's songs 

come insistently. I can smell the meat loaf, and the 

Brussels sprouts. Set in the dull blue wall is the old dumb 

waiter, the mystery. Behind me and out across the vast 

expanse of carpet where I lived for a long, long time, the 

blinds on the windows break the end of the light - orange, 

yellow-white from the street lights, seeping black, faint 

reds and greens, electric, electricity, cold dimming light 

in the sky and the isolate hearts of the beings flickering 

in the street, walking home. 
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"Had I the heaven's embroidered cloths," indeed. 

I'm sitting in a haunted place with toy chest and dumb 

waiter and fading light. I learn everything I can there, 

hiding and learning. None of it is worth a damn because I 

still don't have anything to say, fake it as I can. 

[What I need to have is the description becoming the 

thing itself. I know the description is probably not of the 

light at the window, though it could be, so I practice and 

I wait for the outlines of what really needs to be 

described. It's right inside what I'm working on, it's 

right in the light at the window.] 

There's no help anywhere, just the spectre of fame and 

comfort. I know that the fame and the comfort have nothing 

to do with the real thing but jeez, they wouldn't hurt, 

would they?  

There's always that part of me, that sudden image in 

the street of writing my name in hot copper on the wall of 

the building next to the Donnell Library, on a hot day, in 

the middle of the welter.  

But it's not much, it really isn't. and what I want to 

do is make the words the real thing so that someone will 

see, and hear me, and say 'of course, he's in there, 

somebody get a ladder.' 



Power and Misery  
by Larry Kearney distributed by www.bigbridge.org 

 220

And the poetry is right there, in the alcove, and its 

form is the paragraph that goes and goes and never gets it 

right, the light at the window, the dead eyes floating over 

the toy box, the implacability of things -- the mind lost 

in them and trying to bring them together. 

['Just give me this one thing and let me make it real 

(too), so the real out there and the real in here come 

together (me too).'] 

You get out by going in, I guess I think. You keep 

going and going in, and saying how it looks, and then 

you're walking off the planet, and free. And the word by 

itself is nothing. It's the sequence of words like my old 

toy train. Wind it up and let it go. 

But it's all nothing, and I know nothing. And some 

days it's just me and all I have to write is how it was on 

Fourth Avenue, riding, and I write it till I think it’s 

smooth as the ride itself. And some days it's all the other 

voices and pictures - Dostoevsky and Melville, phantom sex 

and money and power, gentle respect at twilight, love in 

mysterious architecture, noise in the air that's not to be 

borne, cold in my fingers, endless stupidities, mother's 

sighs, father's apprehensions, my toy box always back there 

in the shadows sad as I am, sad as the whole human being, 

the whole unacknowledged bloody fucking sadness that has 
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something to do with this light and the difference between 

me and the things, the stuff in the wide spaces I can't 

talk about for the shifting of the images (out of the toy 

box, paper masks) and the stupid thinness of my body, my 

voice. 

If I knew where The Great Gatsby came from, I'd go 

there. If I knew how to make other people, I'd make them. 

If I knew, if I knew, I'd show what I mean.  

But I don't, though my courage is perfect. Nowhere 

else it is, God knows, just sitting here staring into the 

heart of the problem and knowing that it isn't really a 

problem because problems have implied solutions and all 

this has is my heart on a string, floating, bumping in the 

dark against the toy box and the old dumb waiter.  

I don't know The Hunting of the Snark. I don't know 

Childe Roland. But my courage is perfect — ignorant, 

driven, and informed by a small boy's notion of doing good. 
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I'm impressed with Perry's adjustments. He has a natural 

wit and he's starting to use it. He's carrying himself 

better. He seems to need less and that's great, for us, 

because we don't want to be around anyone who needs 

anything.  

His face is still a bit chipmunky, but his eyes are 

getting colder and we all appreciate that too, because what 
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the hell? you don't want to have to look into unguarded 

eyes. 

You don't want to have to think 'Can they see into me 

that way?' 

We're watching him take up the trappings of the tribe. 

It's fucking grim, but doesn't seem that way, not then, 

when the structure is all around and occasionally stooping 

to conquer, or chastise, or just grind a face in the dust. 

Some guys fake it and some don't and some never learn 

how to fake it and some just die but keep walking around. 

'Look to your right and your left. Only one of you is 

going to graduate.' 

Oh good grey Mr. Pabst, oh vaulted auditorium (oh 

rage).  

If I were happy with myself maybe I could put up with 

all this shit but I'm not. I'm not happy with anything 

except my occasional adoring wildness and that's 

inexplicable, and not even me. That's what I think, though 

in some ways it's the only place I recognize myself).  

I'm routinely sarcastic. I'm aloof. I am, I think, a 

flat-out dead man who'll never do anything right and who'll 

come to an end to his life without even being ready. Even 

if I kill myself, it'll probably happen when I'm not ready. 
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I don't know quite what that means but I'm sure it's 

important, to be ready. Mainly because having the world 

break in on me when I'm not ready enrages me -- surprise 

brings out a rage that rises like a cobra from the grass in 

my head.  

I'm a built thing with eyes looking out from under a 

hood. Surprise me and I'll kill. I don't, but I'm capable -

- right at the glassy instant, right when the horn goes off 

in my ear, or the idiot voice instructs from an odd angle, 

or the train shrieks, and I can't get away.  

I'm also a very non-snakelike mess and around me the 

human universe arranges itself like an audience, a low-

class, noisy, ill-informed audience full of expectations.  

Where's Fearless Freep? 

Oh build me a home, where the loneliness roams. I can 

handle that. 

I can't, of course. I thrive on the bits of contact, 

the occasional understanding, the banter in the halls, the 

forgetting in ritual, the savage put-downs, Mary Heslin's 

eyes, section 2 of the Sunday Times, showing off my 

reading, aloofly, the hidden hope that if I'm smart enough 

the rules will bend for me. 
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[This is difficult but I don't even believe I'm 

intelligent. I suspect I'm faking it by knowing how to 

talk.]  

I don't want to be dead, not really. It's just that it 

seems like it's coming for me, and there's nowhere to hide. 

I'm unutterably soft, and I know it. My only hardness comes 

with language, and the procession of language, and the way 

I can twist it and make it hiss and look back at me. 

[I can't yet, but know I can and will.] 

The way I don't care in my head and look out hooded - 

that too. Whatever I hear, whatever I'm told, there's a 

deep 'oh yeah?' I don't quite know how to look at that, to 

consider. Because while it locked me in a place I didn't 

want to be, it kept me alive too. And anyway, that's the 

response most of the solemn bullshit deserves - 'oh yeah?' 

Oh good grey tribal council. 

I want so much to write a dream and make it real. I 

try and I try. I can't write the real stuff, I could never 

write the dream that broke my head, but I can make stuff up 

and try to make it shimmer and twist in ink. I want to put 

things on a page so they'll move in someone else's head 

though they just lie there -- like a trick, like a walking- 

stick-into-a-snake trick. 
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So I sit down at the typewriter in the corner and 

there's a man with a limp, and a carnival, and lights, and 

a long hallway, and a pinkish and gold recession, and a 

cane to tap out his limping approach down the mirrored 

hall, and a deep unsettlement back of everything like a 

flaw in a mirror that seems inside. 

Or carved giants in an empty hall a cloud opens up on. 

Or a silver tree in a meadow that seems to have been 

engraved on itself, in silver. 

Or the lost subway, honeycombed like a deep map you 

can hold in your hand and feel, read like a terror-based 

braille. 

Or the dead red city under the golf course and 

suddenly you're there and the lamps are hanging and flaming 

and the red stone stairs go up and down. 

Or the tower at the end of the curve of the seawall, 

where the ferry is, the lacy tower where everything beyond 

is contained, and takes the breath away. 

The words never do it. I only feel good while I'm 

writing them. When I'm finished I'm dead in the soup again. 

I'm dead in the road. The twilight is all around and I'm 

dead but I can't get away and my mother's singing "there's 

a queen waiting there with the silvery hair in a shanty in 

old shanty town." 
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And when I show the things I’ve worked on hard, and 

tried with — nothing cheap, working toward the absolute 

top, the most hopelessly difficult — I get the blank bored 

looks so I know that when I produce anything for anyone 

else, if I want to be well thought of and get the pat on 

the head, I better write stuff for the audience.  

Since I have no idea what the audience is, or wants, I 

churn out crap for the magazine. I don’t think anyone 

notices, but I could be wrong. 

I'm filled with a rage so deep it'll never get out. If 

anyone asked me, and I had any reason to answer honestly, 

I'd say I'm afraid and that the course of the world as I 

know it, and see it, holds nothing for me but apprehension 

and wretchedness -- because that's how I think I feel. 

Underneath, I'd burn this school down to the ground 

and not think twice. 

[I wouldn't. There are things I wouldn't do because 

deep in my head and heart are my father's love for the made 

things, the crafted things, the things that are taken for 

granted but glow with human effort.] 

[I would. I'd throw it all under the Fourth Avenue 

Local if I felt like it, if the moment were right and the 

wheels were squealing] 
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[I wouldn't. And years later I'll sit hungover as a 

dog on a cliff over the ocean in an ¾ ton, ‘49 Dodge yellow 

pickup listening to John Lennon's brutally plaintive voice 

singing Revolution and crying at the blind pain of it — 

intelligence and motionless will.] 

But who would ask me how I feel? and who would I 

answer honestly?  Emotional honesty isn't a high school 

currency.  

Perry crying in front of the room was a nightmare. 

And it was part of the structure. 

The guys who threw the pennies maybe didn't even want 

to do it but felt they were supposed to -- to cut him, to 

let him know, to tell him 'this far and no farther,' to 

break his heart so it wouldn't be breakable any more and we 

wouldn't have to feel ourselves, looking at him. 

It's how things are (you miserable empty fucking lying 

company-men, you schoolyard fucking cocksucker dead men, 

you pass-on-the-fucking-misery chicken-shit pricks). 

[Potegal approves of the way I say 'prick,' says it 

has a great click at the end, really strong and heart-felt. 

He practices, but can't get it down. I don't tell him it's 

because I mean it, every time I say it the sound comes from 

a place where it means something.] 
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I know that when it comes to a final contest between 

my secret refusal and the structure, I'm going to get 

killed. So the whole thing is to keep my refusals as secret 

as I can for as long as I can. This doesn't mean I have to 

go along. It just means I have to have two heads and one 

face.  

This is an advancement of sorts over the simple, aloof 

isolation of junior high school. This is sophisticated, 

really, and if I weren't for my rage and hysteria, it would 

probably get me by. 

Go along to get along. 

[I can’t bring it off.] 

[I suspect I was the one of the few kids around who 

experienced a flush of satisfaction when we found out 

Charles Van Doren had been cheating. Probably not. As I 

keep saying, it gets harder all the time to read the eyes 

and feel the community.  

Oh how the palace guards thrash around mechanically 

with Van Doren. It’s like watching wind-up soldiers. He 

turns up in essay questions on admissions tests. I’m 

comfortable with it all because I couldn’t care less. As 

far as I can tell, he’s just another boring guy who wanted 

the money and took it. 
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And I’d been there. Miss Heslin sent me down to Barry-

Enright to try out for Tic Tac Dough (they wanted high 

school kids that month) and I took tests and sat at a 

polished conference table with a handful of kids and their 

mothers, jovial Dan Enright at the end with eyes like can-

openers, and didn’t quite make it. I got to the point where 

it was me or an Chinese girl and she had a lot more charm 

than I did. I sat at home and watched her. She made $8000 

or so. I was sorry I hadn’t been charming, but what can you 

do?] 

   Prestige 
 

I never met a single 
middle class person whose 
nerves didn't tighten against me  
as if they'd got something to lose  .  .  .  
 
.  .  .  It was something I could never fathom, 
that mysterious prestige which they all 
seemed to think they'd got. Like a halo 
around them, an invisible wall. 
 
If you were willing to see it 
they were only too eager to grant 
you a similar glory, since you'd risen 
to their levels, my holy aunt!  .  .  . 

 

How I love Lawrence. My understanding may not be 

complete, but I love him nevertheless - his rages, and his 

contradictions, and his voice apart when he shakes it all 

off and there's nothing left but the simplest beauty, the 

deepest response.  
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He writes absolute poetry when it's upon him and when 

it’s not he writes what's there, and if it's a cold day and 

his chest is weak and the cops have just burned his book, 

well, that's what you get, the random streaming rage. 

[I'm only fifteen, but I know that when you get the 

poetry onto the page, even just once, you've done your 

job.] 

'Well, yes,' is what I hear. 'Well, yes, Sons and 

Lovers held a great deal of promise but . . .' 

And the first poem I ever wrote was an attempt to 

describe the instant of death, what happens, and what it's 

like.  

I didn't even come close, but there it was and there 

it is, still,  in my head like a lodestone, like weights on 

the soles of my angry hysteria's shoes.  

[I do have a path through power, though I can't quite 

see it.]   

I stick with Lawrence and Melville and Dostoyevsky and 

Hawthorne and the Hyacinth girl and Berserk in the 

moonlight and every paragraph in every good or mediocre or 

bad book that suddenly flips a page in my head in some new 

way, some startling way. 

Thirteen Ways of Looking at a Deadkid. 
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[The problem with Catcher in the Rye, which we all 

pretty much like anyway, is that the voice of the kid isn't 

really the voice of a kid, and all the goddamns don't help 

at all and the anger never really comes across, is never 

given its due. In some ways it's already dressed up and 

ready to take its place in the high school curricula.  

It lacks the majesty of 'Mine eyes have seen the glory 

of the burning of the school.' 

There are the Nine Stories, though, very different.] 

I hate violence and I hate power (though I still wish 

I had it), and I wish I could focus my mind so at least the 

anger would stay clear but I can't, I can't, and if I had a 

gun and Craig spat once at my feet and lurched off the 

fucking wall of the stoop in my direction I'd put a bullet 

in his head and walk away with a light step, a musical 

step, then lose it, walking, and sit down trapped and 

filled with regret. 

I don't know a goddamn thing and I know that nobody 

around me knows a goddamn thing (mostly, mostly) and the 

air is full of cant and instructions and stupid, venal 

conventional wisdom, and all I can do is walk through it 

with a serious face and a racing mind, a crippled heart and 

a soul trying to be patient.  
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Mr. Sklar, our math teacher, reads us the first 

paragraph of Peyton Place and says, "I think that's pretty 

good writing. They're all yelling about obscenity but it 

sounds to me like she tried to write a serious book." 

It's interesting that Mr. Sklar would open a class 

this way, but what's the point? There isn't a kid in Tech 

who cares whether or not Grace Metalious is a serious 

writer.  

The general interest, among those who read, is that 

there's a new book with a mostly black cover, in paperback, 

and that there are women in it doing things we can only 

dream about. And it's small enough to be hidden easily so 

that it's no trouble getting it up to the far corner of the 

track in the gym, up on the wall by the ceiling, and it 

leaves images behind that make it easy to feel the edge of 

sexual wildness, in the dark, alone in bed.  

Peyton Place, though, is a big deal in the Real World, 

a much discussed book. Because periodically (and I can 

pretty much sense this, then) power stirs itself and throws 

a little party, just to let you know it's there. 

'So what does this remarkably popular trash say about 

us as a people? And what about it being written by a woman? 

And how far can the Community go to protect itself?’  
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The substance of books is going to change till there 

isn't anything left that can't be printed (and nothing will 

change for the better because the issue never was what can 

or can't be printed by decent folk), but the members of the 

panel will remain the same (because that's the real nature 

of the exercise - to maintain those who have bought-in), 

always thoughtful, thinking the deep thoughts and patting 

us on our heads. 

['What do you think this tells us about ourselves?' 

'Surely we all share in the responsibility?'  

'Well, what should we do? Is self-policing adequate, 

do you think?' 

'Are small towns really like this - is this what we've 

become?'   

'Well, I like to think not.'] 

The power comes to the middle men and lets them know 

that 'things will stay the way they are and you'll continue 

to get your money as long as you do your job.’ 

Keep the common folk thinking there's a bunch of guys 

up top who worry about them - how their women are dressing, 

the music their teenagers are listening to, their lack of 

respect for the printed word, the general decline in 

respect for the Cardinal. 
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It shifts all the time from sex to manners to art to 

manliness to femininity to national purpose, but it's 

always the same message delivered by the same guys - there 

are people at the top who live by higher standards than you 

do, and know more, and generally keep an eye out to make 

sure everything doesn't fall into nothing.  

It's never about sex or art or manners. It's about 

power, and how it maintains itself. 

I don't quite know yet, but strongly suspect, that the 

people at the top do whatever the hell they feel like doing 

and that the job of the middle men is to get to where they 

can do whatever the hell they feel like doing. They do this 

by rising up thoughtfully to tell the working class they're 

behaving badly. 

It makes me sick, and I gratefully read in Confucius 

that capital punishment should be reserved for those who 

abuse civil power and destroy trust. 

Maybe I don't much want to kill anybody, most of the 

time anyway, though if Arthur Godfrey did some time, that 

wouldn't bother me at all. 

[I know all this and I don't. Because more and more 

I'm alone, and I like to think it's because I'm different, 

and better - I'd like to be able to think that, but most of 

the time I know I’m not. This is painful but saving grace.]  
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It's amazing how the life of The Fleetwood has 

vanished into nothing, almost nothing. People are gone and 

the ones left behind are separate. Maybe it's just me - 

I've been jigsawed out of the picture.  

I still see Carol occasionally and one Saturday 

Potegal and I take her down to the Village, where she's 

never been, and we walk around looking at the paintings in 

the outdoor art show. Her grandmother has told her to be 

careful in the Village, that someone might jump out of a 

doorway and stick a needle in her arm. Carol is too thin 

for me, really, for my fantasies, but what eyes she has, 

what life. 

Potegal and I head down to the Village the morning 

after we've taken the test for Harpur College. We're going 

to hand out leaflets for Gwen Somebody who's running 

against Carmine DeSapio. Jean Shepherd told us to on the 

radio, so there we are. We never find her headquarters, 

never pass out a leaflet, but the streets are pretty empty 

and we're somewhere, out of the box, free on the streets of 

the Village which, we know, is the place.  

When we get there, where is it? 

We're fifteen. Where's to go? 
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We're all trying to slip into another place because 

it's a fact, we're through with Tech and now we can be 

real, and substantial. 

[I'm still stuck in 185, really, though I have high 

hopes that college will be different. Not like McKinley, 

not like Tech. College will be different, with eyes and 

legs and soft hair and skirts, and my mouth kissed.] 

We're all a little more relaxed with each other, 

relaxed inside the building. The power is slipping away 

from this structure and clustering down the road, in the 

next. 

We have an endless supply of passes stamped by Mary 

and we use them as we see fit. Important business to take 

care of, magazine going to press, pica counting, call from 

the printer. So we wander, and we sit in the big lobby and 

sometimes we even go out and across the street for a Pepsi 

and a couple of pretzels. 

We talk about important things, too, though without 

any personal underpinnings so the conversations disappear 

on the air.  

And underneath everything we have simple enough needs.  

I'd like to be able to say to my parents 'I love you 

and I wish you were happy and we don't have to be like this 
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and I don't know what happened and please love me back 

because I was always doing the best I could. I always was.' 

[When love comes upon me I collapse into it so that I 

have to rebuild my outlines and suspect I've given in to a 

weakness.] 

We might all make it. Perry might make it, might be 

all right. Prever seems like whatever he does, it's going 

to be painful, but he might make it. 

Potegal won't have much problem, I think. Cooper, who 

knows?  

I'm lost and my mind is pulling back farther every 

day. I do have a little enthusiasm, though, a little hope, 

like I did in 185 when we recited the psalm in the 

auditorium and came to  “He maketh me to lie down in green 

patures, he leadeth me beside the still waters.” What a 

beautiful thought it is - to lie down beside the still 

waters because you've been made to, because it’s all that 

someone wants for you. 

[Somewhere in me is a desire to help, simply, just to 

help. But I don’t help anyone. I don’t know how.] 

I know how to read, and how to ride my bike. I can 

roller skate.  
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I know how to listen to politicians and not believe, 

most of the time, anyway. I know a little bit about how to 

write (only what I do at home, on the dark old typewriter). 

I know how to talk dirty, though I only do it with 

epithets and connectives. I never talk dirty about women 

because I’d give myself away, my hopeless innocence.  

I know how to masturbate, though I’m careful about 

what I use in my head. There are women I’d never use in 

that way. 

(For it was Mary, Mary, long before the fashions 

changed). 

I know how to get by but I don’t know I do, and I’m 

sure I’m going to be uncovered and written out of the 

script for good. 

‘Kearney, go find a job.’ I can hear Mr. Tron saying 

it in his deep, high-nose voice. ‘Kear-ney! You’re through 

here, Kear-ney. Go find a job.’ 

I expect that sooner or later I’ll find a way to just 

lie down and never get up. 

It’s like Jean Shepherd says one night, in the dark 

(the dial on the little radio orange) — a woman was pulled 

into those big brushes on a Fifth Avenue street sweeper and 

just went around in them for half a block because nobody 
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noticed and she didn’t make a sound. The papers were amazed 

that she didn’t make a sound.  

Shepherd says ‘I know why she didn’t scream. You know 

why? She didn’t scream because she’d been expecting it, for 

years. 

Sometimes Jean Shepherd can get boring, but when he’s 

on the money, he’s very, very good. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

13 

 

I’m fifteen and I want to remember what there is to 

remember but I don’t know where to start. Because it makes 

no sense. The farther back I go, and my memory goes back a 

long way, the sweeter and odder things get so I’m left with 
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a heightened air of remembered objects and places attached 

to a hopeless, gleamimg mirror in the blueness sweetness. 

It’s as if there were meanings in my uninformed, 

unformed mind that I can’t get to, but they shimmer at the 

other end of everything. It’s as if the little things, the 

remembered paintings on the wall and my father lifting me 

up to look behind them, to see what the other side is like, 

how deep, are attached to fuller meanings than anything I 

know now, or see now.  

Except for the wildness of moments, the sudden leaps 

of things out of the contexts of street or sky, the way 

time gets to be so full I want to stop everything with my 

foot, jamming it in, feeling that way forever. 

It’s as if there were things in my head when I was two 

that weren’t of this world, and that sometimes they come 

flaring back and make this world open through particulars, 

one thing or another, moon or doorknob or purple tree, 

purple leaves shining in the summer evening storm light.  

With the coming of sex it’s all become intolerable, 

and sometimes my feeling is that I need to hold the world 

down and slip inside it. Sometimes it gives me permission. 

It’s sex but it isn’t. It’s Eros. It’s a sense of the world 

as unbearable, unhearable meaning and inexplicable 
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surrender. What did I know when I was two? What’s behind 

the picture? 

Tech can kiss my ass.  

I’m a senior and I’m passing everything and I’ve got 

my Regents Scholarship and Tech is just a big stone block 

full of unacknowledged adolescent bloodiness. It’s pulling 

back from my head like a tide. 

[The gym teacher wants to fail me in Driver’s Ed, half 

a credit, because I haven’t turned my workbook in. I’d lose 

everything – you don’t get out of Tech without passing 

everything you’ve taken – graduation, scholarship, what 

little respect I feel like I’ve got at home. Fucking gym 

teachers. I get the workbook in (what does a yellow light 

mean?) and he lets me out.] 

We’ve gone to Mary Heslin’s wedding, some of us, on a 

bright Saturday morning in Lindenhurst. It feels wretched 

to me. Some of the class seem unaffected, and some are 

secret about it, but overall it’s pretty somber. 

[I’ll think about her for the rest of my life. 

especially when I publish and say to myself “Maybe she’d 

like this,” then, immediately, “No, no way in hell.”] 

My anti-mother is closed off to me in some of the same 

ways my mother is.  
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[They look at each other over the desk in 7W2 and I 

shuffle back toward the doorway.] 

Fuck it. That’s what I say to myself, all the time. 

Fuck it. Who cares? I put the one foot in front of the 

other and my shell keeps moving and no one knows me inside 

because I’m glib, I’m slippery. I have a shiny, whirling 

funnel shape at the base of my head, like a gyroscope, and 

it serves me well. And generations of common sense Scots 

have a grip on my emotions — drunken common-sense Scots. 

I’ve balanced for as long as I can remember between my 

mother and father. I’m an aerialist with vertigo. I have 

skills, but what the fuck are they? I love the world so 

deeply Eros beats wings around my head in the shifting 

light, the changes of clouds, my brain tumblimg down slowly 

through the Hudson, slow as ice. I love women to 

distraction but know they’ll pull away, that way, that 

sudden shrink, so what can I do, huh? till one, till one. I 

don’t know this at all, of course, all I know is that my 

hand dangles at the end of my arm and I can’t make it reach 

out to touch,. (Jeez, mother, what’s wrong?) and that the 

girls and the women are everything. There’s a secret and 

when it’s mine I can sink back like the moon behind clouds. 

When we spot the young girl giving the guy a blowjob in the 

hallway at the top of the steps across the street, on a wet 
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autumn, 4:00pm, I pretend to look with everyone else but 

don't really, I don't want to see — the grimy doorway and 

the old brownstone and her on her knees, just barely out of 

the fine drizzle, with a kerchief on her head. I walk here 

and I walk there and I ride my bike and I take the subway 

to the heart of Manhattan and wander by myself, thinking 

I’m going to the museum, or the library, when actually I’m 

looking for myself in store windows and subway tunnels and 

movie posters and street music and beautiful women. The 

Metropole is still pouring the music out in the street and 

sometimes I stop to listen and sometimes I walk by because 

Charlie Shavers is up to the crowd-pleasing high-note stuff 

and I can’t stand that. Sometimes I stand till I think I’ve 

been noticed, so have to move. The Automat is good and full 

of old, strange memories, but I don’t go in. When I stop in 

a place it feels like the world has noticed me. And I’d 

rather not, thanks just the same. Jean Shepherd touts The 

Record Hunter on Fifth so I seek it out and look at the 

jazz because that’s what he talks about and because Prever 

knows about it, and Abravenel, and on the first day I buy 

Monk’s Brilliant Corners, Mingus’ The Clown, and a Django 

Reinhardt. Monk I heard about from Abravenel, Mingus from 

Shepherd, and Reinhardt from James Jones. I disappear in 

Bemsha Swing, and Reincarnation of a Lovebird. The light in 
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our living room gets all tangled up with Monk’s beautiful 

spaces and chops and stumbles and back-to-the-melody-graces 

and unexpected bell-ness — I Surrender Dear — and I’m lucky 

as hell — this is great music and I’m alone with it. 

Sometimes I still sit in the back alley and read, with my 

back against the fence, but it makes me self-conscious now. 

We’ve been told we’re to old to be hanging out back there. 

Who knows what we might get up to. The three of us don’t go 

to the movies anymore, on Saturdays. We don’t do much of 

anything, and my mother’s eyes seem a little flatter. My 

father is bone tired, he’s starting to stoop, just a 

little, and when I see him walking from the subway it’s 

like he’s not looking forward to getting home. He used to 

look forward to when he’d pick me up and bounce me on his 

knee and tell me where we were going to go on the weekend, 

but now it seems we both know too much about The Unspoken 

to ever look forward again. Hell. My aunt still comes over 

every Sunday morning, after church, in black with little 

fox heads. It doesn’t occur to me then that they’re very 

close, my father and she, because they fight all the time. 

But they’d been torn apart and sent away to other places 

where they had to make up their lives and now they see each 

other over and over again, as if it all might come back 

together, unexpectedly, and their mother would be there and 
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talk to them, and hold them, and their father would show up 

to and say “I was wrong, come home.” I work in the little 

alcove all the time. It’s work in the purest sense in that 

I do it because I have to and it’s difficult. The only 

thing missing is money, but that’s nothing new, and if I 

know anything with absolute certainty it’s that my father’s 

money problem’s have their roots in his deepest virtue — 

he’s marvelous at what he does (the fingers holding the 

vernier caliper, the dangling Camel), and won’t cheapen 

himself for pay. This will be a great problem, and won’t go 

away. My heart breaks for him so at the dinner table I 

read, and shrug once in a while. I love the world so much 

it makes me sick. I love it when the greenish watery orange 

filtered light comes up to the windows and flattens there, 

and the corner of the glass goes soft red/soft green from 

the traffic light, and the whole thing’s a little frame of 

the sky which is huge, and uninterested, and lovelier than 

all my goddamn words. I creep in my bed and I wait for the 

line to come so I can cross it and be gone and wake up 

wondering ‘where was the line? where will the line be?’ I’m 

soft and flimsy and in love all the time, but I cast a very 

cold eye. I’m tired of wishing for things and I think I’d 

rather let them come to me, the way if you stand in a 

corner at a party a girl will come over to talk. I know 
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that’s true because it’s happened, but it does me no good 

because I’m lost, and I can’t touch. There was a girl from 

the summer school class I had to take and every day she’d 

look at me and finally walked with me to the bus and she 

was shy and sweet and soft but God help me I walked away 

because she wasn’t very smart and I thought she’d embarrass 

me. This is a sin, I think. I need to change the way I 

feel. God help me. I need to change the way I think. God 

Help me. I need to be away from where I am. God help me. 

(The thuds and explosions and Max Roach, Bemsha Swing, 

here’s the way it goes, when felt, in the stream, learn to, 

ac-cent, felt, thud, when in the stream and it rolls, thud, 

quiet, slide, shhhhhh, bang, thunder.) Thunder and twilight 

in the alcove like an animal dying, turning half-awake. I 

need to get away away, I think, God help me. I never see 

Ronnie or Norma anymore. (Once, I was on their stoop and 

Norma with her boyfriend, Joe, and he had the high pants 

and the thin belt and heard we were taking a trip to Cape 

Cod and “Hey, Lawrence” he said, “lots of nice chicks up 

there, take a bite out of one,” and I heard the ‘Lawrence,’ 

the way he meant it, like ‘you lame bookworm faggot,’ so I 

put up my glass eyes and left.) And I know, I know, that 

there are women who look at me and follow me even but 

something I don’t know, something, it’s this, that even if 
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they do love me, say they love me, they can still turn at 

the last minute (when the loved ones shriek and change 

countenance), still go cold and shut. So what, so what. I 

have a lot of nerve in my own sweet way. (Each little 

moment, is clear before me, and though it.) My pinkies 

don’t work on the typewriter, something about the way they 

are and sitting there I know I’ll never learn to use them 

and write them off. My mother and father want me to go to 

Brooklyn College which I’ll never do, never, and when 

Potegal says (he has all these brochures) there’s this 

small school upstate that’s it. Bang. My life will uncurl 

upstate and everything will be academic and fine and I 

won’t fuck up anymore, not me. I have Charlie Parker now, 

too, the Jazz Society LP and I lsten to it carefully 

because I can’t quite hear it except for Don’t Blame Me, 

and The Hymn, I can’t quite sink in it. I want to because 

everybody says, everybody says, and I’m good at that, 

giving time to music when I don’t understand. Because I 

suspect I’m not smart enough to get it so I’ll let it come 

to me, to me, and ah yes. Klacktoveedesteen. I read The 

Stranger but it means nothing to me. Is that appropriate? I 

think maybe it is. I read On the Road but for all the fuss 

it’s a pretty flat book and not Kerouac at all. I read 

Kenneth Rexroth and give him a better review than I should, 
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in the magazine, and The Once and Future King, that too. I 

read crap I understand and crap I don’t understand. I read 

Jacques Barzun and Irving Stone and Max Shulman and Rebecca 

West. I read Sartre and Grace Metalious and Carson 

McCullers and Norman Mailer and Robert Penn Warren and Ayn 

Rand (cripes) and Mary Renault and Walt Kelly and, 

wonderfully, I take them as they are and have few opinions, 

though I can fake them if you push me. Everybody wants an 

opinion. I’m learning, but I’ll never change, not really, 

and I take things as they come, as they are. It isn’t that 

I understand books, it’s that I feed on them, and one 

paragraph that makes me heart stop will color a whole book 

so that nothing matters but that one stop of the heart. And 

if I can’t stand Don Quixote, so be it. Fuck Don Quixote 

and that whole crowd. I hate the Breyers ice cream that 

comes pre-packed and has stripes of vanilla, strawberry and 

chocolate and knowing that it will be on the table makes me 

close down. Everything at the table makes me close down. 

Somethimes we talk about stuff in the paper, sometimes the 

stuff on the television. My father talks to my mother about 

the shop, and I know his heart is broken that I don’t care 

about it and rather than seeing my not-caring in my eyes, 

he’ll tell my mother. The feeling, the overwhelming feeling 

is that I have to close it down, the apartment and all its 
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works. I can’t do it anymore. All out hearts are broken and 

all that’s there for me is this odd mystery and sweetness 

that clusters around the mirrors and the old blue walls 

(they aren’t blue anymore), and the papers in drawers and 

the old PMs in the bottom of the shiny black desk – VE Day, 

Roosevelt Dead and sadly, excruciatingly, the Barnaby and 

Mr. O’Malley comic strips, my father’s love all around them 

like a special high air I can barely breathe it hurts so 

much — his missing love in the evenings, the paper, his 

turning the pages for me, and laughing. And what’s behind 

the pictures on the wall, Daddy, and where did we all go 

wrong? My life is lived as a matter of ‘It doesn’t have to 

be like this,’ but when I look around me it seems that 

maybe it does. I need to change the way I think and maybe 

my father will come to understand, and we’ll love each 

other again. I need to change my being, and then maybe my 

mother will see that I’m in pain, like poor Willie (whom 

she loved, and says so) a good man, and what a shame it had 

been. Pannonica. I don’t have to wait to be able to sink in 

Monk. He’s right there. He holds me up, too. And Mingus, 

thrum, Haitian Fight Song. I know every note and harmony to 

this day, as if they were carvings, shapes I’d carved into 

my own wall. I see the music in the air in my head, shaped, 

in motion. If I could go away and be different — I’ll be 
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allowed to be different by new people — maybe then I cam 

back (will I come back?) and not be the way I am and open 

and able to say things. I think though that I have to come 

back with money, and I don’t think that’s going to happen. 

I can see all sorts of things in the future, but money is 

nowhere, money is stuff you get if a. you’re competent, or 

b. you’re loved. I’m not competent and I’m not lovable, I 

don’t care what Cynthia Gracey says. (A tiny core of 

stillness in the heart like the eye of a violet.) When they 

shoot down Joel McRea, Virginia Mayo picks up his gun and 

keeps firing, right into the charging horses, eyes blazing 

pure love and her strong legs slightly spread on rocky 

ground in a buckskin skirt. I’m a kid who wants to spill 

the beans, but all I can do is to tell how things looked. 

I’m happiest when I’m alone, I guess, but I’m afraid my 

face might stay that way. If there’s one train I can get on 

successfully, firm foot, swinging up, I can ride it and it 

will take me places and some of them will be the real 

places. If there’s one sentence (one poem).  

So in the dusky blue carpet there are pinkish shapes 

and old flowers and rough parts of each, and when you’re 

really small and lie on it the meadow speads out in all 

directions, blue and faded pink, and it’s hard to get from 

here to there because the light is different there and it’s 
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better to stay in the one part where the light seems warm 

and just right, and gold, and there are little planets in 

the air go swinging and swirling with edges sometimes lit, 

and above it all is the glass on the coffee table, the 

black and the chrome and the green-water edges, and the 

chairs like mountains, and the windows where the light 

comes in and out, like the framed things where the pictures 

come out and go back too, with the light, and across on the 

flat wall the big dark glowing thing the voices come out of 

to say, and say, say what? Say ‘don’t come in, we’ll come 

out’ — and God like that through the window, turning the 

little planets.  

Tech is already an extended anecdote.  

Tech thinks I give a fuck.  

[I do. I’m scared.]  

I don’t have a stamp on my head yet, but power doesn’t 

really care because if you get out without one you’ll 

probably fuck up anyway, unless you’re too smart for the 

particular machinery in which case they can just leave you 

alone, to bounce around in the aether till you’re needed. 

[When I’m scared I think maybe I wouldn’t mind having 

a stamp on my head.] 

They’ve awarded me the Tech Gold Medal for Horizons 

(Mary has, really), and what a treat it is on my last day 
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in Tech, my only night at Tech, to finally get to see the 

machinery bare, as if I’d been given a key to a big, brass 

door. 

[And my mother bare too, God help me — my mother bare 

in her ratcheting, wind-up-toy pain, helpless to stop 

hurting.]   

In ’58 we’d done a fairly idiotic Beat Generation 

issue — ill-informed but heart-felt — and when Mr. Pabst 

threatened to burn it, Mary was on the line for us and came 

through and the issue won the gold medal from Columbia, 

which was a great satisfaction to us and a great annoyance 

to Pabst. 

[“You can kill but you can’t rape,” she’d told us 

disgustedly.]  

So the ’59 issue had to keep it’s head down, but we 

did all right and won the medal again. 

Here it is the end of everything and I’m actually 

coming out of it with something to make my parents proud. 

They haven’t been that happy about the magazine — it takes 

up a lot of my time — but it is something, isn’t it? Tech 

has a glossy graduating class — mine took in over a million 

in scholarships — and to be singled out for anything will 

be a big deal.  

And I get to sit on the stage with 30 or so others. 
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I didn’t do all that badly — an 85.4 average. All my 

friends did better (much better). Maybe not Prever, not by 

much. Maybe not Perry. But what the hell? Potegal and 

Cooper are going to Harpur with me and we’re all starting 

clean, so maybe I can pull everything together. When I’m 

free.  

[I haven’t learned the difference yet between ‘free’ 

and ‘loose.’] 

Cooper should have been going to Columbia with his 

great average and SAT scores, but something happens at the 

interview and at the last minute he has to find another 

place — Harpur is okay, for a last minute school.  

[What happens, he thinks, is that when he wears a tie 

he bought on 42nd street that has a naked woman in a soft-

core pose on the back side, he has the misfortune to get an 

interviewer that has one just like it at home.] 

He’s remarkably even-tempered about it. I don’t know 

what he feels. 

There are 900 or so of us and we all made it through 

so now they’ll gather us together and say “Boys, you made 

it through.” 

Harpur takes me in a minute because Harpur is making a 

push to be a significant school and they’ve built new 

buildings and hired new people and they’re ready to go. 
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Except that they don’t have the reputation yet, so who 

wants to go? They end up taking a huge chunk of New York 

City fuck-ups — the mediocre average/great SATs people — 

the Great Unstamped.  

Where is Perry going? I can’t remember. 

[But later, at Christmas, he’ll be at a party to tell 

me how angry he’s been, that we never really let him 

inside, and I’ll be astonished by how clear he is, and how 

easily he speaks. He tells me he’s living for a while on 

West End Avenue and I should come see him. I say “Sure, I’d 

like to,” and never do, never do.] 

There are 900 of us in the elegant auditorium and to 

get there we’ve come in cars through the night streets of 

Brooklyn, like filings to this big square electromagnet, 

humming. Our parents are there, but I can’t remember any. 

And no one remembers mine.  

It wasn’t a small thing, to get through this mess. I 

look around for Mary Heslin but I can’t pick out anyone — 

it’s like I’ve come to this place in a capsule with blurred 

walls and for the next couple of hours everything will be 

hard to see, and out of time. 

When it starts everyone sits down in their seats and 

we stage people walk out in rows and take our metal folding 
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chairs. I’m in back in the third row. There are heads in 

front of me so all I can see is the balcony. 

And the drone and the drone and the same old crap.[But 

I’m proud] And the endless drone. And the talk of the 

future and the shine it’ll have when we polish it up.  

Where are the guys who didn’t make it? They were once 

to the right and the left of me. I didn’t notice anyone 

leaving. Where are those guys? 

We’ll look back on these as the best years of our 

lives.  

From where? Prison?  

Who’s kidding who? I know this is what gets said at 

all graduations — I know it’s the form — but what goes on? 

Does Pabst really look back on high school as the best 

years of his life? Does he know that for anyone who can 

hear through the occasion, it’s a terrible to imagine — 

that life will grind on and nothing will ever be as good as 

this? 

[But I’m proud and I know when I leave my parents will 

be thrilled that I’ve been on stage to get a medal.] 

So I sit there thinking about how I’ll look when I 

have to walk to the lectern in front of the whole crowd. I 

always feel that my clothes don’t fit quite right because 

I’m too thin. My mother made me get a haircut the day 
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before, so my hair is too short and my ears stick out. 

Since my hair is bright red and too short, it’s mostly on 

the top of my head, which looks clownish. It’ll look like  

cartoon hair. I don’t even know if I walk right. What about 

my arms? What about my feet? 

{I remember I’m proud and that everything is going to 

be great.] 

I’m going to walk up there self-possessed. That’s what 

you have to be with power. If you don’t want it, you better 

make your eyes are unreadable because if they find out you 

don’t want it, that’s where you’ll be sent — to where there 

isn’t any. Which is no problem if you don’t want it. Right? 

But you’ve got to have something if you want to live. 

I mean there’s simple stuff you need and you have to get it 

and that’s going to take some work, and moving things 

around. Simple power, nothing fancy. 

[I notice on the Friday Night Fights that sometimes 

both fighters will cross themselves before the bell. I 

think sometimes there’s nothing sadder than a prizefight —

I’ll take my power and you’ll take yours and one of us will 

find out power doesn’t work while the other will be allowed 

to keep thinking it does. Until it doesn’t. What does the 

old fighter who’s never lost think as he sits in a chair he 

needs help getting out of and a young man laughs at him, 
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and slaps his cheek lightly? Hurricane Jackson, who will 

surely sell pencils at the end, won’t think much of 

anything. They both crossed themselves, they both lost.] 

 Who is that third who walks always beside you? 
When I count,there are only you and I together 
But when I look ahead up the white road 
There is always another one walking beside you. 
 

I don’t want power because I don’t like the guys who 

have it, mostly. 

[I do want power because I need to let them know how I 

feel. Right, but who’s going to win? Win what?] 

I’ll walk across the stage and take my medal and who’s 

to know? Who’s to say a goddamn word about it? 

[I’m allowed to be proud of a stupid medal, no?] 

The medal is nothing and I know it because there’s 

nothing I did for Horizon that’s any good at all, and I 

know it. I write in my alcove by the door, and everything 

else is nothing. And what I read for myself goes deep 

inside, and stays there, and won’t be able to get out for a 

long time. 

 They said, “You have a blue guitar, 
You do not play things as they are.” 

 
The man replied, “Things as they are 
Are changed upon the blue guitar.” 
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The one thing I do have firmly inside is that I did 

something hard, I got through this goddamn place and now 

I’m out and nobody did it for me. 

[Mary Heslin? Without her what happens?] 

 I’ll go to college and I’ll be a real person and I’ll 

get out of power’s spotlights, headlights, because people 

will be more like me, more bookish, and if I do the work on 

the stuff I don’t care about, everything will take care of 

itself and I’ll slip into the world of the books unnoticed. 

Fat chance. I don’t agree with anyone who has power, so 

where am I going? 

 [I don’t want to be unnoticed, but I know what I write 

when I can see they eyes reading it is nothing. How will I 

be noticed then? By writing the crap that disappears as 

soon as it’s on paper? I can’t write anything else that 

anyone wants to read, and though I know the stuff that 

nobody wants to read is pretty good, none of it finishes, 

none of it goes anywhere. Perry is better off than I am 

because he can know what he’s doing and do it. And he can 

make people hear.] 

 I’m going to where I can do what I want. I’m going to 

where there are women. 
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 [“Kearney, what you need is a good healthy peasant 

girl who’ll feed and fuck you till you’re healthy,” says 

Mr. Wood, my dapper, acerbic math teacher.] 

  Out of the Cradle Endlessly Rocking. 

 [Mary makes me read that out loud. ‘And death,’ I say, 

‘death death death death death . . .’ with spaces.] 

 So all this time goes by and I’m stuck there with my 

legs getting numb because I’m so thin that the metal chair 

puts real pressure on nerves at the base of my spine and I 

start to worry about that — what if my leg goes to sleep 

and I have to hop — and now there into the middle of the 

second row and all these guys are getting up and walking 

like it’s no big thing and I can’t see their faces, I 

can’t. I can’t read their eyes. 

Who knows, for all the distance, but I am as good 
as looking at you now, for all you cannot see me? 
 

I’m sixteen now. 

If there are grounds for wishing to be 
understood, it is not for ourselves but for the 
other, in order that we may be real for him. 
 

 [I got out of fucking McKinley by learning to be 

blank, now everyone else is turning blank on me. Cooper is 

blank like I am, I can read that to some degree, but other 

faces?] 
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  Belief in the existence of other human beings is 

love. 

[Perry’s eyes aren’t blank and he’s paying for it. 

Prever’s aren’t, but he’s got a stance that works — a  

slight tension and an almost smile. I’m getting by, too. I 

am.] 

  Then with the knowledge of death as walking one 
side of me, 

And the thought of death close-walking the other 
side of me. 

And I in the middle as with companions, and as 
holding the  

hands of companions . . .  
  

 “And the Horizons medal goes to Lawrence Kearney for 

his contrbution as editor of best high school literary 

magazine in the country again this year, according to the 

Columbia School of Journalism.”  

 I don’t fall down and I don’t look at the audience, I 

just walk to the podium where Mr. Pabst, whom I’ve never 

seen up close before, gives me my medal in a little white 

box. 

 He’s not so grey up close. I take the box in my left 

hand, shake his hand with my right and he says, “Thank you 

— you proved we can have a good magazine without beatniks,” 

and squeezes my hand and smiles. 
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 He’s got me by the hand and he’s letting me know what 

he thinks I’ve done, that it’s exactly what he wanted done, 

and that I’m welcome at the party. 

“Thank you,” I say.  

“Jesus,” I think. 

It’s the raving bloody book of dreams of the 
cursing world, full of suits, dishonesties, and 
written agreements. And briberies, to children 
for their sweets, to children for their sweets. 
 

He ruins it perfectly, with a perfectly placed knife. 

‘Just in case you think I’ve forgotten I haven’t. I 

would have burned every damn copy of that magazine if I 

could have, and you know it, and that’s why you didn’t push 

me this time around, and that’s good, so as long as you 

understand that, we understand that. So we can get along 

and we’ll never mention it again because you know now where 

the power is, and how it works, and how things are going to 

be from now on, with little presents for you, when you kiss 

its ass.” 

Not, of course, that he actually thought all those 

things — merely that the habits of power are instantaneous 

and instinctive. I sit there on the stage with this little 

white box in my pocket and wait for my diploma.  

When it’s over, the spaces are thick with parents and 

kids. The kids are looking around like they might be with 
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someone else, really, like they don’t want to be seen in  

contexts outside the ones they’ve created for themselves at 

Tech. Neither do I. I see Perry, looking around, but 

there’s no one there with him, he’s looking for his 

parents. So am I. He waves. 

[As he waved in a dream this year, last month, from 

out of a crowd at a party, I think, he sees me and waves, 

white-faced and older, an incomplete understanding running 

back and forth between us, just like that.]  

My parents find me and “Well that was a fine 

graduation. I don’t know what’s wrong with you, I really 

don’t,” my mother says. 

I’m genuinely confused. My father shakes my hand. 

“What’s the matter?” 

“I spent the whole time looking for you in the 

audience, that’s what’s the matter.” 

? 

“I was looking all around and you were on the stage. 

You never told us, did you?” 

“You couldn’t see me?” 

“Well we didn’t know to look there, Lawrence,” my 

father says. 
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“You never give us the slightest satisfaction, never.” 

My mother’s voice is tense and I can see the anger. Her 

eyes get flat and her face gets red. 

“You saw me when I got up.” 

“It’s the first I knew of anything,” she says. 

“Oh, let’s go home,” my father says, and something 

happens in me so I really don’t give a damn. Because this 

isn’t linked to any guilt I carry. This is craziness, pure 

and simple.  

I look at my mother as we’re walking through the 

lobby. She’s forging ahead with her dark fur collar up and 

her mostly white hair neat under her little black hat. 

Clickety clack on the slick floor. The Desoto is parked a 

couple of blocks away and no one says anything till we get 

there. 

I’m in the back seat and I’m looking out the window at 

the end of the neighborhood in the dark — the last time in 

these streets, I think. 

“Never get to take the slightest pride, the slightest 

pride.” 

“I thought you’d be able to see me.” 

“It’s like we didn’t exist.” 
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Of all things to say, that those who exist most 

solidly don’t. I look at the floor and my father swings the 

car out into South Elliott Place and off we go. 

[I’d told myself in the back alley in the sunlight 

that some day I’d write about how things really are for 

kids. It wasn’t this stuff, though, I never wanted to write  

about this stuff.]  

And all down Atlantic to Fourth and out to 86th, I’m 

looking at the lights in the street and not saying anything 

because it’s dawned on me, it really has, that I’m never 

going to please her, ever, and that she’s stuck in a place 

where she hurts but can’t get out.  

She can’t get out and she’s not going to soften much 

anymore and I might as well not hurt. I have to find a way 

to stop and now it’s the summer and I don’t have to do a 

damn thing (find a job) until I pack a bag and leave and 

there’ll be trees around and a small town, with places to 

go, and bars, and a new life in which I’ll excel and a girl 

with a perfect voice saying “Why do you feel that way? 

Don’t feel that way.” 

All I have to do is cut this off, now, getting out of 

the dark car in front of the dark Fleetwood in the dark 

June heat in the welter of my past and everything I ever 

did stupidly and weakly — lovingly, embarrassedly, 
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willfully — ashamed and cringing and blank-eyed and 

arrogant and secret and melting and streaming and dying for 

not being able to say, to touch.  

My mother slams the front door and walks off toward 

the lobby. She has the power . . . 

[You’d think there’d be better things to do with it. 

She, of course, thinks she has none — my father knows he 

does, but chooses not. How I love Bartleby.] 

. . . so the hell with it all, all of it. My head and 

my feet and my hands and my heart. And the goddamn building 

with the the old mysterious apartment. The diploma, the 

medal, and the walk to the wrought iron doors. The lights 

up the face of the building, sailing clouds passing, the 

moon. The book full of my old stuff — the papers, and the 

Santa Claus with the brass cymbals through his hands. And 

the drawer with the jewelry and the onyx shines, and Mr. 

O’Malley with little wings, and the dumbwaiter, and the 

sick fucking typewriter, and my father’s love glowing like 

pearls, here and there and past . . .  

[Oh Mary, what did you say?] 

. . . and all my jerkoff nights and fantasies and high 

resolve and expenses of spirit and unattached prayers and 

globeless wanderings, one foot up in the air, and books and 
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books and fucking books, and movies and movies and music 

and where are they all, now, huh? 

 Oh nothing matters but the longest journey. 

What am I, a little kid? What am I, a little kid? What 

am I, a little kid? 

[Oh yes.]  

Upstairs, I put my medal on top of the bookcase and go 

to my bed. 

On the second day, a sail drew near, nearer, and 
picked me up at last. It was the devious-cruising 
Rachel, that in her retracing search for her 
missing children, only found another orphan. 
 

The substance holds me up, but meaning comes slowly.  

 
 
 

End 
   

  

  

  

  

 


	But when the festival is over and all the people have gone

