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Preface

Sarah Schulman’s Empathy is a strange, funny, and disquieting book. Said to be lesbian literature’s first foray into postmodernism, it is intentionally structured to be suffering from its own identity crisis. With wit and sophistication, Schulman toys with style in Empathy. Traditional narration and development of both plot and characters are rejected outright by the author, just as she rejects Freud’s most dubious and regrettable theories. But even this rejection of Freud takes place within psychoanalytic sessions - one sweet irony among many. It is a calculated, but ultimately humane book, and Schulman’s fierce intelligence crackles on every page. The critic Sally R. Munt once described the lesbian identity in Empathy as “a traveling implosion,” which may be the simplest summation of this wonderful book.

 

Sarah Schulman is a tremendously gifted author whose books deserve regular revisiting, and we are pleased and honored to add Empathy to the Little Sister’s Classics series. This edition includes an insightful and personal introduction by the writer Kevin Killian and in a new afterword, Schulman herself reflects on the impact of Empathy and the changes that have occurred since its release. Also included is a thematically related short story by the author and further complementary writings.

 

- Mark Macdonald, 2006






Introduction

KEVIN KILLIAN




“Now we may perhaps to begin?” 

My copy of Empathy is battered, as though it’s been field-kicked a couple of times. I don’t remember kicking it myself, but the purply, green, black, and yellow jacket has lost a bit of its luster, grown faded and bumpy with use. I open it up, and inside the inscription returns, “For Kevin Killian and Dodie Bellamy, all my love, Sarah. December 10, 1992.” That long ago! Dutton’s edition was laid out entirely in boldface type, except the chapter headings, which were gray. Exactly the reverse of conventional printing style. A little disconcerting, as though asking readers, “Is everything backwards? Are the inmates running the asylum?” That Empathy is finally back in print seems to me one of the few just things that have happened in publishing.

 

Empathy was Sarah Schulman’s fifth novel, and it delighted us - even those of us who had loved her previous books and wanted her to stay exactly the way she was, by virtue of an unabashed and offbeat formalism. By 1992, she had trained us to expect the unexpected, but still we were unprepared for the gleeful, mordant satire she offered up this time. No two chapters were anything alike, and the writing itself - its syntax, the connections her words make with each other - had undergone a sea change. It’s the “acid test” by which I measure another’s devotion to the art of the novel. Say it’s a guy. He’ll be jawing  on about David Foster Wallace and Jonathan Lethem, Margaret Atwood and Orhan Pamuk, and I’ll interject, “Yes, but what did you make of Sarah Schulman’s Empathy?” Should he profess dislike - or worse, indifference, that indifference which must be the opposite of empathy - my mouth will maintain its smile, glinting brittly, but inside my soul coils with contempt, the low-lying radiation which poisons from underneath the skin, so that he moves away changed, an unknowing victim of the harshest test yet devised to separate sheep from goats. I see his innocent back, with my invisible knife in it, and like Marlene Dietrich at the end of Touch of Evil, I’m muttering at his gravesite, “He was some kind of a man. What does it matter what you say about people?”

 

I remember meeting Sarah Schulman at the poet Norma Cole’s house, in Noe Valley in San Francisco around 1989 or so. It was just a cocktail party type thing, but as it turned out, became one of the signal events of my life. I had just finished reading After Delores, Schulman’s deconstruction of the hardboiled detective novel, and it had plunged me into the splendors and miseries of New York’s Lower East Side - its complicated women, its harrowing sexuality and pain. I had so recently finished reading it I had it on me at the party, and whipped it out to show everyone around me. You know the crazy things you do when you’re awestruck. Norma said, “Have you met Sarah Schulman?” but I thought she was speaking in general, not in reference to the remarkably composed woman who stood in front of me, a glass of something pale and fizzy in her hand. She looked like a young girl to me. The kiss of youth was on her; it was hard to believe that already she had written The Sophie Horowitz Story (1984), Girls, Visions, and Everything (1986), and of course, my new favorite, After Delores. Maybe it was 1988 because as I say, I was carrying around that book like a badge, reverently, the way Bataille must have carried around the work of Laure.

When I met her, Sarah was dating the poet and filmmaker Abigail Child, and the two of them were living in San Francisco for a time, shooting a feature-length video they called Swamp. Swamp’s premise is a simple one, though a host of farcical and apocalyptic events give it color and dash: the US has become so obsessed with keeping Mexicans away from its borders that it has turned all of Southern California into an artificial swamp. In an eerie parallel to later developments in so-called “Homeland Security,” borderlands themselves must keep expanding exponentially, and soon San Francisco will be “swamped” over like all of the acreage to the south. George Kuchar plays an agent of the state who informs a bookstore owner that her property has been commandeered for patriotic purposes. “My shop a swamp?” she keeps crying, in shock. Carla Harryman, as the bookstore owner, in a little black dress with prim yellow polka dots, is the heroine of Swamp. When I found out that Sarah Schulman - the Sarah Schulman! - had written the script, I tried to get cast in the video. Why not? Everyone else I knew was getting their face in. I found out the number where Sarah and Abigail were staying and I kept calling, insinuating myself into the rhythms of their days and routines, offering to show them Kevin Killian’s San Francisco, and boasting of my extensive acting career, which pretty much consisted of one-minute cameos in no-budget student films.

 

At the time, Sarah was hard at work on People in Trouble, the caustic, challenging ACT UP novel that was to change my life. For me, she came to embody the spirit of social change. “You must change your life,” she said, like Rilke. It was a vision of reform, of revival, a wind of hope in a time of complicated misery. I had thought of postmodernism as a stateless thing, divorced from the political, and after reading her books I was never able to be so willfully innocent again. Swamp was made at the height of the AIDS epidemic, when ACT UP was still going strong, and though I think some of us saw it then  as a bit of a relief from AIDS politics, when I saw it again recently I was struck by how fragile the city looks in it, how febrile and shakey. The poet and activist Tede Mathews, soon to be dead himself from AIDS, has a startling role as Steve Benson’s mother, and when he’s on the screen I have this weird sentimental attachment to him I didn’t have in “real life.” I finally landed a role in Swamp; I was Tom, an acclaimed, self-absorbed conceptual artist in the Vito Acconci/Matthew Barney mold. I sprang to fame with my expensive-to-stage, dazzling coups de societé; in one project, I suspended large girders from the ceiling of New York’s Grand Central Station, and when a critical mass of homeless people had gathered beneath them, my computerized eye would release the beams and voilà! Instant fame, and I didn’t even have to be there.

[image: 003]

As Empathy begins, Anna is a young Manhattan office worker (temp division) having the sort of breakdown that leads to a total disarray of syntax. Doc, a street corner psychiatrist, lacks a diploma but works cheap and guarantees a cure within three sessions (just like latter-day HMO coverage). Anna’s been rejected by a “handsome and wicked” woman who dismisses lesbianism as, if not pathological, then lacking the “fun” factor she can find with a man. Devastated, Anna plunges into her sessions with Doc, and eventually each winds up utterly changed by the other. American literature has had its “shrink” novels before, and to an extent Empathy depends on our vague knowledge of them, as we bounce Doc’s apercus off similar doctors from the past. Dick Diver cures then marries Nicole in Scott Fitzgerald’s Tender is the Night. In Sylvia Plath’s The Bell Jar, Esther Greenwood succumbs to shock treatments. The narrator of Ralph Ellison’s Invisible Man is tossed into a mental home for being a troublemaker. Most salient of all, in Philip Roth’s Portnoy’s Complaint, Portnoy tells his whole story to a silent psychiatrist, a tale so lengthy many readers forget that the  psychiatrist is there. Dr. Spielvogel has only one line of dialogue, the last line in the book, so pointedly ironic it amounts to a shock ending: “Now we may perhaps to begin?” It seems to me that I remember Sarah asking Philip Roth to write a blurb for Empathy. Portnoy’s Complaint is one of the books that Anna remembers from her parents’ bookshelf.

 

Do those who write about psychoanalysis, even in disbelief, share a belief in the utopian world? If it’s all about clearing away the underbrush so we can begin, what are we beginning? In Steinbeck’s novels Cannery Row and Sweet Thursday, “Doc” is the helpful, thuggish scientist with the sweet side, who helps the down and outs manage their moonshine. Steinbeck’s character is said to be based on his reallife pal, the marine biologist “Doc” Ricketts, who was married to a woman called Anna.… Reading Empathy, I also ponder the similarity between the shrink novel and the vampire novel. Anne Rice is always about the vamp’s search for, and final encounter with, the older vampire who “sired” him. Here in Empathy, Doc’s voyage leads him, finally, to Herr K., the analyst who “created” him - an eternally old Nosferatu of a doctor, more dead than alive, yet capable of a beautiful, unearthly wisdom and candor. “The sad reality is that people do not listen and do not take responsibility,” the Doktor proclaims. “A lifetime in the office and in the laboratory have not revealed a way to change all that.”

 

Empathy’s thirty chapters alternate between Anna’s point of view and Doc’s complementary narrative. Our patient seems to draw strength as the analyst loses his perspective, indeed his connection to reality. This simple, effective structure is drawn from the plot E.M. Forster labelled (in his handbook Aspects of the Novel) the Thais plot, after Anatole France’s creation. She, Thais the courtesan, becomes empowered as her protector loses his mind and soul to her. (I would call it the Star Is Born plot). One goes up as the other goes down: the  oldest story in the world. In psychoanalytic terms, what happens is transference, then countertransference. At a certain point, the individual story of Anna becomes secondary, in Doc’s mind, to his idea of her as a patient, then, as a woman.

 

Behind all this allegory stands the neo-Expressionist nightmare of The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari, or the harrowing rack of Ingmar Bergman’s Face to Face, in which Liv Ullmann plays an analyst who descends into a madness queerly akin to sanctity. Empathy recalls the themes of several of Ingmar Bergman’s films, and if you ever see Persona, themes of abandonment and defracted personalities will echo with your experience of this novel. If you name a character “Anna,” is she bound by the code of narrative to become an analysand? In the post-Freudian age, there may be some readers who don’t get Schulman’s allusion to one of Freud’s most famous early works, the Studies in Hysteria (1895), which he wrote with Josef Breuer, in which Breuer attempted to treat the “female hysteric” Anna O. The original Anna, strictly speaking, was never a patient of Freud’s, but she has come down to us as shorthand for the way he (mis)analyzed women patients and chalked up whatever difficulties they were having in the world to repression of childhood sexuality. A few years before Empathy, British novelist D.M. Thomas restaged the Anna-Freud story in his 1982 bestseller The White Hotel, making them characters in a vast historical panorama in which, after Freud releases her to live a normal life, “Anna” gets caught up in the Holocaust and winds up a victim of the Babi Yar massacre. Applying a consonant strategy, Schulman is constantly moving her narrative out of the page, recontextualizing history, the very moment we live in now, so that her readers are snapped out of solipsism, and even the particular pleasures of reading a novel, to wake up and smell the brimstone.




“Now we may perhaps to begin?” 

In Schulman’s writing, behavior creates character. In Empathy, Anna says she has sought out Doc because she’s never had sex with any lesbians, only with straight women and the curious. She’s “never had a lover who let [her] meet her parents.” Anna, like her palindromatic name, looks both ways, like Janus, at the horrid past and the impossible, burning future. She has a chance for happiness, but will she take it? Schulman’s affection for and loving rebuke of Anna is typical of her character work. I now see that the character I played in Swamp foreshadowed one in Empathy - another of Doc’s patients, the selfobsessed artist Doc calls “Cro-Mag.” It’s as if this particular character type was burnishing itself on Schulman’s mind throughout this period, for he makes an appearance in People in Trouble as well. Cro-Mag’s a real pig; he doesn’t kill any homeless people in the name of art, but he would if he could figure out how to make a buck doing so. His gender - my gender - protects me as it does Cro-Mag from selfcriticism, and indeed, neither of us will ever suffer from empathy.

 

Schulman’s forte is language, I think more so than most novelists. She claims to have written only a handful of poems, if that, and yet poetry haunts the world of Empathy, like the modernist novel it most resembles, Djuna Barnes’ Nightwood. Anna’s abandon, as I have said earlier, leaves her vulnerable to sentences in a particularly lyric way, plunging the reader into a Baudelairean assault from page one. “Anna sat in the dark as the radio crackled like one emotion too many.” Fine - I can almost see that; the static on the radio might resemble the mix of emotions she’s feeling, although if she’s in the dark she’s not seeing, she’s feeling, smelling, sensing. Next sentence: “Her passion was like sweat without the sweat.” It’s our job to picture this: is it a visual image, a tactile one, both or neither? It’s an intellectual image which recapitulates Empathy’s larger strategies, calling into being a thing (“sweat”) then withdrawing it and leaving behind the obverse of the  image (“sweat without the sweat”). Meanwhile, as readers we’re still grappling with the problem of how to reconcile the radio static sentence with this one. Reading makes a fetish of linearity, so basically we expect every succeeding sentence to modify the previous one. “It had no idea.” What is “it” here - the radio? Anna’s passion? The “sweat without the sweat”? In a conventional narrative, the notion of any of these potential referents lacking an idea would never arise. “It had no idea. No idea of what clarity is.” That’s a little different, a bit softer, not so black and white. Then metaphor arrives in a burst of brilliant lights, a series of stabs into the dark world. “It was two holes burned in the sheet. It was one long neck from lip to chest.” Is it one, or two? Again, canny readers will realize at the end of the book that conventional number systems, the binary, no longer hold sway in Empathy’s expanded, hallucinatory landscapes. “It was one long neck from lip to chest, as long as a highway.” I’m holding one finger to my lip, another to my chest, and trying to measure the space between them: it’s nowhere as long as a highway, but that slash might feel endless to the person wounded. “Hot black tar, even at night.” That’s the metaphorical highway - or is it? It might be the roof of Anna’s crumbling East Village building, where “a guy spits in the next apartment. There’s a dog on the roof.” The entire paragraph is only seventy-three words, yet it feels denser, more compressed, as though every word is being used at least twice, once for meaning, and again, for a higher, or lower, meaning; a meaning of a different register. So many have stressed Schulman’s political and radical involvements that I think it worthwhile to note an equal or greater commitment to poetry, to evocation, to the domain of the word.

 

In another chapter, Schulman names the many varieties of silence in a bravura display of - well, it’s the good old-fashioned Walt Whitman /Frank O’Hara “list poem.” As I say, every chapter takes a different format, but in all of them I rock back and forth on my heels  marvelling at Schulman’s imagination, and her keen insight into every weird form of human interaction:When the phone stopped ringing she perceived a peculiar silence. One of many. Which one? There is a silence of perception. It wasn’t that. Thoughtless silence? Forced silence? Chosen silence? Silence because you’re listening. Fearful silence. Because the radio’s broken. Hesitation. When you don’t say it because you don’t want to hurt the other person. Enraged silence. When you don’t say it because it’s not going to do any good. Waiting. Thinking. Not wanting to be misunderstood. Refusing to participate. Self-absorption. When a loud sound is over. Shame.





I wonder if this meditation could have come from a wish to expand on the enormously effective, yet somehow strangely prescriptive, slogan we then lived by, that “SILENCE = DEATH”? In another passage, Anna reflects that while “SILENCE = DEATH” may be true, “Voice does not necessarily equal Life.”

 

Schulman’s other forte is trendspotting. Born in the wrong era, she would have been an excellent practitioner of Mass Observation. “Doc’s focus moved away from the hopeful and on to the fact that more and more people on the street were opting for nonfunction at an increasingly early age. So many men and women stick needles in their arms.” These aren’t facts per se, since they’re reported from Doc’s point of view, but they feel as though they’ve been observed. Anna considers options for success in 1991: HIV counseling, hospice work, teaching English to Russians. Trendspotting is Sarah Schulman’s fingerprint, and you can see it running right through all her work. If, as has been suggested, Jonathan Larson was influenced by  People in Trouble while writing his musical Rent, for me the smoking gun is the detail about all the people synchronizing their watches to take their meds all at the same time. Nobody but Sarah Schulman would have commented on this, or even noticed the beautiful heartbreak of it. One might disagree with her social analysis, or marvel at how different life is on the Lower East Side than here in San Francisco, but like most people, I only notice trends when they jump up and kick me in the face. But just because she covers the big picture doesn’t mean she has no eye for the telling human detail, the particulars. Indeed, the tension in her writing derives largely from her ability to sort of play each vision off of the other. Anna mourns the future that never came, the tomorrow promised by yesterday’s futurologists. “The Weekly Reader had said that by 1990 she’d be flying around with jet packs. People would speak Esperanto and wear high-topped sneakers as they suited up for lift-off.” Variants of these predictions do transpire in Empathy, but with significant differences. If not by jet pack, Anna does fly around, most notably on a nightmarish holiday to Djakarta, which she recalls in a soliloquy to Doc halfway through the book; it is Empathy’s single longest setpiece and, I think, the emotional crux of the novel. It’s not just the East Village, or New York, or North America, that our lack of empathy has distorted to the point of madness; the divorce from feeling has infected even the most faraway, nearly “innocent” places. Anna’s journey, accompanied by a thoughtless girlfriend, Lucy, comes in the middle of the book because, in classical epic, that’s where the voyage down to Hell traditionally appears. “At the next table was a fashionable, clean-cut Japanese man dressed exactly like a fashionable clean-cut American man circa 1962. Only now that look has come back. You know, the nerd look. Tortoiseshell eyeglasses, khaki bermuda shorts, and white sneakers.” It’s so hot that sand stings through her shoes. “Kids were following us the whole time and I could smell my own flesh broiling.” And everywhere they go, people tell them that Bali is “baguse,” meaning cool. It’s an Orwellian vision of language turned  inward to fertilize a lie. In a world without connection, there’s no in, and no out. There’s no more there, thus there’s no more here.




“Now we may perhaps to begin?” 

I’ve had the strangest experience re-reading Empathy for the purposes of writing this essay. All kinds of feelings are returning, like the pins and needles feeling you get in your extremities after a long stillness. “Déjà vu” doesn’t cover it. Late in the novel, two of Doc’s patients, Jo and Sam, rehearse their Virginia Woolf neurosis in playlet form. “You’re a hundred percent wrong, a hundred percent wrong, a hundred percent wrong.” Reading this passage, I flashed on an evening fifteen years ago, when I created the part of Jo on stage in a bookstore in San Francisco during an evening of “Poets’ Theater.” This was the very same bookstore that was turned into a swamp by US federal agents in Swamp. Christian Huygen played Sam and I was Jo, and as you’ll see, the play “Failure” begins with us kissing in the last minutes of bliss before a decisive argument. Our kiss lasted long enough for me to feel aroused and heady. We were directed to stay kissing until it became uncomfortable. And when “Sam” laid into me with his repeated, ever more vicious declarations that I was “one hundred percent wrong,” tears stung my eyelids; I felt my face grow red in front of the whole room. I knew I was “acting,” that Christian wasn’t really my boyfriend, that he didn’t hate me, and yet physics reached in and grabbed my ankles, knocking me on my ass. As the play reached its climax, I was shaking with grief, flayed. People in the audience clapped and cheered, but I only caught that on tape, much later; in the heat of the moment I kept quaking and blinking, my whole world torn out beneath me. And thus this little playlet might serve as emblematic of the apparently loose, baggy structure of the novel it wound up in. As you’ll find out sooner or later, Empathy is in portmanteau form and contains everything but the kitchen sink (and  in fact it does have a kitchen sink in it too). Is it a miscellany, pure and simple? If so, in this book (and in its equally excellent successor, Rat Bohemia), Schulman found a way to bring life back to the novel, which in effect is the same as bringing life back to, well, life. Now we may perhaps to begin?

 

- San Francisco, December 2005






Empathy is dedicated to David, Gloria, 
Helen, Charlie, Isabel, and in memory of Dora 
Leibling Yevish, born in Tarnopl, Austro-Hungary, 
on Rosh Hashana 1899 - died in New York 
City on February 19, 1982.
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Some of her intellectual attributes could be associated with masculinity; for instance her acuteness of comprehension and her lucid objectivity, insofar as she was not dominated by her passion.… It signified the attainment of the very wish, which, when frustrated, had driven her into homosexuality - namely, the wish to have a child by her father.… Once she had been punished for an over-affectionate overture made to a woman, she realized how she could wound her father and take revenge on him. Henceforth she remained homosexual out of defiance against her father.

 

- SIGMUND FREUD 
“A Case of Homosexuality in a Woman” 
1920






Prologue

Anna sat in the dark as the radio crackled like one emotion too many. Her passion was like sweat without the sweat. It had no idea. No idea of what clarity is. It was two holes burned in the sheet. It was one long neck from lip to chest, as long as a highway. Hot black tar, even at night. A guy spits in the next apartment. There’s a dog on the roof.

In Anna’s mind they were two scarves, two straps, two pieces of fresh pine wood. How many body parts can a person have? It’s unfathomable.

 

MY SUGGESTION

 

ANNA O. and the woman she loves are together in Anna’s stark apartment. The WOMAN, handsome and wicked, is sitting in a simple chair. ANNA is standing coyly within range of her lover’s arms. They refrain from touching. ANNA feels casual and pleasurably feminine.

 

ANNA

I don’t think it affects me, actually. I don’t have any problem with it. Don’t you believe me? Honey?

 

WOMAN

I believe you.

 

ANNA

You’re very sexy to me.

 

WOMAN

Does that make you nervous?

 

ANNA

No, it makes me feel good.

 

WOMAN

Talk some more so I can watch your mouth move.

 

ANNA looks at her inquisitively, wondering if that was an order. But she gets so caught up in the woman’s beauty that the question gets lost.

 

ANNA

About?

 

WOMAN

About romance and…a car.

 

ANNA

A car and a lover and a loud radio. The top was down. The sun was bright. I drove with my left hand and got her off with my right. I felt her come in my hand as I was speeding and I remember thinking, This is love. This is fun. Then we pulled over and laughed. I was so comfortable.

 

WOMAN

Happy.

 

ANNA

Yes. Relaxed. More?

 

WOMAN

Tell me about a mistake you made. A big one.

 

ANNA

A mistake?

 

She hesitates, surprised.

 

ANNA

Wait.

 

WOMAN

What are you doing?

 

ANNA

I’m looking to see if I can trust you.

(Looks)

Yes, I trust you. I met a woman and a man and we got too close. There was the inevitable night of drinking and teasing until we decided to play a game.

 

WOMAN

At whose suggestion?

 

ANNA

My suggestion. We decided that each one would say their fantasy and the other two would fulfill it.

 

WOMAN

Uh-oh. I don’t do that anymore. So, the man went first …

 

ANNA

The man went first and he wanted us to …

 

WOMAN

Make love in front of him.

 

ANNA

No, not so easy. He wanted his dick in our mouths. Then it was Joanie’s turn.

 

WOMAN

And she wanted you to get him off.

 

ANNA

Of course she knew I hadn’t fucked a man in about eight years, but she wanted me to climb on top of him and fuck him. And I did. No problem, like I said. I have no problem with it.

 

WOMAN

Then it was your turn.

 

ANNA

I said I wanted Jack to leave the room and I wanted to make love to her, but she said no.

 

WOMAN

No?

 

ANNA

She refused. Now what do you want me to do?

 

WOMAN

There’s this peach slip that has been under your dress all evening. Let me touch it.

 

ANNA O. takes off her dress and stands in front of the WOMAN in her slip. The WOMAN touches it.

 

BLACKOUT

 

Later there was a whipping in a hotel room. That woman made her pay a dollar before she let her come. There was sex in a telephone booth, on the pier, in a public bathroom. She kissed her with someone else’s pussy on her breath.

Anna walked to the end of the bedroom and looked out the window through the hot iron gates. She walked through the kitchen, dirty linoleum sludging underneath her feet. The cigarette was burning. She opened the front door to see a different kind of light. Someone was coming up the stairs. It was cooler in the hallway. The moon was red through the staircase window.

Up close that woman looked very different. She was still a princely beauty but she wore a rough, white, dirty, sleeveless T-shirt like some guy. Her nipples hooked its edges. The hair under her arms was black smoke, wire, a raccoon tail, dry polish.

“What’s the matter?” Anna said.

“Remember that fight we had last winter?”

“Yes.”

“Well, I was thinking about it,” the woman said. “And then I finally realized something.”

“What?”

“I realized that I’m not a lesbian anymore. I realized that women don’t have fun together. I realized that that’s not love. I realized that men are heroes after all.”

As for Anna, she was caught in a burning apartment. There were flaming rafters and charred beams falling all around her. There was smoke choking her. But it had happened so fast she had not yet decided to flee. She was still, unrealistically, trying to determine which items to take along.

“What is your definition of a hero?” she asked.

“A hero is someone you can be proud of,” the woman said. “To be proud of someone he has to be bigger than you so you can look up to him. You can feel safe when he is near you. Especially a man who has soft skin. When a man is near you who has soft skin, soft and sloping like a woman’s, then you can feel safe.”

“But he’s not a woman?”

“No.”

Anna did not want to understand. She knew this word he. She’d heard it before in every circumstance of her life. But what did it mean? What did it really mean?

“What is your definition of fun?” she asked.

“Fun,” the woman explained, “is when you get what you’ve always imagined. When you’ve always known what you want and then you get it. With a woman you can’t have this because you’ve never imagined what you’ve wanted. There’s no gratification. No gratification at all.”

“This is so brutal,” Anna said. “Why is this happening to me?”

“Don’t give up so easily. You’re too weak.”

“There’s something very important that I don’t understand. How can I be a woman and still be happy?”

“Shut up,” the woman said. “Don’t tell me what to do.”

What are you talking about? Anna thought. What does this mean about me?

That night and for many nights to come, Anna could not sleep. Months passed and still she could not find peace. Finally one night, tossing and turning, she found herself in bed in the middle of an old-fashioned thunderstorm. Branches howled and scraped against her window. It could have been any lonely night in any storybook with one contemporary exception. Nowadays, when a lightning bolt hits, it sets off car alarms all over the neighborhood. That old reverberating crackle in nature is no more.

Some nights Anna flies away in bed. That night, awake in the  dark, sheets of ice sailed between the stars. They flashed in the moonlight as her covers slid to the floor, as the secret was revealed. Anna’s pudgy white body looked like diamonds between those sheets. Those crystal slabs of shine. But then the lightning flash set off car alarms and so Anna, interrupted, pulled the covers over her demurely supple flesh. Back on earth she lay, dissatisfied, between two pieces of printed cotton. Those sirens droned on all night.

What happened? she asked herself. What just happened?

Then a few other questions came to mind.

What happened to the world that I was promised back in first grade in 1965?

Not only had she been promised successful middle-class romance, but other treats had been mentioned as well, like the Jetsons, robots, and the metric system. In fact, when Anna was a girl, The Weekly Reader had said that by 1990 she’d be flying around with jet packs. People would speak Esperanto and wear high-topped sneakers as they suited up for lift-off. As a kid she’d bought a roll of aluminum foil and Scotch-taped it on her own chest to make one of those silver suits. Then she jumped up. Flying seemed desirable, something everyone would want to do. Before her lay a universe of neon Ping-Pong balls, as everything imaginable was endless. With a pixie haircut she played with the boys because towheaded American males were birds then. Those guys were rockets, superheroes, untouchable.

Anna turned over in bed, rain sliding down the window. She remembered the promise of an antiseptic future: domed cities and artificial weather. Somehow this was supposed to be good. Anna O. knew that hers was the last generation to believe the future would be better. Now, she feared the future. With that last thought Anna fell into a troubled sleep.






Chapter One

The next morning a doctor awoke from unsettling dreams. He spent a few indulgent moments luxuriating in the warmth of his covers before facing another winter day. This doctor was a young one. He was soft about the face and had clear brown eyes that exhibited a distracted kind of caring. He passed his hands over his small, fleshy body and then stretched his eyes and fingers toward the wall. The world was his this chilly morning. He could be human, inadequate, and still have it all.

Doc didn’t have a PhD. He had never been to medical school. Yet he had spent his entire adult life working steadily as a street-corner psychiatrist. It was one of those occupations that come as a surprise, but once you think it over, street-corner psychiatry makes all the sense in the world. And he was the obvious practitioner because this doctor was always looking for his answer in other people. As a result, he was obliged to look for some hope within them too. He believed in change on a one-to-one basis and in that case therapy was a two-way street. Lacking a diploma didn’t matter. And he didn’t need to be able to prescribe drugs. His patients had enough of those already.

Doc was more than Freudian. He had been born a Freudian. His parents were psychoanalysts and so he had done his internship and residency simply by growing up. Doc had been raised in psychoanalysis much the same way that other children are brought up in a Protestant church, or communism. Of course, in some ways Freudians are a cult because they have both a reductionist vocabulary and a  spiritual leader. They do not have universal appeal. Like all structuralists, Freudians have a system of thought that explains everything. However, the reason Doc felt more akin to Episcopalians than Scientologists was that despite their limited numbers, Freudians have managed to penetrate culture and affect it in silent and unspecified ways. They have managed to be bizarre but seem objective.

Throughout his life the doctor had slowly unpeeled and discarded the burdens of a Freudian worldview. But the job was only half done. Like an ex-Catholic who can’t stop confessing, the sense of transgression always lingers. Through a system of logical considerations and accumulated life experiences, Doc was able to let his family religion slip through his fingers. For example, he did not give his own parents power over everything. They were often bewildered themselves and made mistakes. Doc and his father had the same way of sitting and listening with expressionless concern. They both waved their arms about broadly as the substitute for a feeling. His mother and he were wildly opinionated and would have been happier in some mass movement somewhere made up of people with hope.

Another Freudian idea that Doc had abandoned had to do with meaning. He knew that some acts were completely without it. There are things that actually just happen. A third disagreement came in his understanding of sexuality. As hard as Doc tried, he simply could not imagine a way that it could be changed. All you could do was make someone feel bad about it. Finally, after staring at many therapists around the dinner table, Doc had concluded that transference was just another kind of love - no better or worse than the most ordinary romance.

Still, he did retain one fundamental orthodox concept that had grown into the foundation of his personality and belief system. The doctor maintained that there were reasons for behavior and those reasons could be identified. He believed in the big Why.

As a result he had a very unhappy life. Whenever he found that someone he loved was hurting him or being hurt by him, he would  try to discover why. He would ask, why? But most people don’t want to know why. They just want to keep doing it. Doctor had lived long and loved many and he knew that this was true and would always be true. But he could not accept the silence. So, he gave up on love and went into business because it was more important for him to understand than to have someone to go on vacation with.

Once, Doc and a woman had gone for a walk. It was near Christmas and all around them Christians were spending money. It was exciting to watch their desperation. Doc and his friend walked slowly as the Christians panicked, wildly stampeding like llamas with the alpaca still on them. The two of them turned down a side street looking for a bookstore where more sedate worshipers would be buying Robert Frost. There, they saw a store window, fully decorated, with no observers. In it was a pyramid of ice. In the ice, forming a pattern by their various locations, live lobsters had been planted tail first. Their claws were stuffed with bright ribbons and wildflowers. As they waved about, struggling to free themselves, the flowers waved too, creating a living ice garden. It was really beautiful. Overcome with the romance of the moment, Doc turned to his companion and said:

“You are the woman I want to have in my life. I can talk to you and about you at the same time. That is why I will always love you.”

A great burden was lifted from his chest then. He had finally found a woman to both love and analyze. But unfortunately this did not seem to her to be as valuable as it appeared in Doc’s eyes.

“I’m going to get you,” she said. “I’m going to outclass you in the minds of other people.”

With that she fled, her white leather coat flapping in the Christmas night.

There was a whole relationship beyond what she said that night. She was concrete, not just some particle floating out there with Doc’s other abstract ideas. When did he meet her? How long did they go out? How often did they see each other? He wanted to avoid the  whole chronology. Instead, for the next few months he asked himself on a daily basis why she had been so cruel.

This woman in white leather was clearly an oppression experience. She could not be nice. Yet, to this day, Doc mourned, stupidly, the absence of her hostility. After all, being put down by her was still a relationship, no matter how feeble. Like most mean people she was equally self-centered and malleable. This fascinated Doc. Secondarily, there was something in that combination that reminded him of America. But much more important, he wanted a happy ending. He wanted some modicum of control.

Now, so much later and alone in his apartment, Doc did some self-analysis.

I’m not the kind of person for whom time heals. The only thing that heals me is resolution.

Doc would have no rest until he didn’t care whether she would ever love him again. But God, that would take up so much of his time.

Time passes very slowly for me, Doc thought.

“This was an accurate perception,” he said and then remembered, with a start, that it was his own life on the table. He had put his own self on the couch. Warily, he walked through the dark kitchen and shined a flashlight into the bathroom mirror. His face was obscured by glare and shadow. All he saw was one soft lip. He ran back to the bed.

Even though the doctor was young, he didn’t feel that his life had happened quickly. He felt that it had happened very, very slowly and he fully realized the impact of years of twenty-four-hour days. This was why he hated the past. He never wanted to relive one minute of it. He couldn’t even bear to think about it. He wouldn’t even want to relive breakfast, because the doctor was waiting for a particular thing to happen. A particular explanation.

Enough reminiscing, Doc told himself sternly. I could spend the rest of my life poring over the first thirty-one years of it.

Finally he rolled himself out of bed.

At his feet lay yesterday’s ancient drab clothes. They would do fine. It was easier to dress down when working the street. Frankly, it helped his patients trust him. They didn’t worry about trying to impress. Doc spooned out a cup of instant coffee and ran the comb through his hair. Then, in a burst of impending entrepreneurial spirit, he went downstairs to take care of his own business before the Hare Krishnas got the best corner.

As soon as he hit Second Avenue, Doc started madly distributing his business cards to reasonable-looking neurotics. Anything to drum up new clientele. Since Doc had a policy of never seeing a patient for more than three sessions, he had to advertise constantly.

 

THE DOCTOR IS IN 
LAY ANALYSIS MY SPECIALTY 
RATES YOU CAN EMOTIONALLY ACCEPT



 

Plus address and phone number.

Handing it out with meaningful glances, Doc looked at passersby as potential patients. He wondered which person and their problems would enter and transform his life?

Doc noticed one young man who had that expression on his face as though he had given up looking for work. He couldn’t stand his jobs, even the one wrapping muffins. Doc could see he was blaming himself, believing the lies on the television set. Doc could tell him how many millions had the same problem. That it wasn’t personal.

Another guy passed by. He had a neuromuscular disorder, maybe MS. His boyfriend was scared, didn’t know what to do. Doc could sit down with both of them and lay out the facts. He could help them face it.

That woman over there had an observant ego. Even though she was tired and on her way to or from work, Doc could tell she watched everything closely. Sessions with her would be a sharing of ideas, a  place to freely engage. Doc and she would sit back proposing this or that. They would just talk.

These strangers filled him with feeling. There were so many things he wanted to go through with them. He wanted to love them. There was a palpable relief in being Doc. He felt suddenly happy, purposeful in life. Being happier let him see more. It put the present day in sharper perspective. Of course, that had its own side effects because then Doc began to notice the other Americans. He started looking around at all the sights one normally ignores. Doc’s focus moved away from the hopeful and on to the fact that more and more people on the street were opting for nonfunction at an increasingly early age. So many men and women stuck needles in their arms. Doc couldn’t even go to the post office without passing two or three on the nod.

He felt personally responsible. If only he could come up with a solution. It was up to him. Doc couldn’t think of anyone else who could do it. Some of us walk to the store, Doc thought. And some stand there drooling, slowly sliding. The subway makes speeches under our feet.

When he finished his advertising duties for the day, Doc started wearily back toward home. There was so much bad news in the air and on people’s faces. Recently someone had mentioned that there would be no more winters due to global warming and no more rain forests. But this year was as cold as it had ever been and so even some disaster news was called into question. Personal disasters, however, were everywhere in human form, lumped under blankets in corners or smack in the middle of the sidewalk, bleeding from the face with no gloves while the ambulance took forever.

“Hello, ambulance?” said Doc into a pay phone. “There is a white man, mid-forties, in a business suit. I think he had a heart attack.”

It was the only way to get them to come.

“Are you sure it’s not a homeless person?” the radio dispatcher said.

“Yes,” Doc said. “He’s wearing a watch.”

It worked this time but even desperate methods were increasingly undependable because there were fewer and fewer pay phones that actually worked or that took coins and not just calling cards.

Every time it rained, Doc knew it rained on people. When it snowed, it froze them. There was no longer weather without imagining human objects. The cozy inside became an increasingly rare commodity and Doc was aware of this all too well. But even with a substantial amount of knowledge, every day something big happened in the world that Doc could not fully understand. If there was a global economic crisis, where did all the money go? Was the money unreal in the first place, only now everyone finally said so? Or did a couple of people manage to grab it all? Just by looking out the window Doc noticed more news than there was room for and he felt curiously uncomfortable about people everywhere getting really angry while Americans stayed the same.

It happened to be Christmas again, which was always confusing because he couldn’t help feeling certain feelings. Certain whimsies entered Doc’s heart even though they had nothing to do with his own life. The public spectacle intensified at this time of year and, caught up in the display, Doc had a lot of opportunities to look around wondrously. New Yorkers are introspective in that way. They’re the kind of crowd that pays attention to the crowd.

While observing this particular Christmas, he was struck most particularly by the Emergency Disaster Services Mobile Canteen that was parked outside the tent-city refugee camp occupying Tompkins Square Park. He wasn’t sure which word surprised him the most: emergency, disaster or services. It was clearly a time for setting priorities, every American knew that. Should they choose preventative food on their plates or pay insurance bills for hospitalization that didn’t exist? Of course, this was a middle-class dilemma. Christmas smelled sexy, like wet cheese.

Those three hundred homeless people living in the park across  the way had certainly changed his life. Now, every night, the GPs, the Garbage Pickers, tore open every plastic bag and scattered its contents all over the sidewalk, looking for something. Every morning the sidewalk was covered. Also, people shit and pissed in crevices and doorways. This was especially true of the crackheads who had given up on certain elements of social training and drug dealers who didn’t have time to find a bathroom. The whole sidewalk stank. Most difficult for Doc’s own sense of personal integrity were the homeless guys with paper cups opening and closing the doors at various cash machines all over the city.

“You gotta tip me,” one of them told Doc, as he pulled out his twenty dollars. “’Cause I don’t have one of those cards.”

“It’s not the card that gets you the money,” Doc told him. “You’ve gotta have an account. I mean, you can only get back the money that you put in there in the first place.”

“You’re kidding,” the guy said, smelling awful. “I thought you just needed the card to get the cash.”

That afternoon, Doc started counting and discovering that eight different people stopped and asked him for money. With each one he had to make a moral decision. But he didn’t know how. He didn’t know which set of values were applicable. If he gave each person some reasonable, humanly respectful amount, he wouldn’t have enough for himself. If he gave each a token amount, they wouldn’t have enough. Then Doc realized that even if he gave each person a reasonable amount every time they asked for it, this still would not help them. It would not get them off the street. He could not figure out the difference between right and wrong. So, he gave each one something.

Yes, it was Christmas and Third Street looked great. The Hell’s Angels outdid themselves by being tasteful for a change. Their decorations were arty and conceptual in alternating geometrics. The whole block of tenements was draped in plain light, lush and dripping like kudzu. No Santas, Baby Jesus, or reindeers. The Angels dumped the kitsch and gave everyone frozen foam blossoms in  green, red, and white. Of course, the Angels were bullies, and not heroes, so there was a vast complication to this beauty because Doc was dependent on vicious killers to get it.

Overwhelming news and overwhelming personal confusion. Plausible deniability, extreme money funneling, circuitous routes. Not telling people or telling people that you’re not telling.

Face it, Doc thought. From the first divided cell to the last pump of the respirator, a group of people is the most dangerous force on earth.






Chapter Two

Anna came home from the temp agency early. They had promised to send her out but they didn’t. What was wrong with her? It used to be that stockings, heels, and combing her bangs forward were the only prerequisites for employment. Now she had to know Word Perfect, too. Feeling inadequate and inappropriate, she splurged at the newsstand and then made a beeline home, running the gauntlet of beggars and people handing out circulars, business cards, and discount flyers. She clutched their offerings to her chest and ran up the stairs.

The first thing Anna saw at home were three roaches hanging out by the dish drain. Vengefully, she put out the Combat and waited. Those assholes at American Mutual were too much to take. Thank God she didn’t have to go back there. In three days she had typed up all the correspondence pertaining to a group of workers with asbestos poisoning trying to sue the company. Then there was the puny executive who cornered her at lunch.

“How can you live with yourself knowing that you’re fighting poor people who are dying from asbestos?” she’d asked.

“Most of them were heavy smokers,” he said, satisfied, and then asked her out for the second time.

Later in the office the old Italian guy who had worked for the company for twenty-four years was moaning and groaning about some fag who’d moved in next door.

“What do you care?” Anna said, trying to be sweet about it. “He’s not bothering you.”

“Not bothering me?” the guy said, offended. “He’s a big queen  How would you like it if some butchy woman was in your face all night long?”

There was no one to take it out on but the roaches. Now, as she walked through her apartment, there were black plastic squares in every room protecting her from vermin. But actually this gave her no comfort because she did not know how Combat worked. She had no assurance that it did not operate on the same basis as radiation, another invisible substance.

It was time to relax. But how? Anna had given up bicycle riding because her bikes got stolen every two months, and the price of bike locks was hovering somewhere near the cost of health insurance. She couldn’t bear to watch television. She couldn’t listen to most of what was on the radio because of the way the music constantly rhymed. But everyone has to give over their mind to some electronic field. Everyone needs someplace to surrender. Anna liked magazines. They were glossy machines. The only technology that she could fold. She read them on a regular basis because they were absorbing. Each one came out on a specific day of the week and was good for an hour of absorption.

Anna took off her shoes and left them standing in the middle of the room. She carefully rolled down her stockings, knowing that the slightest scratch would cost her. Damn it, they caught on a toenail. This was so humiliating. It made her sick to death of herself. Anna read People magazine. Why was gossip more interesting than the world? It had something to do with marketing, of that Anna was sure. It had something to do with the organized promotion of a Fake Life. As far as Anna could see, marketing seemed to happen to everyone: drug dealers, beggars, people with careers. It was an unacknowledged public embarrassment. That’s why People was her private pleasure, not to be enjoyed on the subway in front of others. This week’s photo had a picture of some guy. She glanced at the face but it was meaningless to her. The names on the cover were: CHRIS EVERT PRINCE RAINIER ZSA ZSA CHAPPAQUIDDICK

She was not interested in any of this. Thank God those names were timeless. They involved no commitment. It was like saying “but,” “that,” and “which.” Prince Rainier was daily life.

More important than the stories were the advertisements because People’s articles tried to homogenize while the ads wanted to grab you. One said REORIENT YOUR THINKING. It was from Nissan. Behind the car was a glossy blue sea. The sea reminded Anna of those window displays with shreds of tin foil fluttering in the breeze of an electric fan. It wasn’t sexy. The Japanese were people to admire grudgingly, but never strive to be. They weren’t sexy. They didn’t appear in their own ads. The car was enough.

Anna skipped to the video section, tried the movie section but had to skip it after reading one word. What were they talking about? She couldn’t understand why they thought something was important. She couldn’t understand the values. There was nothing in this magazine that she saw in the mirror. No person, gesture, slogan, or hairstyle looked like her. In fact, there was no magazine on the entire newsstand rack that had her in it. The ones that said they did didn’t have good pictures.

Anyway, People had great titles, like “Mummy Dearest,” where Anna could get the idea without having to read the article.

Stop it, she told herself. I’d better stop paying too much attention or I’m going to get alienated all over again.

Time to eat, but what?

She could go get a bowl of soup. She could afford it. But there’s that problem of restaurants being depressing plus going out on the street when she knew it would smell of macaroni and cheese. No, no restaurant. It’s just not worth the money except once in a while when she’s ready to hang herself. No restaurant. Chris Evert. Chappaquiddick seemed like a diversion. More nostalgia.

Even the free handouts on the street had nothing to do with her life. She wasn’t going to see Sister Rosa, faith healer. She didn’t need artificial nails. Cheap therapy, now that might do some good. She  didn’t want a free Chicken McNugget with every three Big Macs. There was nothing left to do but go to sleep.

That night Anna had a strange dream. When the radiator knocked, she changed, but it wasn’t waking. It was a half space filled with revelations. Each one about the dream. The dream.

Convinced, she fell back asleep. Compared with memory this was gentle and easy to slip into. But the second time the dream had more power. In it she was astonishingly vague. Trying to think at face value without realizing how much that was actually worth.

I could provide a description of giving head, she dreamed. A head filled with breathtakingly beautiful images cannot pay attention to the radio or laundry, so bleed on me.

She woke with the breath of a ghost on her back. She was green orange. Her orgasm was square. A pink star, a spider web, a dancing star too and a point and a shadow. A sky below, a calico rose in the middle of her skull. A red mask. A red egg. A moonscape made of glass. Magnified tongue cells. Salted spongy things. Mountains of black. Gray hills.
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