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    Introduction


    Stephen Osborne


    On an afternoon in the summer of 1972, in Vancouver during a heatwave, the author of this volume, then an unpublished writer, collapsed in the street while carrying a case of Old Style beer from the liquor store to his basement apartment half a mile away. His knees had begun to wobble, he told his friends later in the beer parlour, and he just managed to sit down on the curb before blacking out. A case of beer in those days consisted of twelve bottles, a heavy weight for someone of his physique, for he was a small-statured, ancient man even at the early age of twenty-six. When he woke up, he was lying on a stretcher in an ambulance, and the case of Old Style beer was, to his great relief, lying on the floor of the ambulance beside his shoes. He left the hospital a few days later with a supply of nitroglycerin tablets, and his shoes and his case of beer were restored to him, as he said to his friends, intact. From then on he held ambulance drivers in the highest regard, as he did taxi drivers, bus drivers, and street poets.


    D.M. Fraser lived for years in Vancouver in a dark, illegal suite in the basement of a California bungalow in a remote neighbourhood shaded by elm trees or oak trees and filled with the sound of lawnmowers on Sundays—a neighbourhood ignored by literature and loved by the Rhododendron League―and forever illuminated by his presence there, where he conceived of life on, or near, Masterpiece Avenue, in a narrative of monumental living written against and away from his sombre refuge and the life of student poverty that he never escaped even when his student life had been over for many years and he had relocated to a railroad flat above the junk store on Main Street, assisted by friends and followers, worriers about his health and admirers of his generous learned talk, people who wished to sustain him in life as long as possible, lenders of funds and good dope, professional drivers and hefters of books in boxes and his collection of years of the New Yorker. His sentences made you want to take them home with you:


    
      Janey and Ambrose and Spiffy and I live on Masterpiece Avenue, in the historic site; we have had invitations to move elsewhere, generous offers, but we have always refused them. It is a thing of some consequence, after all, to be where we are, to have stayed here. In times of restlessness, we take pleasure in this; we stumble trustfully through the barren opulent rooms, fondling woodwork, plaster, chimney tile, groping the scabrous face of history.

    


    “Masterpiece Avenue,” the second story in this collection, was first published in January of 1973, in the fourth issue of 3-Cent Pulp, a four-page zine published by Pulp Press Book Publishers, the “underground” literary press (now Arsenal Pulp Press) that included D. M. Fraser in its editorial collective. Fraser had worked up notes for the story in the Richard Pender Restaurant, the White Rose Cafe, and the Marble Arch beer parlour, and then composed his final version late at night, directly on the photo-typesetting machine in the Pulp Press office. Several of the stories in this volume were written in this way, directly into the machine (only a single line of text visible at a time in a tiny LED window). In the morning someone better trained than he would take the light-tight cassette out of the typesetting machine and process the paper galley and hang it up to dry. “The Sweetness of Life,” “The Letters,” and “The Examination” appeared over a period of weeks and months, and constituted in the eyes of the astonished editors at Pulp Press a minor miracle: it seemed that nowhere in Canada, or in North America for that matter, had anyone encountered sentences and paragraphs like the ones that emerged from the keyboard of D.M. Fraser in 1973 and 1974.


    The shortest of the stories collected here was the first to appear in print, in December 1972, in the third issue of 3-Cent Pulp: a short profile of Santa Claus in retirement, “unrecognizably slim, clean-shaven, sporting a stylish black hairpiece and tailored clothes from Joe’s of Hollywood, in an attractive mobile home in Sunset Village, in Tucson, where he pursues the customary enjoyments of the aged.” Students of Fraser’s work will see in this understated comedy a foreshadowing of the more complex work that began to appear a few weeks later. Within a year Fraser moved into longer forms and the layered composition that we hear in “Marie Tyrell,” “Class Warfare,” and “Lonesome Town” (a story with deep allegorical overtones and a peculiarly Vancouver ambience).


    3-Cent Pulp had a circulation of 1,000 copies and appeared nominally twice a month for eight years; it sold in bookstores across the country and to a subscriber list upwards of 300; when it folded, in 1980, it had published 117 issues, each notable on its own for scrappy presentation, scrappy aesthetics, and scrappy politics. D.M. Fraser was part of its editorial soul for most of those issues, and he contributed his own writing regularly under a variety of pseudonyms. In May 1974, while he was occupied writing the stories in this volume, he was coaxed by his fellow editors to write a response to Margaret Atwood’s novel Surfacing, which had appeared to much acclaim in 1972. Fraser’s essay is one of the few negative notices of Surfacing that I can recall seeing at that time, or since:


    
      There’s not a single realized human character in the whole of Surfacing—only a crew of one-dimensional clichés wandering around acting out the parts assigned to them by some Royal Commission on the Meaning of Life in Canada. There isn’t a single insight, a single flicker of political revelation, that hasn’t been hammered into baby powder by every liberal​-bourgeois publication in the country since 1967. There isn’t a glimmer of self-perception that isn’t corroded, deformed, by self​-indulgence, self-pity, the cant and posturing of Pop-psych. In place of feeling, we’re served a smorgasbord of leftover sentimentalities topped with cheap ironies like stale whipped cream; in place of thought, a catalogue of Information Canada platitudes; in place of reasoned political analysis, an undigested lump of anti-American rhetoric no self-respecting paranoiac would lay claim to.

    


    Surfacing was symptomatic to Fraser of the state of Canadian letters, and in his critique of Atwood’s fiction we can see that Fraser did not expect the literary project that he was inventing for himself to find a congenial home there (nor would he expect it to today, to any considerable extent). The world of Canadian letters was smaller in the 1970s than it is now, but just as encumbered by forms of administered literature, a ready-made writing that today pours from Creative Writing schools across the country.


    
      … the real outrage here is that we are, as a “nation,” so obsessed with our (nonexistent) Cultural Identity that we are willing to settle for, and embrace, any sort of pretentious mediocrity which offers itself for our consumption, willing to accept any seriosity as seriousness, any topicality, however trivial, as Relevance, any narcissism as self-criticism, any thesis-izing as evidence of intelligence, any “Canadian Content” as actual content.[1]

    


    Four months later, when Class Warfare appeared in its first edition, it carried a cover blurb borrowed (at Fraser’s insistence) from the eighteenth-century English wit Sydney Smith:


    
      “This book appeared to us so extremely reprehensible, and so capable, even in the hands of a blockhead, of giving pain to families and individuals, that we considered it as a fair object of the literary police, and had prepared for it a very severe chastisement.”

    


    Class Warfare was well enough received in Canada to go into a second edition in 1976. Fraser went on writing, or composing, stories that began to acquire a deeper resonance from his own biography and from his early life in Nova Scotia. In one of these later stories, entitled “Prelude and Theme,” he offers in a passage of reminiscence the clearest glimpse we have of the author at a very young age, “a weird small boy with big ears and a precocious vocabulary” learning to hear the world through “a litany of misadventures”:


    
      In his parents’ house were told tales—murmured behind reticences of the dinner-table—rumours dark and bizarre, thrilling to the nerve of his erotic being. Next door Jimmie MacGregor, in a tequila fit one day, threw the Spode gravy-boat at his daughter Annie, rendering her so insensible that she promptly went and got pregnant—got herself pregnant, in the usage of the day—with the aid of Leo Holz, the Nazi sympathizer, who had kept his lights on all through the War and lived in shade forever after. Annie drowned the baby in her mother’s laundry tub, left it there for the elder MacGregors to discover when they came back from Bermuda a week later; Annie caught the bus to Providence, where she took up with a minor Mafia don and from whence she returned in glory every August, unpunished and impenitent, in a three-toned Packard convertible. Her erstwhile high-school sweetheart, Sgt. Jack Clooney of the R.C.M.P., shot the MacGregors, a visiting neighbour and himself in what the newspaper described enthusiastically as a Shooting Spree; nobody died. Meanwhile the lesbian sisters, Roberta and Josie, lived and perished at the end of the block; when Josie fell or was pushed down the basement stairs and broke her skull, Roberta locked herself in the linen cupboard and starved to death.

    


    Class Warfare took thirteen months to come into the world, from the writing of the first story to the publishing of the full collection. Fraser’s second book, The Voice of Emma Sachs, appeared nine years later. It brought together stories written while the author was developing ideas for a novel that might allow him to extend the themes and motifs revealed so far in his work; but the novel was never finished. After his death in 1985, sections of the novel appeared as Ignorant Armies, a fragmentary work that points the way toward the larger works that were kept from him.


    D.M. Fraser was a tiny, ramshackle man. He had a bad heart and a weak constitution and he refused to align his life with the advice of doctors. He smoked Sportsman cigarettes and drank three-star whiskey. At any odd hour he would settle fitfully into a corner of the office to leaf through manuscripts and letters, scratch notes into little black books, or clatter energetically on one of the Remington typewriters. He belonged to no coterie; he shunned literary scenes inside and outside of the universities—but literature was his life. His friends were dope dealers and draft dodgers, union organizers, posties, professional drivers, pool sharks, race track habitués, and a few poets and fictioneers who shared his tastes in literature and politics. The Vancouver beer parlours where we met during those years were the Marble Arch, the Alacazar, the Picadilly, the Niagara, and later the Inn Transit, the bus drivers’ private club, to which D.M. Fraser had an honorary membership. He conversed through clouds of cigarette smoke; he spoke in complete sentences and paragraphs, slowly, so that one could follow his thinking, just as he was following it. He seemed barely to belong in the world, especially in this Canadian world, where all traditions and cultures, to borrow the words of Hannah Arendt writing of Kafka and Walter Benjamin, had become equally questionable to him. In an undated memo written on one of the office typewriters toward the end of the seventies, an era remembered for the War Measures Act, the Vietnam War, the bombing of Cambodia, the rise of feminism and Aboriginal resistance, and the struggle for gay and lesbian rights, we can hear the same voice, in its semi-private urgency, that we could hear in the bar, as we listened to Fraser talk during those years of Class Warfare and other stories:


    
      At some point—and I remember it as being, approximately, between mid-1965 and the end of the summer of 1967, naïve idealism spoke with a clear voice. It would doubtless embarrass us now to recall the words it spoke, and we would feel constrained to laugh if we heard others speak them. It was an uneducated voice: if it knew anything of contradictions, they were elegant intimacies of the printed, wicked Marxist page; and accordingly there were no contradictions, only problems (like those in arithmetic books) for which the answer was always in the back of the book. Love and the Revolution would set us free.


      I, for example. I wrote, One day we shall unite all the contradictions in love. That was written to a lover in 1968, in a letter, every word of which I still subscribe to. Four years later, I remembered it and put it in a story, out of any context but the one I alone knew: I needed the Word, and it came back, in the Vancouver beer parlour where I was writing the story. In the first draft, I gave it a special emphasis; in the others (and there were several) I didn’t. Gradually I buried it where it belonged, among the trite and tender mouthings of romantic conversation. It seems to me now that we shall not, ever, unite all the contradictions, in love or otherwise; we may at best stick a few of them precariously together, with glue and patience, for a time.

    


    D.M. Fraser was a writer of great talent who died at the age of thirty-eight in Vancouver, in 1985. He published two collections of stories during his lifetime and left the world a small archive of journals and drafts and parts of a novel. He was admired by other writers for the beauty of his prose and the intensity of his conversation. I worked with him for many years in Vancouver, where he pursued a literary life in precarious circumstances until his death from a “general metabolic collapse,” an event that left me stunned and emptied out by grief; at the wake, I was unable to speak in front of the other mourners. Then one day as I was riding the number 17 bus, I saw the apparition of his face rise into the sky from behind the mountains in the north; I got off the bus and it was still there. It was not Fraser, it was his likeness, smiling and rather handsome, hovering over the city like an immense photograph taped to a stick; it was a perfectly bland sunny afternoon in the city, and I remember that earlier in the day I had been offended by the unrelenting pleasantness of the weather, which had become a pitiless reminder of the emptiness of all things. Now as I stood on the sidewalk I heard Fraser’s voice speak into my ear, and then his apparition vanished from the sky. It was a hallucination and a blessing and the beginning of a restoration to the world.


    



    [1] The entire text of Fraser’s essay is available at www.waysofpublishing.com.
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    … but every man who prints, imagines he gives to the world something which they had not before, either in matter or style; and when, in lieu of novelty and ornament, we can discover nothing but trite imbecility, the law must take its course, and the delinquent suffer that mortification from which vanity can rarely be expected to escape, when it chooses dulness for the minister of its gratifications.


    —The Rev. Sydney Smith


    Insurrection: I see for those peoples no other possible counsel: insurrection as soon as circumstances allow: insurrection, strenuous, ubiquitous: the insurrection of the masses: the holy war of the oppressed: the people in action to initiate progress. Let the insurrection announce with its awful voice the decrees of God: let it clear and level the ground on which its own immortal structure shall be raised. Let it, like the Nile, flood all the country that it is destined to make fertile …


    —Joseph Mazzini, The Duties of Man
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    MARCHING TO PRAETORIA


    “Compared with music, all communication by words is shameless; words dilute and brutalize; words depersonalize; words make the uncommon common.”


    —Nietzsche


    “Recognizing the far-reaching effects of songs and the necessity for right choice in their selection, and realizing that what a child sings vitally touches his entire life, we should plan to make a careful study of this phase of his training, and endeavour continually to devote as much time to the preparation for song as is given over to any other part of the work.”


    —Clara Beers Blashfield, Worship Training for Primary Children


    DON’T SING YET; we have a situation developing here. It’s a good night for situations, a good night for tramping about the streets, disturbing the peace. Midwinter drizzle, a smear of fog, this tubercular chill in the air: all the ancient, appropriate ingredients. By all means let’s look menacing, if we can; it shouldn’t be difficult, in these shadows … too bad there’s not a saxophone playing somewhere, just down the block. The lady would appreciate that. But never mind, here she comes now; button up that overcoat, buddy …


    Perhaps she supposes it’s relief we’re after, a dime for coffee (only a dime?), a smoke, a mattress for what’s left of the night, spare change for bus fare or whatever else, a quick feel: the necessities, as we call them, of life. She suspects something will be asked for, perhaps humbly, apologetically (she hopes), more probably with force or threat of force, meanly: a Hey Lady in that tone of voice, you know the one, and what can she do, defenceless? She wouldn’t mind a bit of a thrill; no doubt it’s been a long, dull day; nothing ever happens in this town, this dead end of the world … We could do worse than to allow her a moment of fright, exquisite terror that’s in and out like a needle in the vein she’s been waiting years, a lifetime of satiety, to tap; after all, we’re not really dangerous. Are we? Evidently she’s not sure, right now. When it comes down to the event, to this altogether too specific instance, possibly she’d be just as happy—happier—to let it pass. If it will pass. At this point, it behooves us to be merciful. It behooves us not to insist. Let it pass. We can be desperate later.


    And she’s gone, not too quickly, no clatter of delicate heels down this pavement: no telltale scurrying to accuse us. An exchange of mercies. Of course we’re suspicious characters, out like this in the sooty night, going nowhere profitable, when everyone knows all decent folk are home snug in their parlours watching the late movie. Of course. We can say (if queried): This is our late movie. Who’ll believe us? Not she, at least, swallowed up now behind her safe doorway, thankfully home in her lamp-lit room, her refuge (chintz curtains, lumpy bed, wax flowers in a Mexican vase), routinely taking off her brown coat, routinely thinking, or trying not to think, Jesus that was close. Was it mercy, or only habit, that let her go? There were other alternatives. There was no compulsion, surely, to deny magic its improbable hour. Tonight, if we dared, we could blast through the grey world’s walls, and who’d ever care? Who’d notice?


    If we dared. It’s true no one would notice, much less care: they have other insurgencies than ours to trouble their nights. We’re not the fiercest skulkers they have to contend with, out here in the murk. Statistically, we’re hardly a scratch on their lens, a barely detectable anomaly at the bottom of the image, not anything worth paying heed to. That lady, now, the intended prey—by this time she’ll have stopped trembling, she’ll be taking off her makeup, putting on her Sleepytime Beauty Cream, sipping placidly at the vermouth she’s poured for her nerves, planning the letter she’ll write to her mother. “A weird thing almost happened tonight, but nothing came of it. Honestly.” Later she’ll set the alarm, climb between the daisy-patterned sheets, read a few pages of a Harlequin Romance (Edith Goodwell, Society Nurse), fall asleep to dream of her handsome cowboy, her clean-cut young intern, her gridiron hero … Something weird almost happened, but we were chivalrous, and as frightened as she.


    Alternatives, yes. We could have spoken tenderly, in cultured voices, could have borne her off (on horseback?) to feed on poetry and sweet wine, tales out of a more gallant age than we’ve ever lived in, entertainments vouchsafed only to the secret princes of this world—to the princes we might have been, and their chosen ladies, those rescued out of the sooty night, not absolutely at random. And then we could have had, and well deserved, that old open-window-at-dawn adagio, rain in the streets articulate as fireworks, coherences of traffic, bells, stray scavenger birds, the first light. No. She never would have endured so far. Ol’ leadfoot Reality would have come clomping in, just at the radiant moment, to slam the window, turn up the lights, say, What the hell d’you think you’re doin’? Dumb broad. And that would have been the end of that.


    And here we are, as always, the Heartbreak Kids in Nighttown, carrying on. We’re not required to do it; we could as easily be doing something else, any number of things (Name one); we could, since you ask, be off performing gainful employment on the graveyard shift. We could be making ourselves socially useful, reading serious literature, reawakening the dormant libido, preparing for the future. Other people do that, constantly, without unusual anxiety. The satisfactions of this night, as we discover them, are ephemeral; all the Official Wisdom tells us so. When I was a scholar, I studied the strangeness of the world. When I was a poet, I praised the strangeness in measured strophes. When I was a singer, I sang “Marching to Praetoria,” because I’d learned it as a child. When I was a child, I spake as a child, but when I became a man, I put away childish things. The strangeness is all around. No one is singing, so far. We can, we may as well, make an epic journey, anywhere that pleases us—down this street, around that corner, arms swinging, voices lifted up in vulgar celebration. There’s no one else in the street. I know I’m tempting you, letting in just a few riffs of the brass band, warm-up exercises, an aborted flourish of percussion, and if you’re not paying very strict attention, arms will begin to swing, step grow sprightly: any moment now. It’s begun that way before. One-two-three one-two-three. Men have gone mad in such circumstances. Do you imagine I haven’t heard them, singing “Marching to Praetoria” in cheerful paramilitary voices, striding along in cadence, mad, in the notorious middle of the night? Is it, for us, an ignoble precedent?


    


    
      We are marching to Praetoria,


      Praetoria, Praetoria


      We are marching to Praetoria …

    


    


    I know what you’re thinking: We’re just out for a walk, fer chrissake. On the empirical level, we’re just out for an evening stroll. And on the anagogical level? Huh? We must be going somewhere. Perhaps not Praetoria; we may never get to see that amber sunlight, breathe that dusty colonial air. And if not Praetoria, then probably not Wichita, or Galveston, or Santa Fe, the mythic cities. We’re not going, yet, to the source of the Ho Chi Minh trail, or to the outermost rocks of Tierra del Fuego, or the headwaters of the Nile, or the village of Main-à-Dieu, Nova Scotia, where in my fifteenth year I committed imperfect love among the lobster traps. But I’ll maintain that we’re bound somewhere, nonetheless: into this beer parlour, that café, the smoke-stained lobby of any of these hotels, a more local destination. Choose it. Seize the historical imperative. We can stumble through any of the available doors: to indulge in interesting perversions, play at petty larcenies, watch disreputable movies, overthrow the state. Everything is set up for us, everything is there. The world is full of strangeness.


    That may be. No lack of diversions, anyway, out here in the life. Year after year, this life. It rattles on. Wears a man down, wears him out, he thinks: Time to get movin’, time to stop. Can’t stop, can’t get goin’. Sleep no good, never enough of it. Noise breaks in, voices always cursin’, wantin’ this or that, no end to it. Never ask where the good times went, they went away. I had a woman, used her well, made my life a livin’ hell. Had a buddy, bought him a drink, better thrown my money down the kitchen sink.


    


    
      Had a vision


      lost it at the zoo


      a highly unintelligent


      thing to do.

    


    


    Maybe we should try walkin’ backwards for a while, at least we’ll find out where we’ve been.


    Or we could simply stand still, each upon his appointed square of cement, and wait until somebody else decides (too late) what to do about us. With flashlights, uneasy eyes under shiny visors, hands poised at holsters, questions we could invent implausible answers to. “What’s the charge, officer?” “Conspiracy to commit existence.” We know how that would turn out, don’t we? We know in detail precisely how that would turn out.


    Hell, I’m only talking to keep warm. Something appears to have gone wrong; the wind is biting; I can’t resist wondering if this is exactly what we were put in the world, wherever we are, to do. If the spark may not, at last, have expired, while we were looking at scenery. “The damp gets into the skin, puts out the fire,” I was told. To pass the time, change the subject, I nodded sagely. I have no patience with the speculations of the sane. We were sitting, my great-aunt Julia and I, in her fly-speckled living-room; the wallpaper was yellow, the drapes red velour; the smell was more or less lilac. “Beware, beware of the damp,” she said. “I tell you this for your eventual profit. Remember it, my child, when I’m dead and buried in the ground.” I did, too.


    Don’t sing, that’s not the right tune. Think rather of cancer; recite the Seven Danger Signals; repeat the charming prayers of your vanished youth; declaim the Phaedo; move your lips silently, bitterly, in any species of imprecation, anything that comes to mind. Or, if you’re determined to sing, try this familiar carol:


    


    
      God sees the little sparrow fall


      and snickers up his sleeve


      If that’s the way he treats the birds


      I’m damned if I’ll believe.

    


    


    One day we may well come to Praetoria, meet again in Praetoria, sip chilled lemon tea in Praetoria, in an embattled garden: and the wrath of the wretched centuries may consume Praetoria, may sink Praetoria into the blasted veldt, may flatten Praetoria and all its works into the imperial dust. We’ll meet in Praetoria, indeed, old drunk soldiers in scarred fatigues, rudely labelled pith helmets, prescription shades from Liberation Optical, and we won’t be welcome. There will be no welcome, for the likes of us, in Praetoria. We’ll just have to grin, shoulder our muddy kitbags, and strike out for home.


    That’s one option. Another is high-stepping it down the street, toward us: another situation, it seems. Are we reprieved? Por favor, can we speak? She knows it’s the milky flesh we’re thinking of, the generous flesh, the unstartled eyes that follow and confess us. She knows, this one, that something can be taken, can even be offered, held out lightly, received as lightly: and in a twinkling, a Hey Lady, we would forget Praetoria forever. Why not? Let the band pack up its instruments, straggle off to wife and bed. Respite, now. We would forget the mythic cities: Wichita, Galveston, Santa Fe, Laramie, East Orange. We would forget the imperfect love. And the desperado stories we never found speech to tell, the lines of patient canny men moving in the jungle, the rocky hermitages at the world’s edge, the steaming rivers, the blond and windblown veldt, all of it, all this. It would go. And good riddance. We’d never need it again.


    … She’s gone. That smile was kindly, as it went past. Mercury lamps blued the white coat, the white legs below, for an instant of seeing. For an instant of absurd love, something almost happened. Are you surprised it didn’t? She’s thinking, Poor fellows, poor fools, what do they want? The question will occur to her frequently, hereafter; one day the answer will suggest itself. It often does, in these cases. Meanwhile I’ll talk on, to keep warm, to keep moving, to keep us both occupied on this retreat, this advance. One-two-three one-two-three, ready now? We are marching to Praetoria, Praetoria, Praetoria. We are marching … to … Praetoria, Praetoria … Hooray!

  


  
    MASTERPIECE AVENUE


    JANEY AND AMBROSE and Spiffy and I live on Masterpiece Avenue, in the historic site; we have had invitations to move elsewhere, generous offers, but we have always refused them. It is a thing of some consequence, after all, to be where we are, to have stayed here. In times of restlessness, we take pleasure in this; we stumble trustfully through the barren opulent rooms, fondling woodwork, plaster, chimney tile, groping the scabrous face of history. Architecture, Ambrose said, is consolidation: first the projection of tangible things in imaginary space, then the rendering of intangible space in real substance. That seemed profound enough. It occurs to me now that I was eating a chicken sandwich at the time, that I could discern no taste in it, that in those days Ambrose was always talking, I was always listening.


    Those days: a mousetrap for time, an intention that hid itself in the cobwebs, eyes bright and nose a-quiver, the moment we named it. Let’s make memories, Janey said. She has pale hair, educated nostrils, hepatitis, a mother in Miami. We make memories regularly. We are all waiting, stoically, for the arrival of the Past: without yesterday to refer to, how shall we recognize tomorrow? As I write, Janey is plucking her pellucid eyebrows. I have forgotten, if I ever knew, what “pellucid” is.


    Our house, according to Ambrose, is a specimen of Gothic Revival, “somewhat corrupt.”


    But how imprecise our language is, how misleading our common prepositions. We live, in fact, neither on Masterpiece Avenue nor—as Spiffy likes to say, being preternaturally British—in it; our address represents little more than a tactical concession to the Telephone Book, which for economic reasons eschews semantics. (For economic reasons, also, we have eschewed the telephone, but that is irrelevant.) To industry, we are Masterpiece Avenue: so be it. For myself, dogged purist that I am, the first choice would be near, combining as it does accuracy and mystery both, but the consensus of the house—arrived at not without introspection, not without intimations of rancour—has settled upon beside, as topographically more specific. So I must concur, albeit under protest: we live, the four of us, beside Masterpiece Avenue, thirty-two feet and half an inch north-northwest, in the historic site.


    There are stories, which we prefer to disregard, of old iniquity in our domain: heathen practices, crimes of passion, conspiracies against the state. The national magazines remain intriguingly silent on the subject, a silence we interpret, variously, as discretion, ignorance, or lack of interest. From time to time we observe, through the wreckage of our hedge, elderly ladies in poetic headgear standing in an attitude which may be reverence, in front of the Plaque. We seldom complain: the Plaque is attached securely to the gatepost, on the outermost surface; it is thus exterior to us, and incidental. We are always safely within, usually out of sight. The gate is unlocked only on Delivery Day, once a week, when Ambrose, our largest and bravest, stands guard.


    I have never read the Plaque, but Janey—a promiscuous reader—has; she remembers it as follows:


    


    
      HISTORIC SITE


      IN EIGHTEEN SOMETHING


      SIR SOMEONE OR OTHER


      DIED UPON THESE PREMISES


      


      “Sweeter it be to walk in Grace


      Than jest with the Devil face to Face.”

    


    


    Myself, I am spared the burden of curiosity. Truth to tell, I find the poetic ladies at moments oddly pleasing, poignant, in the manner of an heirloom watercolour; and their devotions, if obscure and (not inconceivably) perverse, have for me an aspect of mute creaturely pathos essentially akin to that engendered by dime-store portraits of small doomed deer, at twilight, praising their Master in their ineffable woodland way. I am more afflicted with sentiment, sometimes, than my comrades suspect.


    There is a danger in this, which I concede, which I am studying to forestall. We have ourselves become, in our fashion, a species of monument, an item in the history of the site. We have, then, a responsibility to the world, a duty to be, at all times, monumental. We do not belong wholly to ourselves. We are here on sufferance, by the grace of the Landmarks Commission, to provide “continuity, the sense of a still-viable tradition, an ongoing ambience.” So we are told, so we believe. It appears to be, in some context, a political function; Ambrose, in a fit of melancholia, once growled something about the “comprador class,” into which we may or may not have been “conscripted.” But we all know what Ambrose is like, when the fit comes on him.


    In any event, our work is apparently serious, and we take it seriously. We are constrained to be outlaws, desperadoes, the stuff of an incipient mythology. My own weakness is that I am small and squirrelly, much given to moody brooding, inchoate inspirations (to violate the boundaries of our monumentality, embrace the poetic ladies, bare myself before the multitudes), and a not always manageable disposition to tears. Such behaviour is not respected here; I must dissemble often; I await, with dread, the inexorable moment of self-betrayal. I am unworthy of Masterpiece Avenue.


    Spiffy knows: I catch in her cool Angloid eye, in passing, a glint of—what? Recognition? Commiseration? Warning? And: We must all be careful, Ambrose whispers, polishing his glossy blade, nibbling wisely at his moustache. And whose toothpaste was it that spelled out, on the bathroom mirror one midwinter morning, the words of our sentence?—THIS IS A GOOD LIFE, WE ARE CONTENTED THEREWITH.


    Is it? Are we? The issue arises, in despite of us, for we know the answer, we have rehearsed it often and well, and fear only that you who hear it, you who ask, will choose not to comprehend it. For our part, it would be merely redundant to ask: is it not our mission, is it not our job, to be contented? And why, all things considered, should we not be? We are friends, companions; we are schooled in loving kindness, we exchange affections, pleasant remarks, useful household articles, on a regular basis; we are tirelessly considerate, endlessly patient, tactful, benign. We sleep warmly in one bed, having no other and needing none; our protocols in this, as in all else, are democratic. We agree utterly upon all questions of ethics, music, the governance of this world, the ontological unnecessity for any other. Our blissful unanimity, being as it is complete and (we trust) indestructible, long ago eliminated any impulse to argument; consequently, in the seven years of our tenancy here, we have had neither cause nor occasion for dissension. Our lives have the texture and consistency of fine sculpture, a seemingly perfect harmony of line and mass. The Landmarks Commission would be proud of us, I think.


    We speak, when we see fit to speak at all, of homely subjects: the local climate, which is just sufficiently unpredictable to induce conversation; the precedence and composition of our several daily meals, the potential variety of which, in Janey’s opinion, is mathematically either incalculable or actually “infinite,” depending upon one’s assumptions re natural resources, the limits of biochemical ingenuity, and the vagaries of appetite and imagination; the manifold virtues and inconsolable sorrows of our forsaken parents, childhood playmates, counsellors, sophomore sweethearts, erstwhile partners in business and boudoir, of whose collective absence we humbly beg continuance; the bizarre pastimes of our present neighbours, the omniorgiasts; the whereabouts of the dictionary, which we have become expert at losing (thereby providing, on occasion, an entire evening of sparkling discourse); and the evidence of entropy in the molecular constitution of Masterpiece Avenue, which we cannot profess to understand.


    Are we contented, indeed? Silly question. We are envied, patently, we live well; surely that is enough? All we require comes to us at our behest, each Wednesday before sundown, in grey vans rattling richly up the broken stones of Masterpiece Avenue; tawny boys in uniform bring boxes, sacks, incontinent armloads of commodities from warehouses, from the bounteous city. The boys have muscled smiles that coil and flex as they perform acts of largesse around us; they sing in strong expectant voices songs of commercial opportunities, patriotic aspirations, the sweetness of vengeance, triumphant self-abuse in verminous hallways. Sometimes they begin an air we know well, and cherish:


    


    
      I never meant


      to steal your baubles, baby,


      I only meant


      to steal your mind.


      I wanted love


      to ease my troubles, baby,


      but good lovin’ is hard to find.

    


    


    Then, indeed, we are in danger, we are tested. Then, I notice the dampness creep like errant moonlight across Janey’s face, and Ambrose forgetful at the gate lower his blade to unmanly repose, and Spiffy arrested in greed stand agape and aglow with secret knowledge; and I, who betray too much at best of times, who am unworthy, wordlessly count money, thinking of Paracelsus dead, dishonoured, his doctrines yet lingering on and on, through centuries of disgrace, lingering even now, preserved in tinfoil and ashes, an afterlight on Masterpiece Avenue.


    


    
      I never meant


      to leave you hollow, baby,


      I only meant


      to leave you blind.


      I asked for light


      so I could follow, baby,


      I never thought I was unkind.

    


    


    Tested, so far, we do not fail, have not failed; we sway, pause, tremble an instant; we do not break. So far. I do not dismiss the possibility, altogether; I, at least, am only perishable matter, and know it. I study finitude and scratch its contours, lovingly, across my mortal skin. What is the enemy, who, and where? And what shall I do, what say, when one day we come, as come we must, face to face?


    Compassion, I’ll say: have compassion. You who are free, alive in the quick light of the confident world, forgive us. You who are loved, forgive us. Forgive us all who are your monuments, your history, who stand watch for you at the mouth of the labyrinth, beside Masterpiece Avenue. Have compassion. Have faith in us, whom you appointed to this eminence. Have faith, lest we fail you when the storms come, lest we leave you to fire and flood, industrial speculations, the ecstasy of the Minotaur. We have our work, as you in the ordinary world have yours: forgive us the work we do for you. Deserve well of us, as we deserve of you, on Masterpiece Avenue, this eminence.


    As for me, I take delight in commas, which hark of unfinished things, of memories still aborning, but I find comfort in the period I shall someday place, a token ring upon a beloved finger, at the certain and only end …

  


  
    THE EXAMINATION


    You are to write THREE essays, one from Parts I, II, and III. Take an hour for each essay. Plan carefully. At the end, proofread.


    The process of watching over the examination is called “invigilation.” The process of adoration is called “unprofessional conduct.” At nine o’clock in the morning, the beautiful of this world enter the examination room, to find the examination booklets set out for them, and the Professor behind his desk, adoring. There is no other word. He has decided to leave his wife.


    Discuss. The theme, “the theme of the poem.” He is open to discussion. He will observe, praise, the purity of these faces, concentrated, focused, on silly questions: this perfection of flesh, this effulgence. These are his students, and he is their English Professor: theirs. They are thinking of serious words, writing them down, filling the blue-lined pages, one-side-only, every-other-line-please. He is in love. The process of invigilation consists in doing nothing, vigilantly, for three hours of an April morning.


    Q. What did T.S. Eliot have to say about April?


    The Professor is going to leave his wife because she said: “You love your goddamned students more than me.” It’s true, he does. Choose ONE of the following topics. Plan carefully.


    He, too, is writing earnestly in the regulation booklet. He does it as a gesture of solidarity, “symbolic action”: it’s his job, his contract with the world, to deal in symbolism. See, he is saying, we are all alike oppressed. He will try not to look at the bent heads, the busy hands, writing, writing. “The universal truth expressed by the poet is …” (Discuss conflicts of this sort, with specific reference to …). He will try and try, not to look at them. The loveliest, the golden failures, will never know, they’ll never suspect. He’s had years of his profession to learn discretion. He won’t touch them, won’t caress, though they fall drunk against his shoulder in the Volkswagen, on the way home. “A reader may be, at first, puzzled by a work in which nothing much seems to be happening.” In the event of a bomb threat, please follow the procedures outlined below. Do not panic. Do not interrupt the examination. Your co-operation will be … Appreciated. The girl in the second row has long yellow hair, communicative eyes, and a valentine locket on a chain. Never mind that she’s a functional illiterate, that she doesn’t know an antonym from a pseudonym. Never mind.


    Nothing seems to be happening. He reads, “Such a reader may find illumination …” Strive vigilantly upward. Said the Buddha, he thinks. It sounds like the sort of thing the Buddha would have said. So much is slipping away … everything …


    The Professor is writing a letter in his booklet; it looks like this: Dear Valerie, I am leaving you, goodbye, goodbye forever.


    He is writing a poem, in iambic pentameter, in his head. He is thinking of a song heard on the radio, this morning: something about the waters of oblivion. Send her all my salary / from the waters of oblivion. What he heard, the rhyme he understood, was celery. Send her all my celery, he heard. Now he thinks of the tall green celery growing there, the pale green stalks waving wetly in the murky deeps, in the waters of oblivion. He knows those waters well; he has seen the celery. Valerie, I’m sorry, you can keep the car, the furniture, the dishwasher, the children. And the celery, if you must. There are so many bodies here in the examination room, and I am full of desire.


    He is saying to them in his heart: “Little brothers and sisters.” They are writing about metaphor, metapsychology, metastasis, metallurgy; they are writing about the Central Experience. He could tell them a thing or two about that: the C.E. It is a new department of the Government, very secretive, a vague amalgam of former welfare recipients housed in a converted warehouse, in a provincial city. What goes on there? Questions are asked in Parliament, loudly, by entrenched back-benchers; the Honourable Member from Purple Falls requests a definition of the Central Experience. Someone replies, softly: Celery. Plant tall celery, tend it, in the quiet sea.


    Q. Please, can I go to the, uh, washroom?


    A. Yup.


    The examination reminds him of too much. In blue ink, it has the effrontery to quote Wallace Stevens: “The body dies, the body’s beauty lives.” Discuss in depth, the examination says. (How did he know?)


    Little brothers and sisters, I will plant tenderness in the hearts of English professors, your masters, everywhere. You will forget what an inscape is, and you won’t care. Oxymorons will proliferate, syllogisms will slide to and fro, and no one will care. Shapeliness will save you, shapeliness will suffice. Analyze this poem. With reference to one or more. More, always, more of everything. And I shall seed the waters of oblivion, lovingly, for you.


    The gardeners wear flippers and masks, pale green, who go down into the waters of oblivion. Gently, they weed and prune. Their bodies are smooth, with the smoothness of damp plaster, in that light. They make no sound.


    The man who is leaving his wife sits at the front of the examination room, writing. There is a question here about Meaning: levels of meaning. Last night he finished his essay on Anagogical Sublimation, a field in which he may be a pioneer. “Why the hell,” Valerie wanted to know, “do you waste your time with that stuff?” He’s wondered the same thing himself. If he were half a man he’d be in a logging camp, building Character, muscles, sublimating everything. Meanwhile he has a terrible hangover, and the room is rancid with panic. The aspirin, as usual, isn’t working. He remembers more of the song: Too much of nothing / makes a man feel bad. The examination will soon be over.


    The caloric content of celery is a negative quantity.


    Harvesting the waters of oblivion, a project: cutting celery, in the green sea. The gardeners use small, ivory-handled knives, souvenirs of the Jubilee, to slice the celery, to sever the tall green stalks.


    Where no fish glide to and fro. Where no bright red and golden fish dart, to and fro, among the pale stalks.


    


    
      Upward, my soul.

    


    


    Compare and contrast any TWO of the following. In case of emergency, follow directions on printed sheet. Remain calm … NOTE TO INSTRUCTORS: Do not answer questions asked by students during the examination period.


    NOTE TO STUDENTS: The Kermess is a Flemish outdoor festival.


    You learn something new every day.


    Upward, my soul, vigilantly through the green waters, these murky waters, oblivion. Explain, in as much detail possible. The harvesters work in perfect silence, deep in the celery plantations, in the salt sea. The students are beginning to drift away. One by one they go, away, the beautiful of this world. “Icarus,” the examination says, “a figure in Greek legend …” Goodbye, Valerie. Goodbye forever.


    At the end, proofread.

  




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   
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