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I stick out my tongue, he reaches into his pocket, pulls 
out a jackknife, opens it, and brings the blade close to 
my face. He says, “Now we’ll cut off his tonue.” But he 
does not cut off my tongue, he only carves the letter g 
from that word.

We swam in the North River, off the docks. The little 
guy was a stranger, a Polish kid, and he was very brave. 
He went off the roof of the pier in a swan dive. We wait-
ed for him to come up but he didn’t. We dressed and 
stood around while the cops dragged the waters with 
hooks and his mother stood there, screaming. They lo-
cated him after a while and the hooks pulled him up. 
His head was jammed into a milk can which must have 
been standing on the river floor. The mother stopped 
screeching and started to turn down the dock, her apron 
strings streaming out behind her. She seemed blinded 
by her grief because when she came to the police cord, 
she didn’t falter. It tripped her and she fell into the river. 
A cop dove in and he had to punch her senseless before 
he could get her back to the wooden ladder of the dock. 
They forgot about the dead boy with his head in the 
milk can and worked on his unconscious mother. 

On April 29, 2000, the New York Times obituary page 
noted the deaths of two men: Gregory Gillespie, “An Un-
flinching Painter”; and Toon Hermans, “Practitioner of 
the Gentle Art of Fun Onstage.” Gillespie’s photo was tak-
en beside a somber self-portrait. The painter is described 
as having “an unflinching scrutiny that gave his work a 
disturbing edge. He regularly turned this scrutiny on him-
self.” The obituary writer said his self-portraits “recorded 
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his changing appearance and shifting moods and always 
pivoted on his intense blue eyes, which suggested that 
a profound secret might be revealed if one stared hard 
enough.” Gillespie’s death was a suicide.

Toon Hermans, “a beloved Dutch stage performer,” 
often had audiences “crying with laughter.” Among his 
songs was one about a little balloon and another de-
scribing a man desperately searching for his clown nose 
to wear to a party. Toon’s most famous tragic-comic act 
was “the sketch of the magician who finds his beloved 
dove is dead.” “I will never take leave,’’ he told Amster-
dam’s De Telegraaf newspaper on his eightieth birthday. 
“At a certain point, life will do it for me.” He died of a 
heart attack.

I came home from school one day and told my Italian 
grandfather that we learned that Jesus performed mira-
cles. He asked me to explain. I said that Jesus went to a 
wedding and changed water into wine. My grandfather 
thought for a moment and said, “It seems to me this 
miracle is worth nothing more than the price of a bottle 
of wine.”

Found in my aunt’s apartment after her death: 

A manila envelope containing a swizzle stick 
from P.J. Clarke’s. 

Matchbooks from Jack Dempsey’s and Il Vaga-
bondo (a restaurant whose tables bordered a 
bocce court).

Cards from funeral masses for relatives, and the 
obituary of her father—a roofer who “fell six 
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stories from the National Sugar Refinery in New 
Jersey, landed on a railroad car filled with pig 
iron and was killed.” 

A photo of prizefighter Tony Canzoneri, tak-
en at the Beverly Farm resort in the Catskills, 
where she vacationed each summer for a week. 
Tony’s thick arms are folded across his knit 
shirt, his head tossed back in laughter, giving 
even more prominence to his well-pummeled 
nose. Clipped to the picture is a newspaper col-
umn entitled, “Building a Universe on the Basis 
of a Man’s Slim Remark,” in which the writer 
recounts falling for men who allured her with 
words. As far as we knew, my prim aunt had no 
lover in her life but it seems she had a crush on 
the holder of three world boxing titles.

Her fortune-teller’s deck. Passion was the sub-
ject of every forecast. The image of a life pre-
server signaled a voyage to or from romance. 
The bright engagement ring meant happiness. 
The tea set, gossip. She used to set up a folding 
table in her living room and predict the futures 
of our neighbors. As she shuffled the deck, she 
insisted it had no bearing on the truth. But if 
she turned the image of the pierced heart, she 
winced visibly, unable to stop herself from say-
ing, “I hate to see that card!” and shaking her 
visitor to the core.

A postcard I sent her from Dallas, where I had 
moved for my first real job. My salary made me 
feel so flush that on Valentine’s Day I sent bou-
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quets to her and my mother. My mother loved 
the surprise, but the florist phoned me, trou-
bled, as my aunt refused to open her door. The 
more the delivery boy pleaded, the more certain 
she felt his words were a criminal’s ruse to enter 
her apartment. The florist reported her saying, 
“No one’s sending me any flowers.” 

I sent them again, this time for her funeral, when 
they could not be refused.

During his quest for spiritual enlightenment, my friend 
apprenticed himself to a roshi, a Zen Buddhist master, 
who could hardly speak English. For lunch, he offered 
my friend a “penis butter and jelly sandwich,” and apol-
ogized for meeting him early one morning still wearing 
his “vaginas.”

My father had no friends. He said, “As long as I have a 
buck in my pocket, I don’t need a friend.”

If you have a brother and he loves cheese, that’s physics. 
If you have a brother and therefore he loves cheese, that’s 
metaphysics. If you don’t have a brother and he loves 
cheese, that’s pataphysics.

My aunt asked what I liked about kindergarten. I said 
nap time because that’s when we lie on our mats and 
look up girls’ dresses. My aunt said that if I did that, God 
would blow a piece of dust into my eye. 

Fifty years later, fifty years of that same activity in 
different contexts and afflicted with corneal erosion, I’m 
sure he did.
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The surgeon, a professor at a medical school, was read-
ing applications for admission. “My first question when 
reviewing candidates,” he said, “is whether they will kill 
somebody.”

The poet, a professor at a university, was reading ap-
plications to the MFA Program in poetry. “My first ques-
tion when reviewing candidates,” he said, “is whether 
they will kill themselves.”

Brain-damaged Brian Denner was never a figure of fun 
in our neighborhood of unusually cruel children. He sat 
in a rusty chair on his stoop, rubbing the bridge of his 
long nose. We always waved and he sometimes waved 
back. We tried to engage him in conversation, but his 
words were confused. When he returned from family va-
cations and we asked how it went, he always answered, 
“Same but different.” He said this about holidays, birth-
days and weddings. As a child, I found it paradoxical. As 
an adult, perfect sense.

Our Lady’s is a nice place except for the very infirm. I’m 
sure it is hard for Aunt Grace to see herself living among 
people so disabled. A nurse said they are referred to as 
the Os and the Qs depending on how their mouths look 
and the position of their tongues.

Everything is the same and everything is different.

The English Department bulletin board is known as the 
Wall of Fame. It contains poems, articles and stories 
published by faculty members. If your name doesn’t 
appear, you seem lazy and unproductive. After a long 
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dry spell, Mary Yindell tacked up a story about herself 
from her local paper. It reported that she was “fortu-
nate to have just learned the secret to removing Christ-
mas tree sap from animal fur when her cat, Jonathan 
Livingston Seagull, got his head stuck to his chest at 
2:30 in the morning.” The photo shows Mary holding 
the cat by the neck and applying Skippy peanut butter 
with a stick.

Probably the first French poet to use the word clitoris in 
a poem, Jules Laforgue was shy of its proprietress out of 
verse…

I was reading through the stuffs today. Poetry has be-
come a real part of me now. I am sure you know, but our 
whole class really did learn and appreciated from you. 
If not yet poets, you have given the inspiration to yearn 
to become one.

Our well-loved and distinguished colleague retired after 
fifty years of teaching Victorian Literature. A slight and 
gentle soul, always in a blue suit and solid tie, he had 
become almost deaf and was forced into emeritus sta-
tus. We wondered what would happen to him, as he was 
born to the lectern. Watching him walk to class, shrink-
ing from the crowd, head down, dodging anyone who 
knew him, I was reminded of seeing baseball great Wil-
lie Mays outside the Polo Grounds, uncomfortable in 
a shirt and tie. In the stadium, he was at ease, born to 
roam a field of grass with a piece of cowhide fitted to his 
hand. In the same way, our colleague seemed alive only 
in the lecture hall.
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He lived alone, and had no relatives; the students 
were his family and the college his home. After his fare-
well party, it was agreed that each of us would call him 
once a week to check on his well-being. The department 
secretary drew up a chart. In the beginning, I dreaded 
the calls, as they involved shouting into the receiver with 
considerable exertion and constant misunderstanding. 
But what he said was always inviting and often astound-
ing: he had just added a small auditorium to his already 
enormous mansion; covered the cage of his canary, a 
waterslager that sang like a falling stream. He had spent 
the morning gathering Asiatic lilies in his acre of garden, 
in the company of his housekeeper, a beautiful woman 
named Delight. He was finishing a rare burgundy with 
a visitor, a chess grandmaster he had almost defeated. 
My colleagues and I compared notes, amazed and even 
envious.

My Uncle Fred told my female cousin to say, whenever 
she was approached by a lascivious male, “How naïve 
you are!” He told me to answer, whenever I was ap-
proached by the same, “I don’t swing that way, Jack.” 
He told us both to request, whenever we were in a piano 
bar, “Anything by Gershwin.”

I’m sure it’s nothing.

Our retired Victorian specialist told our department 
chair that he had just climbed down from an eleven 
foot ladder, clearing oak leaves from his copper gutters, 
where he found a martini glass that someone had flung 
skyward at one of his summer extravaganzas. 
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A party has a beginning, a middle and an end, but not 
necessarily in that order.

My friend, a tree surgeon, lived in a house so big you 
didn’t notice the two magnolias in the living room. He 
bought a watch dog, a Rottweiler, trained to check every 
door for intruders, but Willow became neurotic because 
her job never ended—there were ninety-five doors. It was 
like washing the windows of the U.N. building—when 
finished, time to start over. The dog needed something 
else to do and bit the electrician and the plumber. On 
walks, it lunged at the ankles of cyclists. My friend’s wife 
feared being sued and wanted to get rid of Willow. They 
fought and nearly divorced. One day his wife called me, 
relieved, their debate over. They were about to split up, 
and when my friend left for work that morning, she was 
dialing a lawyer. She told me, breathlessly and tearfully, 
that God had intervened. I asked how, and she said that 
Willow had bitten the lip of the landscaper’s young son, 
tearing it to his cheek. At that, even my friend agreed the 
dog had to go and the marriage was saved. His wife said, 
“God writes straight with crooked lines.”

If God performs an Act of God and then regrets it, does 
He doubt He is God? And if God doubts Himself, is He 
an agnostic?

Given his personality, it was inevitable that James Purdy 
would be isolated from the literary mainstream. When 
you write a long, strange book, and call it The House of 
the Solitary Maggot, you can’t expect a large audience.
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A career has a beginning, a middle and an end, but not 
necessarily in that order.

I told her that I once had a Siamese cat named Toma. 
She lived to be twelve, and we traveled everywhere to-
gether. All over the world. And when she died I never 
had the heart to get another.

“Then maybe you’ll understand this,” she said, lead-
ing me over to the deep-freeze, and opening it. Inside 
was nothing but cats—dozens of them. “All my old 
friends. Gone to rest. It’s just that I couldn’t bear to lose 
them. Completely.” She laughed, and said, “I guess you 
think I’m a bit dotty.”

Middleweight Marvin Hagler fought Kevin Finnegan 
from England in a fight billed as Finnegan’s Wake.

Dear John,
I just wanted to let you know that my Guggenheim 

application was not approved. I really appreciate your 
help, though. I’ll probably apply in a few more years, 
when I have some new work published. Meanwhile, 
Caitlin and I are going to Italy for the month of April.

For some reason a copy of your book of essays ap-
peared in our bathroom recently and I’ve been enjoying 
them very much.

Thanks,
William

The world is in flames and the New Yorker has a story 
containing this sentence, “The oysters in Nova Scotia are 
incomparable.”


