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What We Talk About
When We Talk About
Negative Attachment

HERE I AM:

Eating lunch at the Yellow
Submarine. It’s a sandwich shop run
by Frank, who has long gray hair and
still uses expressions like “far out” and
“outta sight” but makes the best subs
in town. Yes, it’s a funky little place—
how else can I describe it? The
unvarying menu is writ large in fading
yellow chalk; the scratched brown
tables are kept level with shims of
paper squares under the legs; and
there’s a hand-lettered sign in front of
the counter that says: “If you get your
food in ten minutes or less it will be a
miracle—miracles do happen.”

I basically order the same turkey
and provolone sandwich every time I
come here, which is frequently. This is
my big break from writing. I'm on
sabbatical and my confidence hangs
by a thread. My agent has stopped cir-
culating my novel; it’s an interesting
function of submitting a manuscript
that the lower you go down the chain
of places to publish the more attenu-
ated and stringy become the respons-
es: “Dear G. Sorry to say no on the
Schwartz manuscript. Thanks.” This
nine-word answer certainly gets the
point across, but one feels like taking
the manuscript out back, roping it to
a tree, and shooting it with a .45, as
one woman I knew in graduate school
did with her novel. Or obsessively try-
ing to find some significance in the
editor’s use of the word “no.” Why
not “decline” or “pass” or “return™?
Parsing the rejection for the slightest
hint of any deeper meaning takes me
back to when I first started writing
and receiving rejections, looking for
validation in an editor’s rare personal
response scribbled at the bottom of a
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form letter. Have I regressed that far?
After four books, could I really be
back to this same grubby, scrounging,
desperate place of needing a spare
word of approval? On the other hand,
that’s it? I mean, here’s a four-hun-
dred page novel that took three years
to write and show’s more than a little
skill and it’s passed off in nine words.

By a thread.

You have to be careful what you
say. Complaining about the business
of writing often comes down to why
you and not me—if you’re talking to
more successful writer friends. You’ve
done it yourself: tried to reassure
those friends whose novels have been
turned down that they just had to
hang in there or, more to the point,
that it was the writing and only the
writing that counted. The Act. But of
course you could say that with confi-
dence because you were doing well at
the time: you were selling your books
to major houses; you were publishing
in and being solicited by magazines;
you were being invited to participate
in conferences, give readings, judge
contests. Now that it’s dried up and
the phone doesn’t ring, you know
how false your reassurances sound.
You remember a story a colleague told
you once about his interviewing Isaac
Bashevis Singer. Your colleague did
the interview at Singer’s apartment in
New York. The phone interrupted
them constantly. Finally, your col-
league, known for his directness, said,
“Mr. Singer, why don’t you just turn
your phone off until we’re finished?”

Singer leaned forward and raised an
eyebrow at your colleague. “Young
man,” he said, “I can remember when
they didn’t call.”

Frank delivers my sandwich in its
red plastic basket lined with wax
paper. His eyes have the crinkles and
creases of permanent mirth scratched
there from the sixties or maybe it’s
from nearly three decades of having
his face steamed while cooking onions
on the grill. “You doing good, man?”
he asks.

“Real good, Frank.”

“How’s the writing?”

“Unbelievable,” I say.

“When’s the new book coming
out?”

“Well . ..” and then I see the speedy
look in Frank’s eye. Just tell him so he
can get back to making cheese steaks.
He doesn’t want to hear the whole
spiel about the corporate cannibaliz-
ing of publishing these days, how your
editor moved to a more commercial
house, how your last book didn’t sell
well and that this is book number five
and publishers don’t see it “breaking
you out,” which sounds like escaping
from jail, or how you’re really not
doing anything so wah-wah pedal
fantastic in style that a more experi-
mental press would be interested in
you, and oh, god, you’re confessing
every miserable defensive excuse to
him...

“Any day,” 1 lie, and say, under my
breath, “I hope.”

“Cool,” Frank says.

The nausea of feeling the loser stirs
in your stomach with the first bite of
your sandwich. Your daughter’s jin-
gle, popular with ten-year-olds, cues
up in your head: loser, loser, double-
loser, as if; whatever, get the picture.. . .
Say.what you will about market
forces, about corporate-driven pub-
lishers, about trendy books and their
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knockoffs: if you were only the cur-
rently popular ethnicity, say, Indian
(either kind), or writing about a sin-
gle, urban, thirty-year-old female,
wickedly observant and sexually self-
deprecating, or a saga about the sea,
civil war, or five generations of an
Irish family, or happened to be so
haute postmodern lingual you were
put on the publisher’s list as this year’s
literary curio . . . think of all the rea-
sons why you’ve unfairly and cynically
been overlooked and rejected, and
then remember the famous (not until
he was dead, however) writer who
upon the successive failures of his five
books came back one cold dark
evening to his drafty garret and pro-
ceeded to spend hours moving his
lone chair in a circle one degree at a
time, trying to find the exact angle,
that is, explanation, for his troubles.

One day . . . one day when Oprah
finds your book in the library’s dis-
card bin you’ll be redeemed. You
won’t have a single shred of reserva-
tion about whether you’re too literary
for her; you’ll fall to your knees and
bathe her feet for rescuing you from
your decline; and indeed don’t you,
yes admit it, don’t you sometimes let
your fantasies slip so far that you’re
actually thanking Oprah (your lips
move in bed during insomnia bouts)
when she calls to inform you that
your book, which she’s holding at that
very moment against her heart, is bril-
liantly, lucidly, profoundly (her
adverbs gush forth) intoxicatingly true
... When what it all comes down to is
that you have just agreed with your
agent that your (yawn) novel, having
made the rounds, should be shelved.

“Take care, Frank,” I say, on my
way out.

Frank nods at me behind the
counter. “Later, man,” he says.

YOU WAIT FOR OPRAH’S CALL. WITH
some good reason. Your friend B. has
hand-carried your latest novel to
Oprah. Here’s how it happens. One
afternoon you’re looking through
Redbook because you have a story in
there. Oprah is on the cover. You
glance at your story, see that they’ve
altered the title from “Perfect Child”
to “The Accident that Changed
Everything,” and do not read any fur-
ther. Although it’s well-written

enough, you know too it’s one of your
lighter stories, and you hope no one
will actually read it, though the irony
is that more people will see this
story—the magazine has a circulation
of three million—and you will get
paid better for it than all of your other
so-called literary stories combined.
You think exponentially for a
moment—entire zip codes of
Cleveland, Houston, and Bismarck
will have a crack at it. Newsstands in
airports will stack copies twenty deep.
Waiting rooms in doctor offices will
shelter some piece of you, albeit with
germs. This dwelling on numbers
leads you to study Oprah’s picture
closely. No one has numbers like
Oprah. Your last book has sold so
poorly your publisher has decided
not to do a paperback. Soon your
publisher will drop you all together,
but you don’t know this yet. You only
know that the picture of Oprah in
Redbook standing at her office desk
shows her bookcase in the back-
ground, and there, just in the upper
left corner of the photograph, out of
focus and barely discernable on the
top shelf, sits your friend B.’s novel.

You call B. He rushes out to buy a
copy of the Redbook issue. He calls
back in an hour and tells you that it is
indeed his book. You both wonder
what this means. You talk several
times over the next couple of weeks.
At one point, while commiserating
about your lackluster careers—his
publisher has dropped him too and
he is trying to write a mystery under a
pseudonym because his agent has told
him that after six books and mediocre
sales his name works against him—
you both make a pledge: if either one
of you gets chosen for Oprah, you
will bring the other’s novel with you.
You laugh about this because neither
of you expect anything to happen.
B.’s novel has been out of print for
almost eight years. It may be on her
shelf, but it has probably been there
forever.

A year later, you discover that his
novel is Oprah’s new book club pick.
You call B. He was about to call you
but didn’t want to appear to gloat.
You say you would never think that,
and it’s true—you couldn’t ask for a
more generous and loyal writer friend.
He has not forgotten The Pledge.
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He calls you two weeks later after
the show has been taped. He brought
your novel with him and gave it to
Oprah’s most senior producer. “I told
them about our deal,” he says.

“You told them that? What did they
say?”

“They thought it was really funny.”

You become silent. You wonder
why he’s said this to them. You can’t
imagine this adds to your book’s cred-
ibility: my friend made me promise I'd
drag along his book, so here it is, I guess.

“I also told them it was one of the
most gorgeous books I've ever read
and they have to read it.”

You swell, you kvell (inside), you
quietly thank B., you wait.

Four years later you still wait out of
habit for the literary lottery to hit in
Oprah’s now defunct living authors
book club.

HERE’s HOW IT BEGINS:

My senior year of college, 1973, at
the University of Colorado. I've finally
gotten up the gumption to take a cre-
ative writing course after trying for
years to write stories on my own. The
“good” teacher, the one everybody
wants, has no room in his class (I wait
until the last minute to enroll, scared
scared scared). The other class with a
professor named Art Kistner remains
wide open. I soon find out why. Our
first and only day of class—there are
four of us enrolled—he informs us
that we won’t meet as a group ever
again. He'll hold four individual con-
ferences with us during the semester
for an hour each time. We’re to write
four stories. Don’t be late handing
them in. Goodbye.

No discussions? Exercises?
Teaching? It’s supposed to be a class
not an independent study! Any sensi-
ble person would go straight to the
department chair and demand to be
put in another class, the “good” teach-
er’s course. But it doesn’t occur to me
to do so. Perhaps I’'m just relieved that
no one besides the teacher will find
out I'm a fraud. In any case, I throw
myself into the task with a hunger I've
never shown another college subject.
I’ve actually been a mediocre writer
in my other classes, getting a C in
freshman composition from Mr.
Rosenberg at Miami of Ohio where I
first start off at college. He writes brief
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comments such as “Keep trying!” and
“Watch out for fragments!” Soon, by
spring—it’s 1970—we’re no longer
attending classes because of antiwar
protests. We’re on strike. No one goes
to class anymore, especially after the
shootings at Kent State. The first two
years of my college career are spent
smoking grass, taking LsD, trying to
find a steady girlfriend, protesting the
war, listening to Led Zeppelin’s
“Stairway to Heaven” through large
padded earphones and, in my somber
moods, wallowing in Simon and
Garfunkel’s “I Am a Rock.” I have lit-
tle to show for my time and indeed,
even after I transfer to the University
of Colorado, via a short semester stay
at George Washington University try-
ing to “go home again” to the East
Coast, I lack direction, have scant
investment in school, and fear I will
amount to nothing. The war is wind-
ing down. I've escaped the draft
through a procedural maneuver by
putting my low lottery number in
during a three-month period when
the newspaper says there is a strong
chance of no call-ups. The gamble
pays off, and I drop down to a much
lower priority group. At Colorado, I
dutifully complete the course work to
fulfill the requirements for a BA in
psychology. My chemistry teacher
allows me to do a paper on of all
things “Compatibility Cycles in
Menstruation” to get a C in a course
that I am flunking—Dbless you, sir,
bless you wherever you are, I am still
grateful—but nothing really catches
my interest. Until Arthur Kistner’s
pathetic excuse for a writing course.

IN RETROSPECT I SEE THAT HAD I TAKEN
a different class, with the “good”
teacher perhaps, the one everybody
begged to get into, I might have given
up early—or never gotten started.
Though I would like to think I would
have persevered through any discour-
agement, any criticism from teacher

or students, any faint praise, I wonder.

I wonder if I would have gone on to
become a writer if Arthur Kistner
hadn’t imprinted on me, accurately or
not, the words, “You’re one of the
most talented students I’ve ever had”
(although how many could you have
at four students a semester?). The fact
of his dour personality, his disregard
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for ingratiating himself in any way—
he impressed me as too indifferent
about what anyone thought of him,
including deans and the chair, to be
falsely praising—made me believe
him all the more and draw ridiculous
vat-like quantities of motivation that I
would live off like whale blubber in
the lean times—oh! they were to come
soon—filled with discouragement. He
seemed so goddamn sure that I could
amount to something as a writer, and
I rushed straight into the high beams
of a future stocked with prizes and
fathomless recognition. Exactly what I
had craved all my life. He was telling
me I would be somebody and that I
had an original voice. No, he didn’t
use that phrase. Voice was a term that
would come into fashion among writ-
ers years later. But I heard my name
and the word talent in the same sen-
tence for the first time and every writ-
er I idolized and dreamed of becom-
ing, every hero with words who could
make people pay attention suddenly
seemed—ha ha!—my familiars. And,
lest I make this all sound like some
reductive psychological means to
compensate for a damaged ego rid-
dled with narcissistic wounds—I
will get to this later—I thought I
might, I just might, create something
of beauty. For it was beauty limned by
pain, not unlike what I could see at
the heart of my family, that I wanted
to create. I wanted to find the deepest
unhappiness of my life and redeem it
with breathless language.

If that wasn’t too much to ask.

BUT WAIT. THERE IS SOMETHING ELSE—
before Colorado: Woodstock 1969.
You are there and you are sitting mis-
erably in the mud surrounded by
450,000 stoned and tripping tribe
members and all you can think about
is how alone you feel and how alone
you feel and how alone. . .

Did I mention I was working a bar
mitzvah at the time? Yes, at the Esther
Manor. Imagine this: while heli-
copters land on the hotel’s lawn—we
are the closest hotel to the concert—
delivering medical supplies and
equipment for the concert, I'm inside
serving brisket to the head table.
While Neil Sedaka (he was related to
the people who owned the Esther
Manor) sings “Calendar Girl” in

person at the bar mitzvah, throngs of
bare-chested hippies, including some
women, smoking pot and toting back-
packs pass by the hotel’s front yard on
their way to Max Yasgur’s farm. And
here I am, nineteen years old, my
third summer working in the Catskills
living out its last years as a vacation
destination until the jet-age seventies
take over and well-to-do Jews fly off
to Aruba and Southern France. I clap
my hands when the music speeds
up—I want a good tip!—as the bar
mitzvah boy leads everyone in the
hora on the dance floor.

Meanwhile, my generation, with
peace-sign vents of fabric sewed into
their elephant bells, coral beads
around their necks, Indian cotton
hems kissing their ankles, and leather
headbands lashed across their flat
hair, stop in the hotel to use the bath-
rooms. They glance queerly at me in
my black-satin waiter’s jacket and
butterfly bow tie as I help Mr.
Berkowitz into an adjoining stall.
What a juxtaposition between youth
and age, tradition and rebellion, and
(does it always come back to this?) me
and the rest of the world. Years later I
will read a poem by David Ignatow
that in essence asks why can’t I (the
speaker) see mountains for what they
are rather than as a comment on my
life? Yes, this is the making of a writer,
the self conscious observing of every
exquisite piece of his non-belonging,
witness to his own acutely felt absent
presence, oh, hell, just say it: alien-
ation; you will never get over it and
that is why your heart thumps so hard
it nearly drops out of your chest like a
bowling ball when Larry, the waiter
whom you know best, introduces you
to his sister, who has come up with
him because he too is working the bar
mitzvah and she wants to go to
Woodstock afterward with him. And

ou.
Y Let’s make it quick. The girl, I'll call
her Sharon, although I really don’t
have a clue if that’s it, and you
become fast friends. She attends
SUNY at New Paltz and is majoring in
psychology like you. She’s your age
and she’s Jewish and she has hooded
violet eyes that look like excitable
planets, unstable with the mysterious
promise of sex, and she’s brought her
own stash. You ask her question after
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question—this is your strategy: it puts
you at ease to be solicitous of others
and increasingly probe until they will
turn to you and exclaim, “You know,
I really feel comfortable talking to
you,” though you have hardly said
anything about yourself and though
you know there is a fine line between
making a girl trust you and becoming
her therapist, neutering yourself of all
sex appeal.

But the strategy is working with
Sharon, and at one point (as you’re still
riding on the back of a car bumper in
the god-knows-where dark of upstate
New York headed for this now free
event) she puts her head on your
shoulder and says how great it is to
know you. Larry, sitting on her other
side, has rolled the fattest, most pre-
posterous, gozungo-looking joint you
have ever seen and passes it to you.
And although you know that when you
smoke too much of really strong weed
you become EXTREMELY self conscious
and believe you turn into a turnip with
a periscope jutting out of your top and
cannot keep track of the conversation
and feel oUT OF CONTROL because the
causal relationship of words and their
contextual sentences become—to mix
stoned metaphors—Scrabble pieces in
a game of jacks and you grin (or think
you are grinning, which is worse) like a
large snail davening in a shoebox, you
still take a huge hit and agree it is
indeed “good shit.”

Somewhere between that moment
and when you get to Woodstock and
catch Sly and the Family Stone and
Janis on stage, Sharon or whomever
you have made her in memory, disap-
pears when she runs into friends from
New York and so does Larry, your
good friend; they vanish forever. You
are left alone. Someone passes you a
joint. You can barely see the stage.
Many years later, after Woodstock has
become mythic in its standing as the
all-time counter culture happening,
and people, younger people, some not
even born at the time, including your
son, say with awe, “You were at
Woodstock?” you will tell them, I cer-
tainly was—and you will stop saying
the movie was better because nobody
wants to believe you.

YOU WONDER IF LONELINESS IS A
prerequisite to be a writer; maybe it is
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a good thing, though you don’t think
so since all you can do is pine for a
girlfriend. You think it is necessary to
suffer, but you cannot settle down
long enough to turn your suffering
into meaningful experience on the
page. You pace and try drinking, but
you don’t like liquor, and smoking
cigarettes gives you a headache; you
have already surrendered two of the
greatest consolations to writers in
their solitude and you cannot commit
suicide until you have published
something important enough to make
anyone care. You write about charac-
ters close to yourself, “from your own
experience” and they are all alone too
and eventually you admit you are too
lonely a person to endure the isolation
of writing.

You give up. You switch colleges.
You drop out. You switch colleges
again. You move to the West. You
meet Sally from Iowa your first sum-
mer in Colorado. She’s as Midwestern
and pleasant as you are East Coast and
neurotic. You make a perfect pair. She
introduces you to camping. “Be ready
at six tomorrow morning,” she tells
you. She will swing by your dorm
(you have enrolled at the University of
Colorado for the summer session)
and a group of you will go up to the
mountains above Boulder for your
first camping trip. You are ready when
she comes by. You have packed your
bags: two suitcases that your parents
took on their honeymoon to Mexico
back in 1946. The hard-shell cases,
nearly bullet proof, still have their
stickers from Acapulco, their gold
plated latches worn to a smudged coal
color. You look at your fellow
campers. They have aluminum-frame
backpacks, down sleeping bags, and
canteens. “Oh,” you say, laughing,
(but not as hard as they are), “it’s that
kind of camping.” You look at your
two Samsonite suitcases containing
dress slacks, a travel clock, hardback
books, and your toiletries. You see
your father stuffing the station wagon
for a trip to Canada.

Sally repacks your things in her
backpack, your clothes commingling
with hers. She is still laughing on the
drive up (as are the others) but you
feel waves of affection coming from
her, not ridicule. She likes you in spite
of yourself. Your foibles and intensity
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have the harmless charge of heat
lightning around her. Your rapidity of
speech doesn’t strike her as coming
from the Benihana school of conver-
sation, as one ex-girlfriend has put it.
You fire witticisms like tracer bullets
above her head and her periwinkle
blue eyes track them appreciatively.
All is calm, happy, solidly bread bas-
ket—her parents own a farm in Iowa
and Sally has semi-seductively con-
fessed to you that at fifteen years old
she liked to wander way out to the
cornfield and strip herself naked.

The next morning, after hiking in
five miles—boy, you could really
make some headway with those
x-ray-proof suitcases if you had
them!—you wake up for the first time
in your life under the stars. You have
zipped your sleeping bags together
and slept beside though not yet made
love with Sally, and you are in the
middle of an aspen grove where the
sinuous trunks of the aspens assume
the poses of modern dancers and the
leaves jingle in the wind like commem-
orative coins. Sally sits up, pulls off her
knit hat, and shakes out her golden
hair. Waves of tresses cascade down
her back as she turns and looks at you
and smiles with such healthful come-
hither goodness that you think you will
die at the sight of her there in the aspen
grove at dawn’s light shaking her bur-
geoning hair loose, her unblemished
face framed by endless blue sky.

Sally is only here for the summer
session so she returns to Iowa while
you stay in Boulder to continue at the
university. You make no promises.
You have slept with someone else that
summer too, Mindy Behrens, a Jewish
girl from Long Island who looks as if
she could be your sister: dark with
deeply set eyes and curly hair and a
loose clever mouth. Sally knows about
this, but it is 1971 and everybody is
supposed to act communal and not be
possessive, so she doesn’t rag on you,
as the saying goes. But you suspect she
might be in love with you, the first girl
you can say this about. You kiss and
hug her goodbye and you cannot get
over how much you like the idea of
Sally more than the actual experience
of Sally—that image of her shaking
out her hair in the aspen grove, that
au-naturel moment of purity and vice
in the cornfield—and this is your first

real clue that for all your plaintive
baying to God about wanting a girl-
friend who loves you for your deepest
parts you are in fact two people: the
caring, affectionate, warm man capa-
ble of genuine feeling for others, and
the withdrawn, critical, inaccessible,
moody loner cringing at freely offered
intimacy. You are what you hate: your
aloneness and self-estrangement; the
very love you have always longed for,
the unconditional approval, the need
to be desired, to touch and be
touched, you push away. And when
you see tears in Sally’s eyes as she
leaves to get on her plane, you are less
moved than relieved that the relation-
ship has a foreseeable end.

A month later Sally calls and tells
you she is pregnant.

“Are you sure?” you ask.

“I'had a test,” she says, “at the doc-
tor’s. It was positive.”

“What are you going to do?” You
don’t like the way this comes out, as if
it’s her problem—what are you going
to do?—but on the other hand you
know it’s her decision.

“I'm going to have an abortion.”

She says this with such decisiveness
that you are initially taken aback. Of
course it’s what you want too, but
some small part of you is hurt that
one, you have no say, and two, she
doesn’t want your child.

“I think that’s smart,” you say.
Everything you say, you realize, will
come out stupid, patronizing, or
unfeeling because she’s mad at you—
you hear it in her Midwestern
reserve—and because you are offering
no real comfort. Indeed, it soon
becomes clear why she’s even calling
you:

“I'm wondering if you could help
out.” She has to go to New York to
have the abortion. There are only
three states in 1971 where abortion is
legal and of course lowa is not one of
them. Her mother will take her to
New York—

“You told your mother?”

“I'had to.”

“Is. .. is she okay about it?”

“She didn’t even know I was having
sex. It wasn’t the best way to let her
know.”

“Pm sorry.”

She switches back to business: she’ll
go to New York with her mother.
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They have to stay there in a hotel for
at least three days. Her parents will
pay for the trip and for most of the
expenses. Could you possibly pay half
for the abortion?

“Of course. Absolutely.”

“I'll call you from New York, okay?”

There is no accusation in her voice
and you feel guilty, and confused too,
because you suddenly want to see her
again and have some idea you belong
together and don’t know whether it’s
out of remorse or genuine longing.
And even as you continue to talk
about the details—she’s three months
pregnant and has had two positive
tests and the abortion will require she
stay overnight in the hospital, stan-
dard procedure at the time—you
want to sleep with her again, the male
animal knowing no boundaries of
respect.

Several weeks later, Sally calls from
New York. She has something to tell
you. Her voice is low, halting: “I
didn’t have an abortion.”

“What?” You say it too sharply, but
you’re not prepared for this.

“It’s not what you think . . . it turns
out I wasn’t pregnant, after all.”

“Not pregnant?”
“The doctor here.. . . he couldn’t
find any evidence of the baby.”

You get stuck on the word “evi-
dence,” thinking proof, legal . . . “But
you had two tests.”

“I know,” Sally says. “And they were
both positive.”

“Did you lose the baby before you
got there?”

There’s a pause. “I would know if
I’d lost a baby,” Sally says, with a hint
of irritation.

“I'm sorry, Sally, really I am.”

“I'm going to send you back your
money,” she says.

“No, you don’t have to do that.”

“I'am,” she says. “This whole thing,
dragging my mother to New York, the
doctors, calling you. . . it’s so humili-
ating. I feel like a complete fool.”

“Don’t,” you say, “you didn’t know.
It’s something that could happen to
anybody.”

You leave it at that. You can’t help
her, you realize, can’t give her the
support that a lover would, can’t offer
her anything other than weak pallia-
tives and you wonder how this
happened: did she “make” herself
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pregnant? Did she unconsciously want
something from you by it? Or was it
simply a mistake? Two false positives
in a row and a missed period adding
up to a logical diagnosis. But what you
think most is that there was never a
baby and that this is somehow more .
embarrassing than having one abort-
ed. You will remember this over the
years: put something out there and
don’t deliver and you pay the price in
shame.

FREUD CLAIMS THAT NO MATTER WHAT
we achieve we can never replicate and
satisfy the original experience of loss,
try as we might to substitute success
after success for the lost object of our
desire. Original sin, no; original
emptiness, sure.

“To feel shame is to experience the
self as weak, insignificant, powerless,
defective,” Sue Erikson Bloland,
writes in an essay about her famous
father, the psychoanalyst, Erik
Erikson, whose own father abandoned
him before he was born, and who
struggled with lifelong feelings of
inadequacy despite his celebrated
accomplishments. “This is the narcis-
sistic solution to shame: If I am not
lovable for who I am, I will have to
make people admire me for what I can
do.”

Of course, one winds up resenting
those people whose love and approval
you have to secure for fear of being
rejected by them. You have to bargain
away much to never be alone. But
once you succeed wildly you will
choose to be alone because you don’t
trust the self you are with other peo-
ple: the contradiction of my life is that
I crave what I distrust; I need what I
scorn; I want what I can never get; I'm
better than I think and never as good
as I am; I’'m afraid more of annihila-
tion of my worth than I am of physi-
cal death.

Take Anne Frank, the most beloved,
heroic, and spirited representative of
goodness victimized by the holocaust.
She records everything in her diary
with exacting detail. She writes cease-
lessly, not just in her diary but stories
that she revises, while starting others
as they occur to her, hoping to even-
tually smuggle them out to editors.
She has the instinct of any good writer
to fictionalize the names of some of
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the people she writes about in her
diary to give her distance. She notes
her own character-like antics with the
self-deprecating aplomb of any smart
first person narrator: “It’s good that
somebody has finally cut me down to
size, broken my pride, because I've
been far too smug.” Her confinement,
far from stifling her as a writer, accel-
erates her development. Everything
becomes material. She observes with-
out faltering the mundane and the
odd, the dramatic and the trying,
from the bathroom habits of her fel-
low inhabitants to the scary rattling
one night of the bookcase that secures
the opening of the annex to the emo-
tional currents of her parents’ mar-
riage to her own explicit sexual feel-
ings. She shows all the signs and
symptoms of being hooked on being a
writer, having to write and declaring
she will do so no matter what, no
matter how many rejections she gets
for her work. And yet, at the end of
the definitive version of her diary,
unlike the positive conclusion about
humanity in the movie (“In spite of
everything, I still believe people are
really good at heart.”) her journal
stops with the line, “if only there were
no other people in the world.” The
writer’s irreconcilable predicament: to
wish out of existence the very audi-
ence whose love you crave.

One night I dream about Sally who
loves me so deeply in the dream that
I’'m near weeping. Suffused is the word
that comes to mind; I can actually feel
another person’s love, a radiance that
expands from within and without and
stains the tip of every nerve with a
pleasure colored deep as a claret. This
dream is quickly followed by another
of observing many people at tables in
a library reading my first novel, but as
I get closer I see it only looks like my
book, a facsimile, very, very close but
not exactly the same, not mine at all,
not the real thing.

A CLOSE WRITER FRIEND, C., HAS COME
to Denver for a daylong book event at
the Tattered Cover. As one of four
well-known authors giving presenta-
tions, he will talk to an audience of
book-group members, ninety-nine
percent of them women, about his lat-
est novel, which was a finalist for the
National Book Award and has

received almost unanimous critical
acclaim (as the expression goes)

along with record sales for him. It’s
his “breakout” book. Known as a
“writer’s writer,” he suddenly has a
much larger following, a movie deal in
the works, a trip to Paris for the
launch of the French edition, a big
advance for his next book, over a hun-
dred reviews on Amazon.com, many
of them filled with approbations such
as “a remarkable book,” “the most
luminous prose I've ever read,” and
fan letters from famous writers.

Later, when asked during the Q&A
part of his talk, he will say, yes, he’s
working on something new but he
finds it harder to write as he gets
older. To me, he privately confesses
that he’s afraid of “letting people
down.” He has a long career of
esteemed teaching, frequently quoted
and referenced writings on craft, and
much admired literary writing—his
reputation among literary writers
couldn’t be stronger—not to men-
tion a solid and lasting marriage and
a son he’s damn proud of. What’s to
fear?

Well, everything, of course. “My
father,” Erik Erickson’s daughter
writes, “continued to feel anxious at
the height of his success, uncertain
that he could maintain the reputation
he had won or that he could write
again as well as he had written before.
His success rested on gifts that he
feared might abandon him. And even-
tually they did.” And Sinclair Lewis is
reputed to have said upon winning
the Nobel Prize: “This is the end of
me. This is fatal. I cannot live up to
it.” Freud in his essay “On Those
Wrecked by Success” claims quaking
at one’s own success is all due to
unconscious fears of beating one’s
chief Oedipal rival in order to win the
opposite-sex parent. Victoriously
arriving at the finish line means run-
ning smack into a catastrophic failure
of nerve. The momentous guilt
churned up by your repressed rage at
your competitor parent overcomes
your will to succeed resulting in an
Oedipal endgame—and self-sabotage
of your career, a sports record, etc.

More convincing is the straightfor-
ward idea that negative messages get
through to keep you forever in place:
you weren’t smart, pretty, talented,
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polite, caring, motivated, fill-in-the
blank enough; your friends humiliat-
ed you; you failed to satisfy your par-
ents’ own unfulfilled ambitions; you
couldn’t make your mother less criti-
cal, your father not leave the family;
you simply couldn’t get off your case.
Along comes the big day, the phone
call you’ve been waiting for (Oprah!),
the definitive national award, the
front-page Times review. Even you
can’t dispute the final verdict as to the
truth of your success—it’s not a lie,
you think! You momentarily feel
whole, complete, done, and finally get
to stop beating yourself up for a while
until some inevitable little chink in
the armor—the word “unfortunately”
that you perhaps stumble across in
some obscure mimeographed review
of your work—Ilets in a microbe of
doubt and you can start the whole
cycle all over again: What We Talk
About When We Talk About Negative
Attachment.

Later, after the day’s events are
over, and C. and I wait at the cash reg-
ister to buy some books, he says, “I
could only tell you this, but I think
A.’s autograph line was longer than
mine.”

We laugh, hoot actually—what mis-
erable ungrateful hopeless insecure
jealous narcissists writers are. A., we
have learned during the day’s presen-
tation, from the publicist who is trav-
eling with her, has sold over four mil-
lion copies of her books.

“I agree,” I tell him about his line.
“It was shorter, much, much shorter,”
and I hold two fingers apart, only
inches long, dick jokes the lowest-
common yardstick of male ambition.

“I adored your book,” a fan says to
my friend after we pay for our books.
There is near rapture on her face as
she tells him in a breathless and close
reading of the text how amazing was
its structure.

“Thank you,” he says when she fin-
ishes, the self-doubt trained out of his
voice after years of practice. Later, he
tells me that when as a child he used
to come home from school his mother
would ask him how his day was and
then raise the newspaper in front of
her face before he could answer. What
was the message? I'm not really inter-
ested in you? Or: I'm interested but
don’t tell me anything I can’t handle.
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Screen yourself, just like this newspa-
per is doing. Such are the greatest hits
of memories in the making of success-
ful narcissists.

IN THE NEW YORK TIMES, ] READ A
lacerating review by Daphne Merkin
of a new book by Alice Miller, the
guru of answers about the narcissistic
wounds of artists. In referring to
Miller’s most well known book, The
Drama of the Gifted Child, a sort of
field manual for those suffering the
official DSM diagnosis of compen-
satory narcissistic personality disor-
der, Merkin remarks:

The book’s audience in waiting
—those desperate overachievers
who compensated for early sor-
row by fixating on the ‘intoxica-
tion of success,” rather than
facing up to their ‘unmet child-
hood needs—didn’t hurt [sales]
either. What self-respecting
narcissist of a reader wouldn’t
want to be a member of a club
predicated on a rarefied sort of
victim status, in which underly-
ing depression was warded off by
‘increased displays of brilliance’?
One suspects Merkin belongs to this

club too but hates herself, as do the
rest of us, for having no choice about
being “addicted to approval,” a phrase
she would no doubt detest too.
Nevertheless, I make a note not to let
anyone catch me reducing my trou-
bles to such a problem, not wanting a
public spanking from the likes of
Daphne Merkin: Dear Steve, Get over
it. Daphne. Then I remember that I
have no public judgment to fear (or
anticipate), no work forthcoming
anywhere, not the short story I recent-
ly wrote and that continues to get
rejected, not the personal essays I've
been sending out including one that
received the following comment back
from a student editor: “This just isn’t
very interesting or compelling or
something.” Just a string of discourag-
ing moments between my mailbox
and me. A letter comes today that the
writers’ colony I applied to for the rest
of my sabbatical has turned me down.
Of course there’s no such thing as
literary equity, no laurels to rest on,
no former success you can bottle,
no stopping the dialogue between
fraudulent hobbyist or real writer, no
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peace of mind about your slippery
identity as a writer that you can never
quite snatch hold of for good.
Meditation, therapy, anti-depressants,
nature, the love of your family, a won-
derful cold melon soup, a dark theater
with a razor-sharp film noir, a day of
teaching when fingertip memory and
lucidity help you hit all the high notes,
the sight of a blue tang’s translucent
dorsal fin through your snorkel mask,
your first run ever down a black dia-
mond ski slope at the age of fifty . ..
these are little canes to rest on along

the way, with no getting around the
deathly wonder of what you do: you
can’t escape it: public, private, interi-
or, exterior, you’re a writer; your stu-
dents think you are, your writer
friends think you are, your colleagues,
neighbors, and fellow soccer parents
think you are, Far-out Frank thinks
you are, your occasional fan who
writes or calls thinks you are, and
funny you are, because inside you
can’t give it up. You and C. agree that
you both will never be happy. Not
important. You don’t want happiness.

You don’t want bubbly optimism.
You could be very happy actually in a
predictable, upbeat sort of way if you
never wrote again. But you want the
opposite of unhappiness, which is
not happiness at all with its whis-
pered enticement of a final chapter
on the Fall of Misery. You want alive
and awake, alert and here; you want
vitality: you choose not to abandon
your writing because you must

have what’s still and what’s quick-
ened breathed into your aching
being. O

BILLY COLLINS

One Answer to a Frequently Asked Question

I know when the poem is finished,

its goose thoroughly cooked,

when I suddenly feel like a long-term resident

in a small, very exclusive mental hospital

in some desirable place like Big Sur or Dorset, Vermont.

T have spent the morning
writing about fish that become birds
then swim all day from cloud to cloud

and about the arrival of my death in the shape of a triangle.

And now it is time for the attendant

to appear in the doorway and take me for my walk
through the formal gardens, time for him

to lead me past the lush flower beds,

patches of herbs among rocks,

and a sundial where the gravel paths converge.

“What did you do all morning?”

the attendant will ask in a soft voice.

“I finished writing a poem,” I will answer

as we pause for a moment to watch a man

on a ladder trimming the tall hedges with a clippers.
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KEVIN OBERLIN

Traverse City, July 1984

My father nurses the red crescent cut,

wipes my foot clean of sand, the slick,

organic lake silt a lubricant and balm.

Today I am displeased with sunken things:

ships, submarines, any iron vessel,

rusted-out shafts and sheets of metal

that carelessly litter my uncle’s beach.

The other kids push gray sand into mounds,

with gentle palms and fingers smooth shapes

of dolphins and starfish. My cousin marks furrows
for eyes as the waning tide slims

his mermaid’s flank, waves licking nearer

her wide nipples. Aunt Ethel sips a tall iced tea
and worries about her children.

At night we go out to fish from the boat

where my father insists I hold a fish by its gills,

the length of my arm, because it came in on my pole.
My mother juggles the camera and I swear

I can feel through the sticky feathers

the tentative outcropping of teeth.

March-April 2005



