TWENTIETH-CENTURY AMERICAN LITERATURE
UNIT 3


ELIZABETH BISHOP (1911-1979)
born in Worcester, Massachusetts; father died 8 months later
1916: mother enters mental asylum and remains there for the rest of her life; EB brought up by relatives
1917: goes to live with grandparents in Worcester
1930-34: attends Vassar College; meets Marianne Moore
1938: settles in Key West
1946: North and South: ‘The Map’, ‘Late Air’
1947: meets Robert Lowell
1951: settles in Brazil with Lota de Macedo Soares
1955: A Cold Spring: ‘The Bight’, ‘At the Fishhouses’
1965: Questions of Travel: ‘The Armadillo’, ‘Filling Station’
1967: Soares’s suicide; makes transition back to U.S., living in California, Massachusetts, Washington
1976: Geography III: ‘The Moose’, ‘One Art’, ‘Night City’, ‘Crusoe in England’


1. Landscape & Travel
Here is a coast; here is a harbor;
here, after a meagre diet of horizon, is some scenery:
impractically shaped and--who knows?--self-pitying mountains,
sad and harsh beneath their frivolous greenery…
……………………………………………………..
                                                                 …Oh, tourist,
is this how this country is going to answer you

and your immodest demands for a different world,
and a better life, and complete comprehension
of both at last, and immediately,
after eighteen days of suspension?  --’Arrival at Santos’
er

From narrow provinces
of fish and bread and tea,
home of the long tides
where the bay leaves the sea
twice a day and takes
the herrings long rides,

where if the river
enters or retreats
in a wall of brown foam
depends on if it meets
the bay coming in,
the bay not at home;

where, silted red,
sometimes the sun sets
facing a red sea,
and others, veins the flats’
lavender, rich mud
in burning rivulets…  --’The Moose’

                              Z úzkého kraje
ryb, chleba a čaje,
domova přílivů,
kde záliv dvakrát denně
opouští moře a nese
na dlouhý výlet sledě,

kraje, kde řeka 
odchází či vchází
jako zeď hnědé pěny
podle toho, zda vrazí
do zálivu cestou,
zda záliv doma není,

kde mlžné rudé
slunce někdy klesá
čelem k rudému moři
a jindy kreslí všude
v modravém bahně
žilky stružek, jež hoří…  --’Los’
(trans. Mariana Housková)

2. Loss
ONE ART
The art of losing isn’t hard to master;
so many things seem filled with the intent
to be lost that their loss is no disaster.

Lose some every day. Accept the fluster
of lost door keys, the hour badly spent.
The art of losing isn’t hard to master.

Then practice losing farther, losing faster:
places, and names, and where it was you meant
to travel. None of these will bring disaster.

I lost my mother’s watch. And look! my last, or
next-to-last, of three loved houses went.
The art of losing isn’t hard to master.

I lost two cities, lovely ones. And, vaster,
some realms I owned, two rivers, a continent.
I miss them, but it wasn’t a disaster.

--Even losing you (the joking voice, a gesture
I love) I shan’t have lied. It’s evident
the art of losing’s not too hard to master
though it may look like (Write it!) like disaster.

JEDNO UMĚNÍ
Umění ztrácet zvládneš bez bolesti;
věci jako by chtěly ze všech sil
se ztratit, takže není to neštěstí.

Ztrať něco každý den. Nauč se snésti
ztracený klíč--pár nepříjemných chvil.
Umění ztrácet zvladneš bez bolesti.

Ztrácej dál a víc, nesnaž se nalézti
místa, jména a kde byl vlastně cíl
tvých cest. Nic z toho nebude neštěstí.

Ztratím matčin šperk. A horší jsou zvěsti,
že další milý dům se vytratil.
Umění ztrácet zvládneš bez bolesti.

Ztratila jsem dvě města, pár království,
jež měla jsem, dvě řeky, světadíl.
Chybí mi, ale není to neštěstí.

--I ztratit tebe (s veselým hlasem, s gesty,
co mám tak ráda); kdo by nevěřil,
že v umění ztrácet není moc bolesti,
i když vypadá to (Piš si!) jako neštěstí.
(trans. Mariana Housková)

ROBERT LOWELL (1911-1977)
born in Boston, Massachusetts
1935-37: Harvard University
1937-40: Kenyon College, studies Classics; meets John Crowe Ransom
1940-41: converts to Catholicism; Louisiana State University
1941-42: moves to NYC.
1943: refuses the draft as conscientious objector; serves a year in jail
1946: Lord Weary’s Castle: ‘The Quaker Graveyard in Nantucket’, ‘Mr. Edwards and the Spider’
1948: leaves Catholic Church
1954-1960: lives in Boston
1959: Life Studies: Autobiographical prose section, ‘91 Revere Street’; ‘Sailing Home from Rapallo’, ‘Waking in the Blue’, ‘Memories of West Street and Lepke’, ‘Skunk Hour’
1963-77: teaches at Harvard
1964: For the Union Dead: ‘For the Union Dead’
1969: Notebook, 1967-68
1970-76: lives in England
1977: Day by Day: ‘Epilogue’

1. Autobiography & Family

These are the tranquilized Fifties,
and I am forty. Ought I to regret my seedtime?
I was a fire-breathing Catholic C.O.,
and made my manic statement,
telling off the state and president, and then
sat waiting sentence in the bull pen
beside a Negro boy with curlicues
of marijuana in his hair. --’Memories of West Street and Lepke’

My grandfather found
his grandchild’s fogbound solitudes
sweeter than human society.

When Uncle Devereux died,
Daddy was still on sea-duty in the Pacific;
it seemed spontaneous and proper
for Mr. MacDonald, the farmer,
Karl, the chauffeur, and even my Grandmother
to say, ‘your Father’. They meant my Grandfather. --’Dunbarton’


‘The hot night makes up keep our bedroom windows open.
Our magnolia blossoms. Life begins to happen.
My hopped up husband drops his home disputes,
and hits the streets to cruise for prostitutes,
free-lancing out along the razor’s edge.
This screwball might kill his wife, then take the pledge.
Oh the monotonous meanness of his lust. . . .
It’s the injustice . . . he is so unjust--
whiskey-blind, swaggering home at five.
My only thought is how to keep alive.
What makes him tick? Each night now I tie
ten dollars and his car key to my thigh. . . .
Gored by the climacteric of his want,
he stalls above me like an elephant. 
--’“To Speak of the Woe That Is in Marriage’”

2. History
Shaw’s father wanted no monument
except the ditch,
where his son’s body was thrown
and lost with his ‘niggers.’
…………………………………..
Colonel Shaw
is riding on his bubble,
he waits
for the blessèd break.

The Aquarium is gone. Everywhere,
giant finned cars nose forward like fish;
a savage servility
slides by on grease. --’For the Union Dead’

No weekends for the gods now. Wars
flicker, earth licks its open sores,
fresh breakage, fresh promotions, chance
assassinations, no advance.
Only man thinning out his kind
sounds through the Sabbath noon, the blind
swipe of the pruner and his knife
busy about the tree of life . . . 

Pity the planet, all joy gone
from this sweet volcanic cone;
peace to our children when they fall
in small war on the heels of small
war--until the end of time
to police the earth, a ghost
orbiting forever lost
in our monotonous sublime. --’Waking Early Sunday Morning’

ALLEN GINSBERG (1926-1997)
born in Newark, New Jersey (father socialist, mother communist)
1932: mother hospitalized for mental illness
1943: enrolls at Columbia University
1943-44: meets Jack Kerouac and William S. Burroughs
1946: meets Neal Cassady
1949: arrested; mental asylum; the ‘Beat Generation’ is named by Kerouac/Herbert Huncke
1954: living in San Francisco
1956: Howl and Other Poems (City Lights)
1957: Howl obscenity trial; deemed ‘not obscene’
1956- travels widely around the world
1961: Kaddish
1965: becomes Král Majáles

1. Beats
I saw the best minds of my generation destroyed by madness, starving hysterical naked,
dragging themselves through the negro streets at dawn looking for an angry fix,
angelheaded hipsters burning for the ancient heavenly connection to the starry dynamo in the machinery of light…
………………………………………
who lounged hungry and lonesome through Houston seeking jazz or sex or soup, and followed the brilliant Spaniard to converse about America and Eternity, a hopeless task, and so took ship to Africa,
who disappeared into the volcanoes of Mexico leaving behind nothing but the shadow of dungarees and the lava and ash of poetry scattered in fireplace of Chicago,
who reappeared on the West Coast investigating the FBI in beards and shorts with big pacifist eyes sexy in their dark skin passing out incomprehensible leaflets…
…………………………………………………………
who howled on their knees in the subway and were dragged off the roof waving genitals and manuscripts,
who let themselves be fucked in the ass by saintly motorcyclists, and screamed with joy,
who blew and were blown by those human seraphim, the sailors, caresses of Atlantic and Caribbean love…


2. Sex, Drugs and Rock ‘n’ Roll

Thus I met Neal & thus we felt each other’s flesh and owned each other bodies and souls.
So then as I lay on his breast with my arms clasped around his neck and his cheek against mine,
I put my hand down to feel his great back for the first time, jaws and pectorals of steel at my fingers,
closer and stiller, down the silken iron back to his waist, the whole of his torso now open
my hand at his waist trembling, waited delaying and under the elastic of his briefs,
I first touched the smooth mount of his rock buttocks, silken in power, rounded in animal fucking and bodily nights over nurses and schoolgirls,
O ass of long solitudes in stolen cars, and solitudes on curbs, musing fist in cheek,
Ass of a thousand farewells, ass of youth, youth’s lovers,
O ass of mystery and night! ass of gymnasiums and muscular pants
ass of high schools and masturbation ass of lone delight, ass of mankind, so beautiful and hollow, dowry of Mind and Angels,
Ass of hero, Neal Cassady, I had at my hand: my fingers traced the curve to the bottom of his thighs. --’Many Loves’


3. Patriotism
America I’ve given you all and now I’m nothing.
America two dollars and twentyseven cents January 17, 1956.
I can’t stand my own mind
America when will we end the human war?
Go fuck yourself with your atom bomb.
I don’t feel good don’t bother me.
…………………………………………
America this is quite serious.
America this is the impression I get from looking in the television set.
America is this correct?
I’d better get right down to the job.
It’s true I don’t want to join the Army or turn lathes in precision parts factories, I’m nearsighted and psychopathic anyway.
America I’m putting my queer shoulder to the wheel. 
--’America’

4. War
‘Wichita Vortex Sutra’


Though the highway’s straight,
           dipping downward through low hills,
           rising narrow on the far horizon
                       black cows browse in caked fields
                                   ponds in the frozen hollows lie frozen,
                                                                      quietness.
Is this the land that started war on China?
           This be the soil that thought Cold War for decades?
           Are these the nervous naked trees & farmhouses
                                                                the vortex
                                                   of oriental anxiety molecules
           that’ve imagined            American Foreign Policy
                        and magick’d up paranoia in Peking
                                               and curtains of living blood
                                                           surrounding far Saigon?
Are these towns where the language emerged
           from the mouths here
                                 that makes a Hell of riots in Dominica
           sustains the aging tyranny of Chiang in silent Taipeh city
           Paid for the lost French war in Algeria
                        overthrew the Guatemalan polis in ‘54
           maintaining United Fruit’s banana greed
                                                           another thirteen years
                        for the secret prestige of the Dulles family lawfirm?
…………………………………………………………

                                               Come to my lone presence
                                                       into this Vortex named Kansas,

I lift my voice aloud,
           make Mantra of American language now,
                                I hear declare the end of the War!
                                             Ancient days’ Illusion!--
                 and pronounce words beginning my own millennium…


[February 14, 1966]




RAYMOND CARVER (1938-1988)
1938: born in Oregon
grows up in Washington State; works in sawmill, as cleaner, various other menial jobs
1967: gets attention for published stories
1976: Will You Please Be Quiet, Please?
1977: joins AA
1978: meets Tess Gallagher
1981: What We Talk About When We Talk About Love
1983: Cathedral


LITTLE THINGS
Early that day the weather turned and the snow was melting into dirty water. Streaks of it ran down from the little shoulder-high window that faced the backyard. Cars slushed by on the street outside, where it was getting dark. But it was getting dark on the inside too.
	He was in the bedroom pushing clothes into a suitcase when she came to the door.
	I’m glad you’re leaving! I’m glad you’re leaving! she said. Do you hear?
	He kept on putting his things into the suitcase.
	Son of a bitch! I’m so glad you’re leaving! She began to cry. You can’t even look me in the face, can you?
	Then she noticed the baby’s picture on the bed and picked it up.
	He looked at her and she wiped her eyes and stared at him before turning and going back to the living room.
	Bring that back, he said.
	Just get your things and get out, she said.
	He did not answer. He fastened the suitcase, put on his coat, looked around the bedroom before turning off the light. Then he went out to the living room.
	She stood in the doorway of the little kitchen, holding the baby.
	I want the baby, he said.
	Are you crazy?
	No, but I want the baby. I’ll get someone to come by for his things.
	You’re not touching this baby, she said.
	The baby had begun to cry and she uncovered the blanket from around his head.
	Oh, oh, she said, looking at the baby.
	He moved toward her.
	For God’s sake! she said. She took a step back into the kitchen.
	I want the baby.
	Get out of here!
	She turned and tried to hold the baby over in a corner behind the stove.
	But he came up. He reached across the stove and tightened his hands on the baby.
	Let go of him, he said.
	Get away, get away! she cried.
	The baby was red-faced and screaming. In the scuffle they knocked down a flowerpot that hung behind the stove.
	He crowded her into the wall then, trying to break her grip. He held on to the baby and pushed with all his weight.
	Let go of him, he said.
	Don’t, she said. You’re hurting the baby, she said.
	I’m not hurting the baby, he said.
	The kitchen window gave no light. In the near-dark he worked on her fisted fingers with one hand and with the other hand he gripped the screaming baby up under an arm near the shoulder.
	She felt her fingers being forced open. She felt the baby going from her.
	No! she screamed just as her hands came loose.
	She would have it, this baby. She grabbed for the baby’s other arm. She caught the baby around the wrist and leaned back.
	But he would not let go. He felt the baby slipping out of his hands and he pulled back very hard.
	In this manner, the issue was decided. (1977)

*

This blind man, an old friend of my wife’s, he was on his way to spend the night. His wife had died. So he was visiting the dead wife’s relatives in Connecticut. He called my wife from his in-laws’. Arrangements were made. He would come by train, a five-hour trip, and my wife would meet him at the station. She hadn’t seen him since she worked for him one summer in Seattle ten years ago. But she and the blind man had kept in touch. They made tapes and mailed them back and forth. I wasn’t enthusiastic about his visit. He was no one I knew. And his being blind bothered me. My idea of blindness came from the movies. In the movies, the blind moved slowly and never laughed. A blind man in my house was not something I looked forward to.
...……………………………………
	‘You’ll have to forgive me,’ I said. ‘But I can’t tell you what a cathedral looks like. It just isn’t in me to do it. I can’t do any more than I’ve done.’
	The blind man sat very still, his head down, as he listened to me.
	I said, ‘The truth is, cathedrals don’t mean anything special to me. Nothing. Cathedrals. They’re something to look at on late-night TV. That’s all they are.’
…………………………………
So we kept on with it. His fingers rode my fingers as my hand went over the paper. It was like nothing else in my life up to now.
	Then he said, ‘I think that’s it. I think you got it,’ he said. ‘Take a look. What do you think?’
	But I had my eyes closed. I thought I’d keep them that way for a little longer. I thought it was something I ought to do.
	‘Well?’ he said. ‘Are you looking?’
	My eyes were still closed. I was in my house. I knew that. But I didn’t feel like I was inside anything.
	‘It’s really something,’ I said.
--from ‘Cathedral’ (1983)

RICHARD FORD (1944- )
born Jackson, Mississippi
studied at Michigan State University
1968: marries
1970: MFA from University of California, Irvine
1981: after publishing 2 novels, becomes a sportswriter
Frank Bascombe trilogy: The Sportswriter (1986), Independence Day (1995), The Lay of the Land (2006)

My name is Frank Bascombe. I am a sportswriter.
	For the past fourteen years I have lived here at 19 Hoving Road, Haddam, New Jersey, in a large Tudor house bought when a book of short stories I wrote sold to a movie producer for a lot of money, and seemed to set my wife and me and our three children--two of whom were not even born yet--up for a good life.
	Just exactly what that good life was--the one I expected--I cannot tell you know exactly, though I wouldn’t say it has not come to pass, only that much has come in between. The child we had when everything was starting has died, though there are two others, as I mentioned, who are alive and wonderful children.
	I wrote half of a short novel soon after we moved here from New York and then put it in the drawer, where it has been ever since, and from which I don’t expect to retrieve it unless something I cannot now imagine happens.
	Twelve years ago, when I was twenty-six, and in the blind way of things then, I was offered a job as a sportswriter by the editor of a glossy New York sports magazine you have all heard of, because of a free-lance assignment I had written in a particular way he liked. And to my surprise and everyone else’s I quit writing my novel and accepted. 
--RICHARD FORD, The Sportswriter

Since there’s no direct-est route to Parkway Exit 102N, where Wade’s already fuming at Fuddruckers, I take the scenic drive up 35, across the Metedeconk and the Manasquan to Point Pleasant, switch to NJ 34 through more interlocking towns, townships, townlettes--one rich, one not, one getting there, one hardly making its millage. I love this post-showing interlude in the car, especially after my syncope on the dune. It’s the moment d’or which the Shore facilitates perfectly, offering exposure to the commercial-ethnic-residential zeitgeist of a complex republic, yet shelter from most of the ways the republic gives me the willies. ‘Culture comfort,’ I call this brand of specialized well-being. And along with its sister solace, ‘cultural literacy’--knowing by inner gyroscope where the next McDonald’s or Borders, or the next old-fashioned Italian shoe repair or tuxedo rental or lobster dock is going to show up on the horizon--these together I consider a cornerstone of the small life lived acceptably. I count it a good when I can keep all things that give me the willies out of my thinking, and in their places substitute vistas I can appreciate, even unwittingly. Which is why I take the scenic route now, and why when I get restless I fly out to Moline or Flint or Fort Wayne for just a few hours’ visit--since there I can experience the new and the complex, coupled with the entirely benign and knowable.
--The Lay of the Land

direct-est: most direct
showing: showing a house to potential buyers
35, NJ 34: road numbers
Fuddruckers: burger chain
Metedeconk, Manasquan, Point Pleasant: towns on the New Jersey Shore
Borders: book chain
give me the willies: make me frightened
tuxedo rental: půjčovna smokingů
millage: property tax

[Frank’s] not a conventionally understood suburbanite. I guess it’s my view that if you’re flying over a suburb in a helicopter and see some guy down there schlumming along, he’s probably a Pakistani or Chinese or an African-American. I think suburbanites are not knowable. They are only knowable as literature or art knows them, which is to say up close. The conventional wisdom is that suburban life is eventless and risk-free. When I started The Sportswriter, I thought to myself - how about if I wrote a redemptive novel about the suburbs, a paean to New Jersey and its suburban life? I realized that not to mouth the conventional line, but instead to think, as Frank does in The Lay of the Land, "I love this, this is great!" is to uncover a seam of approval, a seam of optimism, of acceptance that is, in fact, buried in us all.  --Guardian interview with Richard Ford (2006)

Why does each Bascombe book revolve around a holiday—first Easter, then the Fourth of July, and now Thanksgiving?
I set them on holidays because I think that every American reader--and Americans are my readers of first instance--has an embedded memory of each official holiday in this country. Probably we have plenty of such memories: what Easter was like when we were young, and then when we got older. These readers’ memories permit me to make the temporal setting of my book plausible at a primary level of impulse. Readers immediately concede, “Oh, yes, this time setting’s recognizable to me. It really exists.” And if a writer can somehow cause the reader to concede that a book is taking place in a period of time that really exists and that maybe has some of the emotional properties the book ascribes to it, then one requirement of getting the book under way has been achieved. Temporal setting is an important formal feature of a book--at least, for this writer, it is. Beyond that, I have my own accumulated holiday impressions, and I’ve wanted to put them into play in my books. 
*
[On real estate:] The way in which real estate connects to our national spirit in America came along entirely fortuitously. …I speculate that human beings’--not just Americans’--attitudes toward where they live, toward their pieces of ground, their houses, their previous residences and future ones, are part of their feelings about being alive. We calculate our spiritual condition, in part, in terms of how and where we live. I don’t think it’s peculiarly American to feel that way, and yet it is American. I write about this because I think it’s a very important subject, a fit subject for the imagination (albeit a rather homely one on the surface).  --New Yorker interview with Richard Ford (2006)


THOMAS PYNCHON (1937- )
born Long Island, NY
1953-59: Cornell University (with a break for the US Navy)
1963: V.
1966: The Crying of Lot 49
1973: Gravity’s Rainbow
1997: Mason & Dixon
2006: Against the Day

1. Between Modernity & Postmodernity
the need to see patterns which may easily turn into the tendency to suspect plots. --Tony Tanner, City of Words

San Narciso lay farther south, near LA. Like many named places in California it was less an identifiable city than a group of concepts--census tracts, special purpose bond-issue districts, shopping nuclei, all overlaid with access roads to its own freeway. …But if there was any vital difference between it and the rest of Southern California, it was invisible on first glance. She drove into San Narciso on a Sunday, in a rented Impala. Nothing was happening. She looked down a slope, needing to squint for the sunlight, on to a vast sprawl of houses which had grown up all together, like a well-tended crop, from the dull brown earth; and she thought of the time she’d opened a transistor radio to replace a battery and seen her first printed circuit. The ordered swirl of houses and streets, from this high angle, sprang at her now with the same unexpected, astonishing clarity as the circuit card had. Though she knew less about radios than about Southern California, there were to both outward patterns a hieroglyphic sense of concealed meaning, of an intent to communicate. There’d seemed no limit to what the printed circuit could have told her (if she had tried to find out); so in her first minute of San Narciso, a revelation also trembled just past the threshold of her understanding. 
--The Crying of Lot 49

Miles’s Song
Too fat to Frug,
That’s what you tell me all the time,
When you really try’n’ to put me down,
But I’m hip,
So close your big fat lip,
Yeah, baby,
I may be too fat to Frug,
But at least I ain’t too slim to Swim.

‘It’s lovely,’ said Oedipa, ‘but why do you sing with an English accent when you don’t talk that way?’
	‘It’s this group I’m in,’ Miles explained, ‘the Paranoids. We’re new yet. Our manager says we should sing like that. We watch English movies a lot, for the accent.’
	‘My husband’s a disc jocky,’ said Oedipa trying to be helpful, ‘it’s only a thousand-watt station, but if you had anything like a tape I could give it to him to plug.’
	Miles closed the door behind him and started in with the shifty eye. ‘In return for what?’ Moving in on her. ‘Do you want what I think you want? This is the Payola Kid here, you know.’ Oedipa picked up the nearest weapon, which happened to be the rabbit-ear antenna off the TV in the corner. ‘Oh,’ said Miles, stopping. ‘You hate me too.’ Eyes bright through his bangs.
	‘You are paranoid,’ Oedipa said.
	‘I have a smooth young body,’ said Miles, ‘I thought that you older chicks went for that.’ 
--The Crying of Lot 49

DON DELILLO (1936- )
raised in the Bronx, NYC
attended Fordham University
worked for some years as copywriter
1971: Americana
1982: The Names
1985: White Noise
1988: Libra
1991: Mao II
1997: Underworld
2007: Falling Man

1. Plots, Conspiracies
Nicholas Branch sits in the book-filled room, the room of documents, the room of theories and dreams. He is in the fifteenth year of his labor and sometimes wonders if he is becoming bodiless. He knows he is getting old. …
	Nicholas Branch in his glove-leather armchair is a retired senior analyst of the Central Intelligence Agency, hired on contract to write the secret history of the assassination of President Kennedy. Sex point nine seconds of heath and light. Let’s call a meeting to analyze the blur. Let’s devote our lives to understanding this moment, separating the elements of each crowded second. We will build theories that gleam like jade idols, intriguing systems of assumption, four-faced, graceful. We will follow the bullet trajectories backwards to the lives that occupy the shadows, actual men who moan in their dreams. Elm Street. A woman wonders why she is sitting on the grass, bloodspray all around. Tenth Street. A witness leaves her shoes on the hood of a bleeding policeman’s car. A strangeness, Branch feels that is almost holy. There is much here that is holy, an aberration in the heartland of the real. Let’s regain our grip on things. --Libra

We script a person or persons out of ordinary pocket litter. --Libra

Pocket litter. Win Everett was at work devising a general shape, a life. He would script a gunman out of ordinary dog-eared paper, the contents of a wallet. Parmenter would contrive to get document blanks from the Records Branch. Mackey would find a model for the character Everett was in the process of creating. They wanted a name, a face, a bodily frame they might use to extend their fiction into the world. Everett had decided he wanted one figure to be slightly more visible than the others, a man the investigation might center on, someone who would be trailed and possibly apprehended. Three or four shooters would vanish completely, leaving scant traces of their affiliation. 
--Libra

2. Mass Media & Simulacra
In the morning I walked to the bank. I went to the automated teller machine to check my balance. I inserted my card, entered my secret code, tapped out my request. The figure on the screen roughly corresponded to my independent estimate, feebly arrived at after long searches through documents, tormented arithmetic. Waves of relief and gratitude flowed over me. The system had blessed my life. I felt its support and approval. The system hardware, the mainframe sitting in a locked room in some distant city. What a pleasing interaction. I sensed that something of deep personal value, but not money, not that at all, had been authenticated and confirmed. A deranged person was escorted from the bank by two armed guards. The system was invisible, which made it all the more impressive, all the more disquieting to deal with. But we were in accord, at least for now. The networks, the circuits, the streams, the harmonies. --White Noise

3. Nostalgia for Religious Meaning
We go to the overpass all the time. Babette, Wilder and I. We take a thermos of iced tea, park the car, watch the setting sun. Clouds are no deterrent. Clouds intensify the drama, trap and shape the light. Heavy overcasts have little effect. Light bursts through, tracers and smoky arcs. Overcasts enhance the mood. We find little to say to each other. More cars arrive, parking in a line that extends down to the residential zone. People walk up the incline and onto the overpass, carrying fruit and nuts, cool drinks, mainly the middle aged, the elderly, some with webbed beach chairs which they set out on the sidewalk, but younger couples also, arm in arm at the rail, looking west. The sky takes on content, feeling, an exalted narrative life. The bands of color reach so high, seem at times to separate into their constituent parts. There are turreted skies, light storms, softly falling streamers. It is hard to know how we should feel about this. Some people are scared by the sunsets, some determined to be elated, but most of us don’t know how to feel, are ready to go either way. Rain is no deterrent. Rain brings on graded displays, wonderful running hues. More cars arrive, people come trudging up the incline. The spirit of these warm evenings is hard to describe. There is anticipation in the air but it is not the expectant midsummer hum of a shirtsleeve crowd, a sandlot game, with coherent precedents, a history of secure response. This waiting is introverted, uneven, almost backward and shy, tending toward silence. What else do we feel? Certainly there is awe, but we don’t know whether we are watching in wonder or dread, we don’t know what we are watching or what it means, we don’t know whether it is permanent, a level of experience to which we will gradually adjust, into which our uncertainty will eventually be absorbed, or just some atmospheric weirdness soon to pass. The collapsible chairs are yanked open, the old people sit. What is there to say? The sunsets linger and so do we. The sky is under a spell, powerful and storied. Now and then a car actually crosses the overpass, moving slowly, deferentially. People keep coming up the incline, some in wheelchairs, twisted by disease, those who attend them bending low to push against the grade. I didn’t know how many handicapped and helpless people there were in the town until the warm nights brought crowds to the overpass. Cars speed beneath us, coming from the west, from out of the towering light, and we watch them as if for a sign, as if they carry on their painted surfaces some residue of the sunset, a barely detectable luster or film of telltale dust. No one plays a radio or speaks in a voice that is much above a whisper. Something golden falls, a softness delivered to the air. There are people walking dogs, there are kids on bikes, a man with a camera and long lens, waiting for his moment. It is not until some time after dark has fallen, the insects screaming in the heat, that we slowly begin to disperse, shyly, politely, car after car, restored to our separate and defensible selves. --White Noise


