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FOREWORD
From 1994 until graduating in 1997 I spent three rewarding years in the Master of Fine Arts program in fiction at Southwest Texas State University in San Marcos. On September 1, 2003, the university name officially changed to Texas State University San Marcos, commonly known as Texas State. Much of this novel centers in and around the university and San Marcos located in southcentral Texas on the eastern edge of Hill Country, 30 miles south of Austin and 45 miles north of San Antonio, built around the San Marcos Springs and River, along the old Chisholm cattle trail, and the current route of Interstate 35.
The fiction incorporates events of the time in which it is set, and is informed by the imaginative use of my experience during the three years I studied and taught at the university and lived in San Marcos as well as the subsequent five years I lived and worked along the border with Mexico in South Texas, also the brief periods I lived and worked in Arkansas and New Mexico. While my Pennsylvania youth factors into various sections as well, this novel remains a work of fiction. As such, names, characters, organizations, places, events, incidents and so on are either used fictitiously or are imaginary. Nevertheless, the novel is fact-based and issue real.
Much of the novel explores and re-presents or re-imagines actual experience, modified either greatly or minimally for narrative structure, coherence, effect. For example, the bank shutdown portrayed in the novel actually occurred in Little Rock, not Houston, and the hotel encounter fuses and slightly modifies elements of two protests that occurred in Houston and Albuquerque. The initial pool gambler encounter in San Marcos was real though no game came off. A fusion of fact and imagination exists throughout. The details of Gallup NM, Little Rock AR, New Orleans LA during the Katrina Strike, and Central and South Texas are as described, with slight exceptions. The actual historical figures and information, episodes, and analyses are presented throughout with as much accuracy as possible.
Geometry deceives; only the hurricane is accurate.
-Victor Hugo
TEXAS POOL
Texas is like a country unto itself.
Damn, he looked Texas, white-bread Texas that is the pool hustler, stocky, chiseled, sandy hair, clean cut, shirt tucked in, bold, polite, take no prisoners, efficient, practical, tint of drawl a short Anglo, come from the country to the city, come to a town near the cities, on his way to the cities. No cowboy hat.
When he opened his cue case I checked its black felt for any sign of a knife or gun.
A real honest to goodness pool shark and good ol' boy both, walking in with his dark case on a handle, just this side of striding, asking where the big pool halls were in town. San Marcos.
This one had eight tables. I told him a bigger one sat across the first set of railroad tracks by the interstate.
"You looking for a game?" I said.
"I'm looking for what I can find."
"I'll play you for twenty bucks. Just to play you. It's your money is what it'll be."
"Twenty, two times. I'll play you two games, twenty each time."
"Just one."
"Two or none."
I considered it.
Unfortunately for myself I had fifty dollars in my pocket, an unusually high amount, having made a rare visit to an ATM. He seemed to know.
I put two twenties on a beer stand, as did he.
Chalked a cue.
He took his own out of its case and screwed it together.
"How did you know I would say yes?"
"Can't say I did."
"Not a clue?"
"I would have played you for twenty. If it had come down to it."
"I thought you read something on me."
"You break?"
It seemed only fair. He would win to break the second game.
Upon my request we played eight ball, which put more balls on the table than, say, nine ball, and gave me more chances to extend the game, I figured rightly or wrongly.
I felt fortunate to get four turns the first game, even if I only got one the second, and I actually sank a few balls, both games. I don't know if he let me do that well or not.
He played at a steady pace, neither real fast nor real slow.
Of course he had a keen eye, keen shot, Mr. Texas. He patted the table like a dog he was fond of and kept on alert.
At the end, we shook.
"A pleasure."
I wondered. Seemed like his mind had already moved on to the other pool halls in town.
"Good luck," I told him.
"Not that I count on it." He smiled. "But that's the best kind."
He took his cue apart, cased it, strode out.
With the pool hall empty once more, I felt about as dumb as the day is long. Paid a highway man to rob me. Dumb as the day I was born. Dumb as the damn doornail.
On the other hand, I had known what I was getting into. Expensive research.
The pool hall highwayman was as Anglo as the sun is high but he reminded me of what the "good Mexican," the half absurd aristocratic character in Carlos Fuentes' book of stories The Crystal Frontier, thought of his Mexican compatriots:
In Mexico even a thief was courteous, even an illiterate was cultured, even a child knew how to say hello, even a maid knew how to walk gracefully, even a politician knew how to behave like a lady, even a lady knew how to behave like a politician, even the cripples were acrobats, and even the revolutionaries had the good taste to believe in the Virgin of Guadalupe.
There may be some truth in this exaggeration, though exaggeration it surely is as Fuentes indicates by way of the imagination of this character, and as Fuentes well knows in regard to his country and any country.
Still, I could not help but see the Mexican stereotype in this Anglo Texas hustler who strode in so purposefully with his cue and partook so skillfully of my money and strode off so courteously with my pride.
The air conditioning burned like I imagined it might in a meat locker. Most summer days in Central Texas I could not get enough icy indoor air. Other days the chill bored, bit bone.
I shot a last game of pool, clumsy balls clunking, then put the cue stick up, and walked into the harsh heat of a Texas I was coming to understand as a country unto itself.
I never did learn to play pool very well. In another life maybe.
That afternoon I went back to my place and sat down among a few scattered books with a pen and a piece of paper and I forget now what I wrote, except for this:
Texas is a country unto itself.
Was that the glue, I wondered, for the cue that might put so much in motion? Was that the line that would give me a chance to take some shots of my own, to move around the table of life in light of a Texas I was coming to know as a country unto itself?
That night I walked through the parks along the San Marcos River in town and on campus of Texas State. I asked myself, What am I doing here in this Texas land? Paying rent. Studying. Writing. Living.
Canocanayesatetlo warm water the name the indigenous Tonkawan people gave to the ancient San Marcos Springs, now called, where emerald water flows rapidly year-round, at a temperature of 72 degrees Fahrenheit, forming the San Marcos River on the campus of Texas State. Water vapor wafting over river, especially during cool months warm water inviting swimmers and kayakers and tubers year-round. Any rare freeze of air temperature during cool months not uncommonly followed by 70 or 80 degree days or warmer still. Filter feeding fish hover downstream from toes of waders who kick up sand and sediment from river bottom as the fish nibble at bits on skin. Liquid crystal water clear to riverbed. Alligators once roamed the San Marcos Springs, where the water has always flowed in known human history at the least.
Scientists suggest the Springs may be the oldest continuously inhabited site in all of North America not a bad place to attend a Master of Fine Arts program in creative writing. And if it all comes back to the Springs this journal, this time here in Texas it might need be nothing new in American letters but a traditional, coursing vein. William Van O'Connor notes in his introduction to the anthology, The Idea of an American Novel:
As backdrop, and subject too, the American novelist tends to employ something vast, the sky, the prairie, the wilderness, the ocean, war, humanity, and even eternity.
And if the San Marcos Springs of the Edwards Aquifer are not as vast as can be though the aquifer stretches from Austin south to San Antonio and curves west, running much of the way to the Rio Grande at a spot north of Eagle Pass and if the river is too small upon which to float an entire novel, well, possibly the Springs and river and surrounds are major enough as the site of ancient human habitation and current highly active, even volatile, migration. No matter that the great river novels of America were written over a century ago Mark Twain's Huckleberry Finn and Harriet Beecher Stowe's Uncle Tom's Cabin two tales of a nation divided the river as fact and symbol of that divide, carrying slaves and slave products. Canocanayesatetlo I get the feeling that a vital story swims around here, yet to be told.
Texas once was Mexico, once indigenous land, part of Turtle Island indigenous descriptor for the continent.
Still is.
Texas is Latin America, Anglo America, African America, Indigenous America, Asian America. Texas overlaps. Tejas, Teyas meaning allies, or friends, or possibly "tough guys."
What cosmic forces might converge at this point on the old Chisholm cattle trail where Central, South, and East Texas collide? Here is where Latin America meets Anglo America, meets the US South, US West and US Midwest in and around the ancient grounds and waters of what is now called San Marcos, where more than 200 springs shoot out from three main fissures and other openings within a couple hundred yards of each other now engulfed at the bottom of Spring Lake, the current visible source of the San Marcos River the only home of a few unique plant and animal species, including the Texas blind salamander, fishes, and Texas wild rice. The only home.
Past a Free the Springs! sign tacked onto an old elm by a local environmental group, I walk up to Spring Lake where I sit on the bank and stare into reeds of marsh full moon burning water, almost too bright. The water breathes its wet marshy breath. A lone otter-and-beaver-like nutria swims along the bank. At the base of an elm in the lapping air, I crouch on barky roots, like nutria often do, a short leap from safety of lake and river. Some group or another, maybe the university, has been trying to get rid of the nutria. I cannot remember why. I know only that I know very little about nutria.
Free the Springs! Another sign glints in moonlight on an elm nearby. Should the Springs be freed? Would be a shame to loose, that is, to lose the waters of the lake. Still, why not do both? Free the springs and move the lake downstream if possible. A beaten cow pasture or two along the river might just as well be sacrificed for a rebirthed lake, no? Best of both worlds? Like a lot of things easier said than done. Easier imagined than achieved. I try to envision the ancient Springs more fully alive and pulsing from beneath the placid waters of the surface.
Canocanayesatetlo the feeling grows of a vital story hereabouts yet to be told.
I think of the more-or-less invisible encampments of homeless in the woods downriver. All the oil money in Texas and the world seems never to do a thing for people in this condition, except maybe make more of them by starting wars that produce traumatized vets and economies gutted and chaotic.
I think of workshop about to begin next week. The start of my third and final year in the MFA program. One last workshop. So much to read and write, and to do besides.
The more you linger the more you can feel the hours slip into one. Time moves in circles but you must go ahead. You sit for a long time near the Springs before you get up to go.
PROFESSOR X AND THE LIT DIVINE
Maybe the presence of the literary divinities in workshop this semester resulted from some new policy, recently implemented, or maybe we had gotten lucky. Regardless, my skin blood brains bones came tingling more to life the moment the three divinities, as I began to think of them in the instant, walked into class.
It was the first class of my last workshop in the MFA fiction program at Texas State University, Thursday evening, August 25, 2005, a few days before Hurricane Katrina smashed into New Orleans.
In came the man I immediately thought of as Zeus. He loomed ageless, like a god, of both Mayan and Norwegian ancestry, raised in Guatemala but lived most recently in Gallup, New Mexico.
We would soon see that the big bold lines of his body played into his writing. His name was Rafael, but for my part I thought of him as Zeus. His forehead oversized. His unruled hair gushed from skull to shoulders where it seemed chopped as if by hatchet, a bronze hatchet, I imagined. I wondered if I could be as big as him if I threw my whole life into it.
He wore earth colored clothes that may have been bought in the stalls of bazaars and flea markets throughout the continents but apart from a bit of lively color and some unusual cuts and seams and fabric, his apparel had much in common with the worn utilitarian gray and blue work clothes of my grandfather, an old-time, small town, rural forest and field, coal country Pennsylvania plumber.
What's in a name? "Zeus" was the first I associated with Rafael, and the first I recorded in my journal from which I take these notes. He was frequently only Zeus in my mind. I guess he may always be.
The Angel was green.
Hard to say it any different.
Her name was Wendy Halo, as one might wish, and I thought of her as the Angel. She possessed long straight green hair, not dayglo green though not far off either. It looked natural enough, in its way, seemed high quality and real, not wig-bulky. Looked authentic blowing in the dry Texas wind. Still, I tried every time I saw her to gather evidence as to whether or not she wore a green wig, or dyed the real. Her skin was as green as Zeus' head was large it glowed with more than a tinge green luminescent especially under the fluorescent lights of workshop and appeared so even outside at night under lamplight, when we took a break in the middle of the two and a half hour class.
Halloween come early, I thought the moment, following Zeus, that Wendy Halo walked into workshop in her glowing wig and full body mascara or so I guessed, wrongly.
No Goth look, the opposite, nothing dark at all, she wore dapper pastels over her greenness straight out of Dr. Seuss, if not zigzag zany. Side by side, the Angel and Zeus, the light and gravity of any room.
Occasionally we would glimpse the Angel with a bottle of pills that everyone was too polite to ask about. Naturally, I wondered how she might be sick. After spending time with her and reading her prose, I wondered also if she was the case of a person trying to live up to the accident of name, the kind of person you come across from time to time, or think you have, the Sunnys, the Christians, the Lances, the Merrys of the world
self decreed names, or, more commonly, stamped by parents. I guess every name is a stamp, some less obvious than others.
And then in walked the third divinity, only a few years older than my 25 years, like the others a she, too, not that she apparently wanted to be. Or not that she seemed to care one way or an other. Tomboy, it's called, sometimes, though Loki appeared an effeminate Tomboy slender, soft, flat brown hair of shoulder length. Brown eyes. Average height. When she stood next to Zeus she blocked little of him out.
The thing is, she had a look in her eyes the look of Loki.
Brilliant demented apathetic electric. Enflamed at Herself? Humanity? All Creation?
She seemed intent to be and do just about what the hell ever she wished to be and do, as who the hell ever she felt she was or might be a pretty little smart person who thinks she can get away with almost everything, and almost can.
When I first saw her, "Loki" popped into my mind the god of mischief.
Her real name does it matter?
She seemed half divine, half damned, and proud of it.
You could hardly see her against the type of brown cushioned chair on wheels we sat in, or when she stood near Zeus or behind most anyone, and yet she could be so in your face it felt like she filled your socks with your own blood and your shoes gushed. She looked at you as if she could see into and from within the back of your eyes, into the retina past the rods and cones and any other ethereal fleck. You could scarcely tell what she herself thought, except it did not seem much at all approving.
She was pale Anglo, as they say in Texas and spackled, with more than a touch of, call it, bloodfire, skinburn.
Rafael Zeus was a mountain of a man compared to everyone I had known, including even our tall-of-stature visiting professor that semester, and whenever Zeus and Loki happened to approach one another it was like the immovable object and the unstoppable force. Seemed clear how against limits she chose to be. With a mind like a lava flow, Loki seemed to me to be a piece of work, whereas the other two were more works incarnate, fine art in their presence and essence. They could each knock you on your ass, one way or another, or lift you higher than you knew to go.
The Angel was like the ocean. She could swallow and digest Zeus and Loki, and after them everyone. She might have beatified us, insofar as we became part of her.
Zeus and the Angel Super Couple. Not that they ever did get together, as far as I knew. During the brief time of the workshop, to my knowledge the divinities kept their own counsel.
Zeus was like extra iron in your back and blood and brains. He was the potent acid in your muscles. He was unearthly of power, a meteor from the beyond. He could take you by breaking you, while the Angel might conquer by pouring over, a liquid jewel spilt from cosmic forge. She drew you in by the back of the neck. Impossibly pure ether. Zeus held you out and away by the throat.
I wasn't afraid of Loki.
Black cats don't scare me either. But I always note their presence and wonder at the way they move.
That was the story lineup scorecard menu bill that was the deal that semester Zeus, the Angel and Loki descending upon our world in a final workshop. Every good workshop you remember like a vital story as a real experience. By the time they each turned in a story, it was clear. The workshop was theirs. And we, poor mortals barely literate, if literary we studied who they were, how they wrote, why it worked, to the extent it did. The divinities' "short" stories went on for page after page typically more than three times as long as our own. They felt like short novels. We dared to imagine matching them, or at least meeting them on their own grounds someday. In the meantime we did the best we could to find our own soil fertile enough to sink roots deep and strong from which to burst then bloom a great vernal wilderness of our own. Well, we tried.
While most everyone wrote up a divine moment or two in workshop, we could not remotely match the Supreme Ones at length. Even professor X must have reviewed his work in their light. We honed in on their manners and thoughts, postures and styles, subjects and values, views and acts, and the stuff about which they wrote, maybe like vampires gathering blood. Or little bats.
The blood of other worlds for use in our own.
And why not?
It was not like we ever gave ourselves over entirely.
Our egos were not exactly that flimsy.
We all were who we were. We aimed to be writers of this world in this time and not to be creatures of some nether workshop world.
We aimed to find our own voice as is said our own voices.
We aimed and we worked. Who could not want to imbibe the divinities? Not if you wanted to be a writer of note. Not if you wanted to be the writers many of us aimed to be. At least, this was my view. Writers of the image. Writers of the imagination. Writers of the real and the great possibilities of our lives and this world.
Workshop was. Stressful, intriguing, fun, tedious, even boring at times, but into this course had walked three of the most powerful writers I felt I could hope to know, the literary divinities who put up their stories first, if stories they could be called, more like epic prose songs from on high or earthquakes from below, stories that ran long, longer than usual, stories so full of conviction, unstoppable revelation and divining purpose that for once we did not look at them in the pickiest of workshop ways stories resisting narrow reductions, slight responses, hapless readings.
Our teacher, a visiting professor none of us knew in person, entered the workshop that first day looking like teachers often do upon entering a new classroom a bit disoriented if purposeful, more than a little other-minded in a way that can play your nerves or hint at a potent brew of experience, knowledge, intent, and the unknown.
I did not see our professor walk in so much as sensed his entrance and what he might offer. Maybe this was only in my own head but so be it. The professor opened his roll book. He cocked one eyebrow and looked to a person beside me and then the whole class. "Call me Professor X." His mild manner now amused. "I know others prefer it. As do I. And not just because my name can be difficult to pronounce."
Both first and last. His mother and father were Chinese and Nigerian, respectively. He had been raised in Los Angeles. I won't give Loki's real name here, and I won't give the professor's name either because they were so much Loki and Professor X to me. I think it's something they would be okay with. To be known as X was apparently the way X wanted it. To be in the abstract. Not that there would be no flesh and blood knowledge, not that there would be nothing of this world passed on. On the contrary.
"Call me Ishmael," said Dee. We continued to call him Dee. He was my closest friend in the program. Why? Maybe because he was an outsider too, his writing by far the wackiest. Most days Dee pushed the look of a crazy woodsman, wild-eyed, striding long-legged. He was far from any lover of woods though, much more a social gadfly and devotee of the alt music scene in Austin, the "live music capital of the world," and beyond. He liked to take his flying eyes and loping steps and his burnt red lions mane and get in your chest and face and command your whole attention to argue some ridiculous or trivial point. Every once in awhile he chose the wrong interlocutor at a bar or club, or picked a point that actually meant something to someone, and he found himself repercussed onto the floor. If you chose to engage he would listen to your line of reason. Polite when not aggressive, he might concede worthy points. He more or less valued discourse beyond conclusion, dynamic beyond reason, and the chance to stride forth another day, with invisible hatchet, another lot of wood to chop. He was a rambunctious arc of story forever in search of some coherent narrative frame. I pitched him frames on a regular basis about writing, life, women, men, friendship, parents, politics which he cleverly smashed or threw off. Otherwise, we were too often at loose ends, I think, the two of us single in search of an elusive lady mate.
Professor X was a novelist, playwright, short story weaver, poet, critic, general essayist. When it came to ιcriture, he did it all.
As it turned out Professor X was a considerable teacher with high expectations who got out of students' way for the purpose of letting us grow as only we might, the classic teacher. He had plenty to say. He said it. And he meant what he said.
"We're in the business of imaginative writing here, folks. We're crafting fiction, okay, but everyone should know that fiction may contain it all essay, poetry, fact, fantasy, real people and imaginary figures, tropes, data points, slang, jargon, purpose, power, everything else." This wasn't exactly news but a welcome point of emphasis. When we think of fiction, we should realize there are scarcely any limits to what might be.
Maybe already then and there Professor X sensed how badly most of our writing would compare to that of the three higher beings in class, the stars, our stars, as I perceived them even before seeing a scrap of their work. I felt I could sense their experience, knowledge, talent through the air around them, through their mode of being.
I worried the professor might be dispirited by the rest of us, or merely tolerate with as much humor as possible.
Maybe such a concern compelled us mere mortals in workshop to get the higher beings to put up their stories first so we could scrutinize and learn as rapidly as possible, and critique, as we might.
You can read all the great stories by great authors you want but the stories of your flesh and blood comrades are going to appeal and influence as much or more during the time of workshop. For the good and the bad, I think, every workshop struggles with this.
How much could we know about the workshop this very first meeting? You could sense almost at once what was easy enough to pinpoint weeks later. You kind of got an idea the first meeting. You can always can be in the presence of special quality and not know it, though other times, it can't be missed.
Professor X led us through an orderly round of introductions, then sort of opened things up to a general discussion of literature and our interests and investments in writing. Why write? Why write what you write? Why not write what you don't? What might you write? What might you not write?
Maybe it's a defect much of my writing begins in anger.
As the father of a child which I am not but would like to be where can you take your child in anger?
Know thyself, right? The key to wisdom. Two parts to that. One know human nature. Two know what sort of odd variation you are. Maybe there's a third part get it balanced and go go with it strong, whatever you got whatever you've got to the good and make damn well sure you know you're always learning, seeing, and then acting accordingly. Otherwise, you'll learn the hard way everyone knows? You need to know the world. You just do. You can't have a story unless you know some people and facts of the world and meet it with impulse. You can't have a great novel without it. You need to know your mountain, your domain in the world.
Professor X talked about his relationship to writing and discussed some of his views. He said art is thought, art is imagination, art is emotion, art is voice, art is view art is experience that re-orders our way of looking at the world, heightens our senses and lines of seeing, conveys vital information, and may revolutionize our way of being.
"The problem I see with workshop stories, the core problem, one of them, is the lack of life and death. Nobody is laying their lives on the line, not really. Not morally. Or even psychologically. Not emotionally. Not philosophically. Not physically. Not intellectually. Not materially. Not monetarily. That level of experience is what readers will remember and go on from. Or not have the chance to. You've got to make readers see and feel the life and death in life, and death. It doesn't have to be heavy, though it can't be fluff. Some of the most ebullient comedies and satires contain the most grave vortices. Every story story, every novel is a manifesto, or it is a mere puzzle or pastry. I don't want to see your puzzles and pastries in this classroom. I don't care if your stories are overt, implicit, ambiguous, indeterminant or all of the above, but they had better lay bare some manifesto of life worth waking people up in the morning. You heard me: a manifesto, either explicit or implied. A real experience. Don't pour me your weak coffee. Don't play out a pretty puzzle that either ta da, look! works itself out in the end or ho ho, think again! falls apart. Make a world manifest. Make your story live, breath, speak a vital event. Or fail while trying."
I had read some of the work of Professor X before semester, as I did with all my writing professors. I saw how warm his sense of people, how he delighted in the comic dissection of society and person. Sometimes he wrote sheer satire. You laughed at his plucky heroes and heroines or you looked elsewhere. His characters, his books did lay their lives on the line in such a way that you got a charge and lift out of them, a burst and bolt of power, energy, affirmation of the real and the ideal, a special experience that you might take as talisman and tool.
That first day, he wrote on the board as he did at the start of every class: What is a perfect story? What is a perfect novel?
At any given lull in class, he might ask, Where is this story most far from perfect? Most close? Not in the sense of fixing a ship or even talking mainly about form but of questioning the journey, the purpose, and the stuff of story. Some of the most insightful discussions occurred when different people in class saw the most and least essential passages of a story as being one in the same sometimes for identical reasons. How to know when a story was constructively or destructively: didactic, drifting, voicey, clinical, slow, fast, concrete, abstract, overt, implicit. Made you think. Often Professor X himself would point out the overlooked beauty and power of a perceived weak passage, figure, mode, or other element. X knew novels and other books, artworks, facts we did not that he could relate to our own stories to help us understand the realities and possibilities we might have missed. And of course we knew plenty of life and its works that he did not which we offered into discussion.
"What a lot of people don't get is that except for gifts, and the gifts are important writing finds shape ultimately from conscious purpose and concrete pools of material, knowledge, experience. Why emphasize the role of reporting, the role of research in writing, the role of fact? Because it's so basic. Not that imagination means nothing. Far from it. The art demands it."
Professor X could run a class. He could be especially provocative or analytic, explicit or indirect, ranging deep into the text or to the farthest realms from it. That first day in those first moments, he seemed to gather us all in with a glance, though I wondered if mainly he was taking in Loki, the Angel, and Zeus.
He sort of half smiled in frankness, in reserve, in challenge. It flicked around his face circled his lips, darted from cheek to cheek, dotted both his chin and nose and then back to his cheeks, and he glanced again at the roll and the smile seemed to dab off his face, except in afterglow.
I got the idea he had planted the divinities in our midst for his own personal amusement and edification. Then again, my mind is half the time going off on false trails. Maybe Professor X was not directly responsible for their presence and had unwittingly attracted them in the way students commonly select programs and courses based on who is teaching, and less so what. Regardless, the divinities filled the room to the point where the rest of us scrambled to find stray nooks and niches to root and grow.
A workshop with the divine. Professor X at the helm. Hurricane Katrina booming in the not so distant Gulf. Workshop was no hurricane, but one bore down upon the other, and vice versa. To not be unnerved or excited to the tips of your fingers, to the tops of your skull was to be absent or dead. It was to be dying or about to die. It was to be lost, and worse.
One weekend, the divinities and a few others drove 15 miles southwest from San Marcos to the oldest dance hall in Texas, Gruene Hall, to take in the scene. "They're not from around here," said a local teen, his mother staring too. Except, now they were.
They wrote in the MFA program at Texas State, a program not full of Texans to begin with. While some of the students commuted to San Marcos 30 miles south from Austin and 45 miles north from San Antonio or journeyed from the rest of vast Texas, most writing students landed from all across the United States, even countries abroad.
Still, to me too, the divinities might as well have descended from another orbit altogether.
I wondered if they would feel compelled to complete the program, all three years.
At least Zeus, as I first thought of Rafael, had been granted a rare (I had thought non-existent) exemption to take part in workshop without working toward the degree.
Exclusion of non-degree students I felt to be unfortunate at Texas State. In addition to reading my fellow MFAer's work, I wished very much to read the writings of others with no interest, need, or time for all the MFA rules and regulations.
I wished the program, the workshop at least, would recruit irregular writers from surrounding areas the rancher countryside, the city neighborhoods, and beyond. I felt the cloistered MFA arena badly needed the views and voices of these outsider writers, many of whom might be reluctant, especially at first, to come in on typical MFA terms, many of whom were simply barred due to social, political, and economic problems the vast financial inequality in the US and world, for one.
If the program were lucky, some writers admitted to workshop non-degree would later choose to enroll full time, having gotten a taste and found it exciting or satisfactory or tolerable.
Even so, these MFA years felt to be among the best of my life. Teaching on stipend and taking classes from professional writers, this was a chance to throw yourself into some great part of what you valued and loved, in a fertile setting and time, an experience I would not give up for too little.
And yet no one here seemed interested in what I was interested in, not greatly, not unexpectedly. I felt like an outsider on the inside of things.
In any case, school is school, Texas State was Texas State. It was every school and no school. In the end it washed over me like the sea over sand. The beach remains, and so does the sea.
Central to the MFA program at Texas State, and most everywhere else, was workshop the most exciting of all classes, putting up for critique your own stories and novel excerpts and considering the writing of others on its own merits and in light of the author, the person you knew, to the extent you did.
It could be seriously nerve-wracking, to be critiqued, that is to have your story critiqued, though you want it so much, to be read and considered, that is to have your work read and considered. Not so easy to maintain a distinction between your work and yourself.
This semester proved different than the rest due to the three new students whom I thought of as divinities, who made this a class for the ages, of the ages, by the ages, not least of the daunting age that is today. Or so I imagined, in valuing so much what they brought to the table.
Zeus, Angel, Loki they were like literary divinities come to life, at least to me. "Divinity" an exaggeration but the word that first made my mind.
It takes work to be an MFA student here at the university. You teach basic writing courses to undergraduates to earn a stipend and tuition waver by way of this Teaching Assistantship, a TA though the position should be called Instructor, since no teacher is ever assisted, complete responsibility for the classes belongs to you, the TA.
Teach two undergraduate courses and take two or three graduate courses, per semester.
Meanwhile, over the course of three years prepare for the written comprehensive exam and the oral defense along with other academic and literary commitments.
Plus, you have to simultaneously write a novel, not unlikely your first, or a book of short stories. That's a lot of mind action. That's a lot of school. I was glad to do it and get through it.
I wished to explore and experience the world in ever more profound ways. I wished to reveal the conditions of people and life for the purpose of understanding and social change, and to go wherever this might lead. Yet I was no roving media correspondent, no freelance professional, no footloose voyager. I didn't have the time or the money or other means. Or so it seemed to me.
So I settled into working for an MFA, though would have preferred to gain an LMFA a Liberatory Master of Fine Arts not that I had the words for it yet. I didn't know the name for what I wanted. Barely knew the general idea. I only had a sense of vital lines I wished to explore.
First came school, even though there is more, far more, a hell of a lot more to learning than fulfilling the requirements of teaching, grading, going to class, reading, taking tests, writing papers, socializing, writing stories and chapters, for school. The "material" of story matter experience matters. And idea and impulse.
And then what you do with it all.
I wanted to read and write progressive and partisan and revolutionary fiction that cut through the crap and hurricaned the fluff and actually said something. Incisive and urgent. Fiction as work of art and experience, intelligence and gut that moved people, woke, informed, revealed, acted. Fiction that was change, that created change, that stirred people to know and to move toward revolution, in face of all injustice, misery, ignorance. Revolutionary fiction, call it. Liberatory literature. That was what I wanted to immerse in.
And why not? Such writing worked successfully in the past, impacting the world for the better. There was no reason why it could not work today.
What of the public? Our public? The so-called "world"? With all its riches and injustices, miseries, and ecstasies. Where are the stories of righting the great wrongs for real? Of naming names? Where are those great American novels? Where are those great global novels? And though there exist a number of progressive, even revolutionary works of literary criticism, much of this tradition or tendency, call it has been largely buried and forgotten, or otherwise marginalized and ignored.
It was after discovering a few long-buried texts of this liberatory tendency including (key to me) Maxwell Geismar's fed-up American Moderns: From Rebellion to Conformity along with his memoir Reluctant Radical and VF Calverton's Liberation of American Literature and Bernard Smith's Forces in American Criticism as well as a few engaged essays in Kenneth Burke's The Philosophy of Literary From I knew for sure that though what I was learning in the MFA program was valuable in its best moments, it did not lead direct into what I most needed and wanted to learn the taboo explorations of liberatory lit, part of an entire literary tendency, even tradition, a history badly marginalized and forgotten. A scandal.
I knew something was missing, a lot. So after a year in the MFA program, I dived into the library. I began reading in hundreds, probably thousands of books over the course of the next two years all the while going to college, teaching, keeping this journal.
Within a few weeks I had at least familiarized myself glancingly yet tellingly with most every sort of novel and literary criticism in the university's modest library. I drove to nearby Austin and within a few months had done a good bit of the same thing at the much larger library facilities of the University of Texas. That was summer one. And then I continued to discover and learn, keeping up nearly the same intense pace a type of learning that while surely varying in intensity can be engaged in for the rest of life, as with so many things.
When I say read a book, I don't necessarily mean cover to cover, word for word. I mean make its real acquaintance know the opening, the closing, something of its development, gist and style. Get the kernel of the substance of it, at least. Know something of its cultural and social context, and if possible that of its author.
The internet helped, greatly searching the used books consortium abebooks.com by promising keywords as did references within books, embedded quotes, pointed comments, lists, throw-away remarks, related criticisms, histories, philosophies, biographies, resources both key and stray. Some books you get to know over a period of weeks, months, years, though you've held them in your hands only for minutes, an hour, part of a day or two. You triangulate and figure things out. You scan notes, epigraphs, tables, indices. But most of all, you read, and you think, like a madman gone to joy.
I documented on computer key compelling passages, kept a list of what I considered to be "gold mine" books for myself. Also, a bibliographical list with notes on hundreds of further interesting books, essays, chapters. The thing is to understand, to really learn, I've found it helps to document what I'm aware of, what I want to know and what others know in relation to that, and to take down leads on what else might be out there, undiscovered, and where.
I like to think of the books on shelves in libraries as brains minds organized and placed. Brains or worlds. You go and you select a brain and are washed in its blood, for the good or the bad. You get that world. You get the synapse, you get the blood, you get any power.
There is good reason to put a lot of books quickly back upon the shelf, though sometimes not the ones you might think at first, just as there is good reason to linger a bit over those useful. Turn the page, close the cover, and on you go, mind-blood, brain-blood altered and altering, reaffirmed and reaffirming, challenged and challenging, more alive than ever.
WORKSHOP ZEUS
Zeus put his story up the second week of workshop, "Dead Broke Man."
The class of fifteen gathered again on campus in San Marcos, considerably less than a day's drive west from the smashed city of New Orleans and the ravaged coast.
Only three days previous, in the early morning of Monday, August 29, 2005, Hurricane Katrina blasted out of the Gulf of Mexico and destroyed New Orleans and much of the US Gulf Coast. So many rescued, so many lost, so many forgotten and abandoned still, in the richest nation on earth. By the time of workshop that Thursday evening, tens of thousands of people at the New Orleans convention center drifted into their fifth day with virtually no contact let alone assistance from officials of any type while tens of thousands more were trapped in and around the Superdome waiting to be bussed out. Thousands scattered throughout the ravaged city on highways and bridges. Many trapped in flooded houses, schools, churches, hospitals, hotels, nursing homes some sunk in the floodwaters. Hundreds perhaps thousands of New Orleans residents dead. Hundreds more stranded and killed all along the Gulf Coast. Four full days of horrific devastation suffering death ongoing abandonment. All the TV stations had switched from steady coverage back to regular programs, except for a few news channels.
The hotels on the east side of San Marcos along Interstate 35 filled with displaced people, as did the hotels of even the crossroad towns of Texas Hill Country farther west, as did hotels farther north and south along I-35 running from Laredo north to Dallas and beyond, plus everywhere east through Louisiana, Arkansas, Mississippi, Alabama, Florida, Georgia, and further. Some of the displaced people would eventually be flown to most every state in the US, to bases where they were sheltered for awhile, where a number found jobs in nearby towns and settled, a mass forced migration.
The city of San Marcos prepared a few housing units for evacuees. Texas State University student groups set up hurricane victim donation cans in residence halls, the bookstore, the student center, the library, and all across campus, as well as in local restaurants. The university accepted late enrollment of students from the shutdown universities of New Orleans. Classes at Texas State carried on, both the ones we graduate students attended and the ones we taught.
In workshop the conversation revolved from Hurricane Katrina more directly to the business at hand the story of Zeus, spotlighting another humanmade catastrophe, poverty in the Four Corners region of the American Southwest, a story about life in and around Gallup, New Mexico, a story that got me thinking again about injustice closer to school in South Texas and San Marcos and elsewhere. The story got me thinking about the people's history of Texas, the people's history of the United States, the people's history of the world, so often different from the tales typically written up in official history books.
I'm not going to say much about the part of the story by Zeus that made everyone, I suppose, want to take the first and fastest way out of town into the vivid history ongoing in New Mexico and Arizona, home to a unique people and stark social struggle, home of intense geographic beauty and open expanse, stark red sandstone, surprising pine forest forests of the Southwest on and around the Continental Divide, scene of a great human divide, social split.
Zeus made it sound like both the center and end of Earth.
The way he wrote it was like the voice of a Master God booming from the thunder-clapped clouds of Mount Olympus or Mount Taylor for that matter, one of the four sacred mountains of the Navajo Spanish for Dinι in their own language pronounced, roughly, Din eh' not dine, as Zeus noted some Navajo joked. Dinι the people.
I knew nothing about the Navajo Dinι I was struck to realize.
The myths of the "cowboys" and "Indians" had been planted in my head about as shallow and deep as anything else, and I learned by reading the story of this man Rafael whom I thought of as Zeus that I knew virtually nothing in specific about any single tribe of indigenous Americans, aka Native Americans, aka Indians, in this land called America.
And then I hesitated in thinking of Rafael as Zeus, thereby shifting cultures on him. Even if his own name reflected a mix of cultures too.
I tried to think of Zeus Rafael as the storied Archangel Rafael. I don't know the Bible much, but it's easy enough to find out that the Archangel Rafael is considered to be the Archangel of healing who cures the illnesses of humankind and provides healing for the earth. Way too much to put on the head of Zeus. Or anyone.
Has the Archangel been on extended vacation? Maybe chopping brush with the President on his ranch a few hours north of San Marcos?
Rafael as Zeus? Rafael as Archangel? He would be Zeus to me for that was how he first and most deeply imprinted on my mind. And as I came to study and learn from Rafael, his person and life his lands, his homelands, his migration, I came to think of Rafael Zeus as a representative too, or emissary, of Aztlan less Christian, less ancient Greek than indigenous to the Americas to Turtle Island, as the vast land is known.
The first line of Rafael's Dead Broke Man:
What do you want to know?
It means nothing standing there alone except that the story quickly follows up with details coming at you with all the weight-force-gravity of a speeding quadruple locomotive with an endless train of piled high coal cars, box cars, sea cargo, and double stacked tractor trailers. The train kills the main character Dead Broke Man allows for his suicide.
Rafael renders this horrific moment outside of Gallup and its implications so much more powerfully than I can convey here. The story is a lament and work of agitation both from a man of the Navajo Nation Reservation, one of the Dinι (and I keep thinking, Navajo), mixed with the accusatory tone of a person aggrieved, a person who has been unjustly torn down by life, who for whatever reason or lack thereof steps in front of a quadruple locomotive on the edge of town, an act horrifically all too common, except now in Rafael's story the man's voice is freed rather than smashed Rafael frees the man's voice in a searing overarching paean, of all things, to life, though not to some great part of the life that the tragic man in particular led, but to a bit of the good life the man envisions beyond himself and recounts regardless of whether he actually ever saw or lived it for real.
Rafael sings the story so well. And the odd thing too, now that I think about it something I guess I tended to overlook at first, even though I was compelled despite the length of the story to read it twice, word for every word the story was loaded with facts. Facts that as I reflect I can tease out of mind such as the fact that, as Rafael noted, Native Americans in the US today have an average life expectancy at 1940s levels and an infant mortality rate far worse than the rest of the US, which itself has the worst, dead last, infant mortality rate of industrialized countries.
And the fact that in northwestern New Mexico conditions among local Native Americans are problematic at best, where the Navajo, Pueblo, and Zuρi reservations have unemployment rates of over 50 percent, and meanwhile, the nearby city of Gallup which is virtually enclosed by these reservations boasts the highest per capita rate of millionaires of anyplace in the world in its Convention and Visitors Bureau guide to the city.
This is all part of the song that Rafael's dead character sings that most of the approximately 200 millionaires, in a city of 20,000, made their fortunes in the commerce of Indian art, and that Gallup describes itself as "the Indian center of the Southwest" in its promotional brochure, and that the City of Gallup makes no comment in this brochure on the lack of justice in the fact that there is over 50 percent unemployment among the people responsible for the quality art that sustains 200 millionaires, mostly non-Native businessmen, in what is called "the Indian center."
And the man who stepped onto the tracks like quite a number of others in this area infamous for train suicides was dead broke.
And the facts were like locomotives that drove the story. The facts and imagination of Zeus made for the onrushing train that determined the story and fate of Dead Broke Man. The facts and imagination of Zeus created a sort of storm of words sweeping everything before it not unlike Hurricane Katrina but transformed so that the story did not detonate and destruct. It engulfed your mind and helped to expand it.
There were other locomotives and storms in the story too, like the intense rush of drama was maybe another. "This man, this one of the Dinι, he might as well have been Mayan." Rafael wove into his tale an accounting of the Mayan uprising on January 1, 1994, the very day the so-called North American Free Trade Agreement between Canada, Mexico, and the USA first went into effect, when the impoverished Mayan Indians in the southernmost Mexican state of Chiapas declared that for them, NAFTA was a "death sentence," and launched the Chiapas uprising, eventually reclaiming about 2,000 farms and ranches, which they re-organized as village co-operatives land long promised to them by the Mexican government as part of reform but never delivered. And then the Mayans formed thirty-one independent town councils that began to operate parallel to the Mexican local governments hostile to the Mayans and indifferent to their impoverished living conditions.
Rafael's dead man on the tracks sang the song of how the Mayans' relationship to the ranches and ranchers in Mexico is in some ways similar to most US citizens' relationship to corporations and corporate executives in the US and to those parts of the government that do the bidding of wealth in ways that are hostile to the majority, at home and abroad, and are more or less indifferent to difficult or deadly living conditions. Yet unlike the Mayans of Chiapas, who had been organizing for years before NAFTA, US citizens have apparently not been as strongly self organizing under far less daunting odds. Powerful it sounded coming from the dead man's lips via new breath blown into them by our mighty Rafael Zeus.
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/5347 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!