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Pride and Diffidence

“Everybody is writing, writing, writing-worst of all, writing poetry.  It’d be better if the whole tribe of the scribblers—every damned one of us—were sent off somewhere with tool chests to do some honest work.”  —Walt Whitman

Prologos
In the summer of 2001, I attended a certain well-known and highly regarded writer’s conference at a certain former juvenile detention facility in a certain bitterly cold corner of the country.  Let’s call this conference “The Stormwater Writer’s Workshop.”  Stormwater is a popular conference, and many participants return year after year, using up precious vacation days that could have been spent in more pleasant places, such as a proctologist’s examination table.  By the time I returned home, I was ready to put out my eyes or, alternatively, to begin a long term course of anti-depressants.

Parados

“I am very imperfect.  Before you are gone you will have discovered a hundred of my faults, and if you don’t, I will help you to see them.”—Mohandas Gandhi

Episode I:  Harmartia

I was at this time on the verge of abandoning my law career, worn out by the unfairness, the mean-spiritedness, the Dickensian Kafkaesque Grishamesque pointlessness of it all, to take up writing.  I was anxious to enter a community of writers, insightful, critically-minded people who reject the soul-deadening omnipresence of corporate culture and make this world a place almost worth living in.


But camaraderie wasn’t the only thing I was after.  If I could even semi-truthfully say that I came to Stormwater with only pure intentions, I would.  But the shameful truth is that I harbored a faint but glimmering hope of being, well, yes I confess it--“discovered.”  And in the process of being discovered, I expected to pick up a tip or two on the craft of writing and perhaps even a shot of inspiration. 

Stasimon

“Oh, Why Should the Spirit of Mortal be Proud?” —William Knox
“Nature…endowed us with pride to spare us the pain of knowing our imperfections.”

—La Rochefoucauld
Episode II:  Prophesy

Sunday 13:00:  On the shuttle bus from the airport to the conference center, I meet Harold, a sixty-something man with thinning grey hair and two rows of wildly crooked brown teeth, whose luggage consists of one battered black trumpet case.  Harold is a rather talkative fellow, which is to say that a never-ending stream of words pour out of his mouth, ninety percent of which have poured out only moments earlier.  “This is my twentieth year at Stormwater,” he tells me.  “I’ve been coming here for twenty years,” he adds.  “I’ve been coming up here since 1981,” he clarifies.  


Across the aisle is a youngish woman who looks like the sort of person I could be best friends with.  She wears black leggings and a batik top and I notice a yoga mat peaking out of her shoulder bag.  For the next three hours, she is monopolized by the man sitting next to her who chats up a storm in an effort, I have no doubt, to get her into bed immediately upon arrival.  Meanwhile, Harold is treating me to a retrospective account of the various interstates that lead to Stormwater.  “You see, we’re on Old Highway 40 now, although last year if I remember correctly, the driver took a shortcut that bypassed this highway altogether….”  I look wistfully across the aisle, knowing the right and just thing would be for the young woman and Harold to trade seats, but powerless to bring this about.


17:00:  The dormitory.  I locate my quarters midway down a long narrow hallway, the doors spaced inches apart from one another for a submarine effect.  My room is equipped with one plastic mattress complete with one pilled mustard-brown blanket, one plastic orange chair, one fluorescent overhead light and one set of drawers.  

There is no desk.  Surely there must be some mistake—how can writers’ workshop accommodations not include a desk?  I conduct a survey of my neighbors' quarters.  There isn’t a desk in sight, but people are troubleshooting the situation by propping their laptops up on their beds, creating makeshift workstations that will no doubt necessitate carpal tunnel surgery within a matter of hours.  


18:00:  I take in my first meal at the dining hall.  Chicken fried steak and canned corn.  I’m reminded of summer camp and of how I survived the month by eating white bread with margarine and sugar.  But I’m an adult now—I should be capable of handling icky food. And anyway, I’m here to write, not to eat.  


19:30:  I assemble with a hundred and fifty other aspiring writers in the theatre for introductions and a welcome talk.  After the usual self-congratulatory speeches about how brilliant and wonderful Stormwater and its distinguished faculty are, a man introduced as the second in command takes the podium.  His talk, delivered in a jocular, understated tone with a disarming British accent, is a series of inside jokes about Stormwater—the less-than-gourmet food service, the tired old copy machine, the archaic computer facilities.  We laugh good-naturedly in anticipation of the amusing little inconveniences we apparently will have to endure.  The man concludes by inviting us to talk to him if we have any problems at all.   I never saw this man again and am convinced he was a paid actor.



Monday 10:30:  First meeting of ten-person fiction workshop led by an acclaimed Southern novelist who immediately lets it be known that she is as excited to be at Stormwater as a puppy in a pound.  Let’s call this famous author Hillary Delphine.  

Hillary Delphine’s first motivational maxim is that of the ten of us, at most one will still be writing in ten years.  It’s law school all over again with the infamous first day admonition, “Look to your right, look to your left--only one of you will graduate.”  From what I can gather from Hillary Delphine, I’m about as likely ever to be published as I am to be appointed to the Supreme Court.

We go around the room and introduce ourselves by stating why we are here and who are our favorite authors.
Dramatis Personae:

1. Judy.  Judy is a fifty-going-on-thirty insurance agent wearing a Tommy Hilfiger ensemble and a blinding assortment of diamond and sapphire rings.  This is Judy’s third year at Stormwater, and when she found out Hillary Delphine was leading a workshop, she called Stormwater every day for a month to make sure she got in.  Her favorite book is Bridget Jones' Diary—“It really blew me away,” she says.  

2. Colin.  Colin is a twenty-year old painfully soft-spoken yet simmeringly angry, heavily pierced, black denim-clad fellow who lives in town. He doesn’t read much, and he's here just because he is, okay?

3. Amanda.  Amanda introduces herself by announcing that she has recently lost her job in a Sunglass Hut at the mall because she had to do what was right, regardless of the consequences.  She says this, sitting very upright in her seat, in a manner that suggests that she considers herself in league with Joan of Arc.  Amanda’s favorite author, besides Hillary Delphine of course is, she sheepishly yet proudly admits, Stephen King.  Amanda wants to know how to get published in The New Yorker.

4. Rob.  Rob is a prematurely grey, mustached public relations manager who every day wears a t-shirt with the logo of some badly named hi-tech company I’ve never heard of—Sychron, E-Corp, Powertron.  Rob enjoys writing.  Rob enjoys Stephen King and gay genre writers.  Rob attended Stormwater last year and enjoyed it.  

5. Chandi.  The woman from the shuttle bus!  Chandi is a former lawyer—I knew she was my kind of girl.  Chandi is here to workshop a problematic chapter from her novel about her cousin in India who killed herself because she had brought shame on her family by failing to marry.  She has already published a short story based on her cousin’s death, but it continues to haunt her.  Chandi’s favorite book is The God of Small Things.  I’m in love.

6. Ellen.  Ellen, at age forty-five, is dressed head to toe in purple.  Purple sweatshirt, baggy purple pants, purple socks, lavender Birkenstocks, purple backpack. She writes with a purple pen on a pad of lavender paper. Ellen is here because she has found that writing helps her come to terms with being a lesbian.  Her favorite book--The Color Purple.
7. Sue. Sue is a fan of Mary Higgins Clark.  She is nervous and fidgety and says nothing about herself or why she’s here. She does, however, inform us that she’s a “butch dyke,” though we can already plainly see that this is so.

8. Doug.  The resident misogynist (I don’t find this out until later).  Doug also likes Stephen King as well as Michael Crichton and Tom Clancy.  Doug is a stockbroker with deeply pitted skin.  He wears tight jeans, Polo shirts and Docksiders.  

9. Lauren.  Lauren is a deeply serious sixty-something woman with consternation stitched all over her forehead.  She is writing a family history which she describes as lying in chunks spread out all over her living room, and she wants to figure out how to meld all these chunks into something whole.  Lauren loves James Joyce and Thomas Mann.   

10. That’s me.  I’m here to workshop a chapter from my novel and to meet other writers.  My favorite authors are Jamaica Kincaid, Wally Lamb and, of course, Arundhati Roy.  Chandi smiles coyly and, when 

Hillary has us choose “buddies,” we fly into each other’s arms.  


Judy, Amanda, Sue and Ellen each have in front of them a neat pile of all five of Hillary Delphine’s published novels, as though these books are the required texts for the workshop.  I’m not sure what to make of this display—either they are star-struck groupies or unskilled gropers trying to pressure Hillary into returning the compliment.

Our first homework assignment is one-page piece on the subject of revenge.

12:30:  Lunch.  Shredded pork sandwiches and barbeque potato chips.

14:00:  Lecture in the theatre.  The lecturer is a famous poet I’ve never heard of who discusses the art of reading a poem.  Though I’m not proud of this, the only poet who doesn’t go over my head is Shel Silverstein. I shift in my seat hoping for an epiphany.  When, after a half hour, the clouds do not part, 

I scoot

crouching 

past the row of knees 

knobby like young redwood burls,

the glowing Exit sign 

a beacon in the darkness. 

15:00:  My laptop on my mattress and my chair pulled up alongside it, I write my first assignment.

16:30:  My first encounter with the “computer center.”  The computer center is a small, dusty room.  In one half of the room, a jumble of broken, obsolete computers and printers is piled up on the floor.  In the other half, a jumble of broken, obsolete computer and printers is spread out on a table.  There’s an early Macintosh that I recognize as the model I owned in college in the 1980s and a PC.  I turn on the PC and after ten minutes or so, Reagan-era desktop icons appear on the screen.  

After fiddling around for a while, I am able to make my file appear on the screen.  Attached to the PC is a dusty, dot matrix printer with a piece of paper resting on top that says, “This printer was tested and functional.  April 30, 1999.”  I instruct the computer to print and, to my amazement, all kinds of busy whirring sounds began to fill the room, followed shortly by three ominous beeps.  A hundred or so clicks of the mouse later, the computer informs me that there is no paper in the printer.  I decide to pilfer paper from the other printer, but that one is empty too.  In fact, there is not a sheet of paper to be found in the entire room.  I pull the staples out of my Stormwater orientation packet, put these pages into the printer and try again.  Reassuring whirring sounds again fill the room as the printer slowly drags the raggedy paper into its inner recesses.  An eternity or two later, the paper reemerges absolutely blank.  I pilfer the toner cartridge from the other printer, which is inserted like an 8-track tape into a slot.  Again, all kinds of promising noises but, in the end, a blank page.  I leave the computer center in a bit of a huff.

18:00: Dinner.  I opt for the vegetarian meal, rice with tomato sauce.  I find Chandi and whine incessantly about the printing situation until she offers to let me use her portable printer. 

19:30: Reading by an elderly poet who draws heavily on Greek mythology.  After three minutes, I spend the next five calculating that, if I play hooky for all of the poetry lectures and readings, I will be missing out on a hundred and twenty of my eight hundred and fifty dollar tuition.  Concluding that this is a fair price to pay, I leave.

Tuesday, 09:00:  Poetry lecture.  I decide to give it one last shot.  The talk begins well enough with a discussion of the responsibility of writers to give voice to the voiceless.  The lecturer notes that in Germany today, it is impossible for writers to avoid the Holocaust—its historical significance permeates every aspect of life and art.  By contrast, somehow American writers have managed to avoid the legacy of the genocide of Native Americans.  She shares the startling but little known fact that, before the war, Nazis visited the US to study the architecture of genocide—how the reservation system was used to effectively wipe out the unwanted Indian population.  I am stunned, shamed and mortified to learn of this.  It is so unspeakably horrible that I sit in my seat and cry softly for several minutes.  When I regain my composure, I find that I no longer have any idea what the lecturer is talking about and leave.

10:30:  Hillary Delphine asks for a volunteer to read her Revenge story.  Amanda/Joan d’Arc’s hand shoots up.  Her story is a first person account of a woman who loses twenty pounds so that she can seduce her ex-boyfriend’s brother.  The last line of the story is “I fucked his brains out, and thought, ‘If only Chuck could see me now.’”  

For the first time, I notice how big Amanda’s head is, resting like a boulder between two dull brown pony tails pulled to headache-inspiring tightness with two yellow elastic bands.  Her skin is pale with red flaky patches.  She wears a depressingly unbecoming floral sundress that gives me goose bumps under my thermal underwear.  

Hillary lays down the rules for critiquing, both of which she will break before the week is out.  “Don’t lie, and don’t be cruel,” she says.  “Let’s try to be useful here.  Who would like to be of use to Amanda?”

Twenty hands rest primly in ten laps.  

“Judy, what’s your take?” Hillary demands.

Judy (the bejeweled woman who worships Hillary Delphine) appears startled and frightened.  Normally, when Hillary is speaking, Judy is enraptured, her mouth tautly ajar like a dog who knows she’s about to be taken out for a walk.  Now, Judy’s lips are pressed tightly together and she avoids eye contact with Hillary.  It seems that Judy wishes that Hillary had given some indication of her own opinion of Amanda’s story before calling on Judy.

“Well,” Judy begins.  “I think you used the word ‘fuck’ too much.  I found it distracting and offensive.  But, um, I really liked the way you, I mean she, took control of her life, making a personal commitment to lose that weight and win that guy.  But I wanted to know more about how she lost all that weight—I mean, did she diet or exercise?  I run ten miles a day so I would have been really interested if you, I mean she, was a runner or a jogger or what not.”

“Jenny Craig,” Amanda clarifies.

“Oh, yeah, I’ve heard really good things about Jenny--

“Hold it,” Hillary interrupts.  “Amanda, you can’t explain what’s not in the story.  If she lost weight at Jenny Craig and this is important to the story, it needs to be in there.”

Amanda looks chastened.  She suddenly becomes deeply entranced by an ink stain on the table.

Hillary continues, “You’re not going to have the benefit of being able to explain to your readers what you really meant.  It has to be on the page.”

Amanda’s face brightens again—Hillary Delphine has implied that Amanda will have readers.  Amanda knew she would be Hillary’s favorite, knew it all along.

Doug raises his hairy hand.  “It’s so typical the way this woman tries to get revenge on her ex.  She certainly isn’t very likeable.  I mean, if he dumped her, there must have been a reason.  I want to know the reason.”

“Well now, the assignment was Revenge so you can’t blame her for that,” Hillary points out.  Amanda beams.   

Ellen feels that the character is struggling to come to terms with being a lesbian and wants to see that aspect explored more deeply.  

“But she’s not a lesbian.” Amanda looks baffled.

“Well, that’s how I interpreted it,” says Ellen.

For the record, the homosexual content of Amanda’s story is about as apparent as the homosexual content of, say, The Little House on the Prairie.  

Hillary next asks Lauren to read her story.  I could never have imagined that in one short page a writer could layer in so much confusion and obfuscation.  None of the characters has a name.  I can discern no beginning, middle or end.  An ice pick is needed to break open this story. 

“Who can tell me what this story was about?” Hillary asks.

We all become suddenly engrossed by our various body parts—the women examine their fingernails and split ends while the men rub their knuckles and facial hair.

“Erica?”

Don’t lie and don’t be cruel, I remind myself.  “I have no idea,” I say, shrugging embarrassedly at Lauren to show her my intent is not cruel.  I watch as her face cracks into a million tiny pieces.

“Can anyone tell me what this was about?” Hillary wants to know  “Okay, Lauren, are you hearing this?”

Lauren nods, crestfallen.  Hillary then informs us that we are to distribute our Revenge stories to everyone in the class and to read each person’s story that night and return it to them with written critiques the next day.

“For tomorrow, you will write about love,” says Hillary, a phony, mischievous twinkle in her eye.

12:30:
Lunch.  Pizza, soggy on the outside, frozen on the inside.  Amanda trails behind Hillary to the cafeteria and jostles to sit next to her, as she will do at every meal from now on.

I get stuck sitting across from Harold who is anxious to catch up since the bus ride.

“Now, which workshop are you in?” he asks.

“Hillary Delphine’s.”

“Is that right?  Hillary Delphine.  Well, that must be interesting.”  He speaks slowly, in an unidentifiable regional drawl.

“Uh huh.”

“Now, let me ask you something?  Is Hillary Delphine a lesbian?’

“Yup, she is.”

“I mean like a real lesbian or just sometimes?”
“Oh, she’s the real thing.”

“Is that so?” Harold looks amazed.  “Well, that is interesting.  You know, I’m going to be sure to sit in the front row during her reading tonight, and I think that a lot of people from town will be coming to hear her read because, you know, people are really interested in sex.”

“Hillary doesn’t write about sex.” I’m fed up with Harold.

“She doesn’t?” He looks baffled.

I excuse myself and leave behind my uneaten pizza.

14:00:
Finally a lecture by a novelist.  The subject is the etymology of the alphabet, beginning with the letter A and all the way through to Z.  A comes from the oxen’s horns, revealing the primacy of food in early human society.  B is a double-roofed shelter, turned on its side.  And so on and so on.  The mention of food reminds me of how hungry I am.  I haven’t eaten a full meal in two days now and can feel my stomach shriveling up into the letter ‘s’.  

16:00:
I lie in bed huddled under the blanket reading the Revenge stories.  I am in awe.  It’s not that I expected my fellow students to all be Pulitzer prize winning authors, but this, this is beyond belief.  With the exception of Chandi’s, each one is worst than the last, and I’m at a total loss of what kind of critique to offer that will not be devastatingly cruel.  

17:00
I pay Chandi a visit in her quarters.  She is huddled in bed reading the stories and drinking hot tea to stave off hypothermia.  Her eyes are glazed.  She is stupefied by the quality of the writing.  She has no idea what to say to people.  We team up in our critiques.  Lauren’s inscrutability is “dense”.  Amanda’s stupidity is “superficial”. 

“Have you noticed Hillary doesn’t seem to have a lesson plan?” Chandi asks me as I’m getting ready to return to my quarters.

“Have you noticed that everyone is too busy hanging on her every word to notice?” I add.

We laugh maniacally.  In this way, we are getting through the week.

18:00:
Dinner.  Meatloaf and canned corn.  There’s mysteryberry cobbler for dessert.  I take a spoonful and rancid juice squirts into my mouth. I spit it into my napkin and leave the dining hall in a newly evolving state of detachment from my hunger.

19:30:
Reading.  Tonight is Hillary’s reading.  She is well known for her dramatic readings and colorful Texan style, and the theatre is packed.  She reads a story about a woman mourning her dead child while her abusive, drug-addicted husband lurks in the background.  It is a shattering story read with tremendous emotion.  Hillary brings the entire audience to tears.

Wednesday 09:00:  Poetry lecture.  I stay in my quarters and crank out my Love story.  

10:30:
“Who has written about love in a totally unique way never before done?” Hillary asks.  She’s laying a trap, I think.  Amanda’s hand is flapping around.  

In Amanda’s story, a woman mourns her dead baby while her abusive, alcoholic husband watches TV.  The plot, tone and style of the story are a barely disguised imitation of the very story Hillary read last night, right down to her liberal use of Hillary’s trademark “goddamn.”  I am chomping at the bit to bust her.  But surely the plagiary is obvious to everyone.

“I really liked it,” says Ellen.  “Her relationship with her father may explain why she became a lesbian.”

“Where does it say anything about her being a lesbian, Ellen?” Hillary’s expression is incredulous.

“Well, I was just reading between the lines,” says Ellen.

Judy says that the story really blew her away.  Amanda settles smugly into her seat.  

“Do you have any questions you want to ask about this?” Hillary invites Amanda.

“How do you get published in The New Yorker?” Amanda asks.

I expect Hillary to explode in response to such a question, but she possesses a certain practiced grace that serves her well in situations such as this one.  And since the workshop has no structure, now is apparently as good a time as any to discuss the vagaries of the publishing world.

“The New Yorker likes to think of itself as hip,” says Hillary.  “So it helps to be ethnic.  Or queer.”

“Can you pretend to be queer?” asks Amanda.

Really there should some form of punishment for people who say things like this.  A dunce cap or a spanking machine would do nicely.

Hillary sighs.  “I suppose you could,” she says.

Colin’s Love story, like his Revenge story and, though I don’t know it yet, like all his stories, is about a young heavily pierced man named Colin who hates his mother.  Colin retaliates against her by mutilating himself with a paring knife in his bedroom.  His stories are all in the present tense with lots of gerunds—“You are watching me.  I am avoiding your eyes.  You are lying to me, just like always.”

“Get rid of the gerunds,” Hillary advises.  “Just put a big sign over your computer that says, ‘No gerunds.’”

“I don’t have a computer,” says Colin.

Hillary asks me to read my Love story.  It's about an elderly couple who have long since fallen out of love and into a deep pit of bitter resentment.  Amanda raises her hand.  "I don't get it--these characters don't seem like they're in love."  Judy agrees, "Yeah, it seems more like they can't stand each other, but this piece was supposed to be about Love."  There is a flurry of nodding heads around the room.  I clench my teeth and wonder where I might enroll in a class on primal screaming when I get home.

12:30:  Lunch. Fish and chips.  I eat a lot and leave with a stomach ache.

14:00:
Fiction lecture.  I’m in bed with a sixteen dollar stomach ache.

16:00:
I read the Love stories.  Ten minutes into it, Chandi knocks on my door and we resume our joint critique strategy.  Doug’s story about an ex-wife suing a man for alimony is misogynist (we don’t mince words with Doug), and we sympathize with the ex-wife.  Judy’s utterly vapid story about a woman who meets her future husband at Club Med is “predictable.”  

18:00:
Dinner.  Salisbury steak and instant mashed potatoes.  

19:00:
There is no reading tonight so Chandi and I go for a walk.  It is bitterly cold and we wonder aloud why in hell we’re here.  Harold approaches us.

“Which workshop are you in?” he asks.

“Hillary Delphine’s,” I say.

“Is that right?  Hillary Delphine?  You too?”

“Ah-ha,” says Chandi.

“Well that must be interesting.  Did you go to her reading last night?”

We nod.

“What did you think of it?” he asks.

“It was great,” I say.

“Powerful,” adds Chandi.

“Really?  Well, I didn’t like it very much.”

I’m shocked.  How could this be?

“What didn’t you like?” I ask.

“I just didn’t understand what it was all about.” He shakes his head sadly.

“Well, it was about the conflict the woman feels about leaving her abusive husband after their child has died,” Chandi explains.  She is more patient than I, not having sat next to him on the shuttle bus.

“What makes you think her husband was abusive?” he asks.

 “Well, of course he was. I mean it was just so obvious,” I sputter.

“But he kept saying, ‘Godammit, I love you, Darlene.  He must have said that three or four times.  Why would Hillary Delphine have him keep saying that if he was abusive?”

“Maybe he did feel some love for her, but he couldn’t control his anger and took it out on Darlene,” Chandi reasons.

“But why would Hillary Delphine have him keep saying that over and over?  Three or four times.  I don’t think he abused her.  No, he didn’t abuse her—that just wouldn’t make any sense.”

“Well it’s all subject to interpretation.  That’s literature, Harold,” I conclude.

“But I just don’t understand why you would think he abused her. I was talking to another woman this morning and she thought the same thing.  I just can’t understand it.”

What was one who hasn’t rehearsed the grace act of Hillary Delphine to do with someone like Harold?

22:00:
I’m exhausted and freezing and pounding out tomorrow’s assignment—Desperation.  

Thursday 08:00:  I’ve skipped breakfast every morning but decide to investigate on the off chance that it is better than the other meals.  It isn’t.

09:00:
Fiction Lecture.  The operative word here, or so I thought, is “lecture,” as distinct from “reading.”  During this “lecture,” an author stands at the podium and reads from his recently published novel.  “Any questions?”

10:30:
“Who would like to read their Desperation story?” For once, Hillary ignores Amanda’s flailing arm, calling instead on Ellen.  Ellen is scared.  She doesn’t want to read her piece.  Hillary insists.


Ellen’s piece is about a fourteen-year old girl named Ellen who realizes that she likes girls.  In the space of a page, Ellen develops a crush on her friend Carmen, confesses her true feelings, is betrayed by Carmen, tries out having a boyfriend, hates it, goes to college, tries another boyfriend, bumps into Carmen at a party, learns that Carmen is now a lesbian, kisses her and hand delivers a Dear John letter to her boyfriend.  Throughout the saga, she refers to Carmen as “my hot tamale.”


Amanda’s comment—“Get rid of the gerunds.”  Amanda, an Oregonian, is now speaking in a Texan twang of not-so-mysterious origin.


Doug thinks Ellen is a “kind of a bitch, pardon my French” for dumping her boyfriend.  


For the remainder of the workshop, we are treated to an extended anecdote about Hillary’s first book tour and who she slept with along the way.  Judy and Amanda are taking copious notes.  The assignment for tomorrow is Fear. 

12:30:
Lunch.  Pork chops and canned corn.

14:00:
Poetry lecture, AKA Nap Time.

16:00:
I begin plowing through the Desperation pieces, can’t bear it, go for a walk and run smack into Harold who wants to know which workshop I’m in.


“I took the fiction workshop here last year,” he informs me.  “I wrote a twenty page story and I’ve been working on it all year and have it down to three pages now. Three pages and it’s all in there.  In just three pages.”

I know he wants me to read his story.  He is holding it at his side, and his arm is twitching to hand it to me.  But I just can't bear to read any more Stormwater fiction than I already have to.

“That’s great, Harold,” I say.  “I hope you can get it published.”  

“Oh, I don’t care about that.”


“But it would be nice to have other people read it, wouldn’t it?” I’m reluctant to invite Harold to thrust his manuscript on me, but his indifference arouses my curiosity.


“They probably wouldn’t understand it anyway,” says Harold.  “I like to be there when people read it, so I can make sure they understand.  Most of the writers I meet here, they just want to get published as quick as possible.  I’d prefer if someone reads my story and then we can discuss it, one-on-one.” 


My arm, against my will, is reaching out toward Harold.  “I’d love to read it if that’s okay,” I hear myself say, at the same time telling myself I’ll just take it to be polite but never read it.


He hands me a copy. “I’d be interested to hear what you think of it.”


I feel dizzy.

18:00:
Dinner.  Meat byproduct and canned corn.

19:30:
Reading.  Open mic.  I’m supposed to write my Fear story but am mildly curious as to what the students in the other workshops have to say for themselves.  Not much as it turns out.  The first reader is Amanda who has managed to get her name on to the tippy top of the sign-up sheet.  I am treated to an encore of her Love story.  Then there are a slew of poets and one of them, a very young guy from San Diego with long eyelashes is actually quite clever and funny, and I would consider having a fling with him if I weren’t (a) fourteen years older than him, (b) married and (c) wearing sixteen layers of clothing.  

About an hour into it, Harold climbs up on stage, his once-was-twenty-but-now-is-three-page story in hand.  “Well, good evening.  It’s chilly tonight.  Normally I don’t get cold but it’s nippy tonight.  Last year, I brought a sweater but I didn’t make much use of it.  A lot of people have been complaining quite a bit about the cold but I find that I’m comfortable without a sweater.  Last year, it was about the same.  But tonight’s it’s a bit chilly I’d say.  Now, I met a woman this morning from New Mexico and she was feeling very cold.  She said she was chilled to the bone.  This morning, she showed me a story she wrote.  I read it but I didn’t care for it much. This is her first time here.  I couldn’t get over that.  I’ve been coming here for twenty years but this is her first time.  ‘Really?’ I asked her and she said yes it was her first time.  I find that very interesting.”


He pauses for a moment and looks at the papers in his hand as though he doesn’t recognize them.


“She said she’s been trying to her story published but no one seems to want it.  I can’t say I’m surprised.  I just don’t understand why everyone here wants to get published right away.  It took me twenty years to finish my first story…”


And on and on he rambles, past the five minute time limit and still going strong at ten minutes and counting until finally the open mic coordinator walks on to the stage and taps him on the shoulder.  


“Okay, I can see you’re busy,” he says testily and moves off stage.

Friday 09:00: I wake up with a stomach ache.  


10:30:
Judy’s story is about a woman named Pam, a step aerobics instructor, who goes on a blind date with an unacceptably flabby man.  After the date, Pam suddenly realizes that she’s in love with Garth, the Swedish fitness coach at her gym.  She asks him out and two months later they marry, and “even though it sounds trite, live happily ever after.”

Hillary says, “Let’s be blunt here.  This story is facile.  It makes no sense.  If it were much much better it might be published in the Ladies Home Journal.”


“Actually, it was published--well a longer version was published in the Palm Springs Gazette,” says Judy who, still wearing her excited puppy expression, appears entirely unaware that “facile” is a word that implies more than a little scorn, especially when pronounced Texan-style with elongated vowels.


Hillary spends the rest of the workshop complaining that her back and various other body parts are aching and that she doesn’t get paid enough to be here.  This leads into a tangent on how much of an advance she got on each of her books and why her most recent quarter million dollar advance is not nearly enough.  There is extensive note taking going on around me.

12:30:
Lunch.  Hot dogs and french fries.  Chandi and I decide to call a taxi and go into town for lunch before we both wither away and die.  We go to a café for sandwiches, and there’s Colin at a table with a middle-aged woman wearing light pink lipstick.  He is slumped deep in his booth, avoiding eye contact with the soft, graying woman.  When we say hello to him, he looks deeply embarrassed.  “Of course,” I whisper to Chandi, “that’s his mother!”

14:00:
We’re back on “campus,” sitting at a picnic table outside and sifting through the Fear stories.  When I get to Doug’s, it dawns on me that he has never once returned to me a single one of my stories.  I ask Chandi and her experience has been the same.  I decide to take action.  “Doug,” I write on the back of his story, “I have to admit that I’m not reading this story as carefully as I might seeing as you haven’t given me feedback on any of my pieces.  I suppose if you hand me back all of my stories with comments on the last day, I’ll feel guilty.”  

18:00:
Dinner. Spaghetti and meat balls, string beans and canned corn.  I’m sitting across from Ellen who has had her private half hour conference with Hillary this afternoon.  My conference with Hillary is in two days, and I ask Ellen how hers went.


“Really great,” she says.  “She really encouraged me to send my stuff out.”


“You mean…to publishers?” I try to keep my eyes from widening into flying saucers.


“Yeah.”  She swallows a spoonful of corn.


Hillary told Ellen she should send her stuff out.   Though there is stiff competition, Ellen is probably the very worst writer in the workshop.  If Ellen’s writing is fit to be read by anyone outside the workshop then, according to my extrapolations, Hillary should be submitting my name to the Pulitzer committee right about now.

19:30:
Poetry reading.  I try.  I really do.  But I leave after ten minutes to write my story on Justice.  It stinks.

Stasimon

“The proud hate Pride—in others.” —Benjamin Franklin
 “We hate those faults most in others which we are guilty of ourselves.”—William Shenstone
Episode III: Peripetia

Saturday 09:00:  Fiction reading by the same author who read a chapter from his novel during the fiction “lecture.”  He reads another chapter from the same novel, and  I sit through the whole thing nursing a watery latté from the Stormwater canteen.  

10:30:
Instead of reading the short assignments, it has dawned on Hillary that at the rate we’re going, we’ll never get through the ten-page pieces we all submitted with the expectation of group feedback.  We have spent an hour apiece on Judy’s, Doug’s and Colin’s and now have seven more to go in three days.  So we start whipping through them.  


Rob’s story is about a successful real estate agent with a wonderful boyfriend who, for no particular reason, decides to go on a gay cruise and kill himself.  The man sits on the deck drinking margaritas and evaluating the equipment on the young hotties while plotting to jump overboard that night.  The man applies SPF 25 suntan lotion to his face and chest.  Why would a man who is planning to kill himself in a few hours be putting on sunscreen?  It is just too much to bear.


Ellen’s story is about a fourteen-year old girl named Ellen’s unrequited love for her hot tamale.  All of Ellen’s stories begin, “I knew there was something different about me when…” The dialogue sounds like an after-school special, and this becomes tiresome after, say, the first two sentences. Ellen, at forty-five, is trapped in the emotional psyche of a fourteen-year old girl coming to terms with her sexual orientation.  It’s painful to behold, and inside I am wincing but I'm also struggling not to roll my eyes like a fourteen-year old.  Finally Sue, the butch dyke who has been very silent all this time says, “You’re a lesbo, get over it,” and Ellen looks like she’s going to cry.


Chandi’s piece is a chapter from her novel, and there’s all of ten minutes left to critique it.  Chandi is fuming and trying not to show it but I’ve watched her look up at the clock every ten seconds and know she is about to burst a blood vessel.  Her prose is polished and textured and no one in the class has the faintest idea what to do with it.  At the last minute, Hillary comes to the rescue with a few reasonably useful comments, but Chandi has long since laid down her pen.


Chandi and I take a walk before lunch so she can vent.

12:30:
Lunch.  Hamburgers and cole slaw.  There are chocolate chip cookies for dessert and I take about twenty and leave.

14:00:
Chandi and I go back to the café in town and critique the Justice stories.  We decide to stay in town for dinner and eat ourselves sick on sushi.  We consider sleeping in the parking lot so we can have breakfast in town the next morning.

19:30:
Reading.  The author was a finalist for the Booker Prize a few years back.  She plods through the first chapter of her latest, non-prize winning novel in a hypnotic mid-western monotone.  Chandi and I leave and walk around campus beating our chests and wailing, “How could God do this to us?”

23:00:
I set up my laptop on my bed in order to write my Redemption assignment.  I'm completely blank.  I go to bed.

Monday 10:30:  Amanda tootles into the workshop freshly showered, ponytails pulled to maximum tightness, looking exceptionally pleased with herself.  She’s first up to be critiqued today and wears an expression that says, “New Yorker here I come.”

Her story has something to do with a junkie named Priscilla who, when she isn't shooting up, can be found at the mall hunting for bargains.  Amanda describes each and every blouse, every pair of pumps and every mini-skirt Priscilla tries on.  We learn that Priscilla favors green clothing because it matches her eyes and orange because it brings out the red highlights in her hair.  At the end of her shopping excursion, Priscilla goes home and injects some more "powdered sugar" into her veins while a man, who Amanda later explains to our workshop is Priscilla's pimp, sits on the couch watching, "his eyes searing her pink flesh like a cattle brander."  Then, some other pointless and improbable things happen, The End.


Normally, Hillary lets other people give their feedback first but this time she pounces.  “When I read your story, it made me mad.  You’ve taken drug abuse as a theme and exploited it.  You used it to provide an engine to your story, but you handled it irresponsibly.   When you take on a subject like drugs, you owe your characters something.  You owe your readers something.  And you didn’t come through here, not even close.  And that makes me mad.  It makes me not like you as a person.”  She stops there, but then adds, “And what the hell is 'powdered sugar?'”


Amanda has by now completely shrunken into her seat.  She would have preferred to be under the table I’m quite certain.  Her face is like a pillar of stone just as the first tremors of an earthquake begin to vibrate.  “Thank you,” she ekes out.


Then, in the final fifteen minutes, comes mine.  It’s the first chapter of a coming- of-age novel.  Most everyone finds it amusing and heartfelt but suffering from a potentially terminal case of plotlessness.  Fine.  I mean, I’m moderately devastated but fine.  Judy says she didn’t understand it, has no idea what it is about.  It is, as far as Judy is concerned, utterly incomprehensible.  Whatever.

12:30:  Lunch.  Chili with lots of canned corn in it and baked beans.  Beans, beans, good for the heart…

14:30:  Unfortunately, I have to miss the poetry lecture for my private conference with Hillary.  We meet in the dining hall because Hillary wants to be near the coffee.  The pungent smell of dishwashing crystals mixing with scalding water permeates the room.  As we talk, the staff are already getting ready for dinner, vacuuming around our feet and laying down baskets of hard white rolls and margarine.

Hillary opens the meeting by telling me she’s had a bad day and is tired and crabby.  I would like to tell her that I feel so out of sorts it is as though my head were fastened to my neck with Elmer’s glue, but I don’t.  In case she is about to tell me that I am the most talented student ever to make her acquaintance and that she has already booked me a flight to New York to meet her agent, I want to appear to be at my best.

“Well, you have a lot to work with here,” she says.
Is this good or bad?  I have no idea.

The rest of the meeting is a nightmarish blur.  She makes some vague comments about point of view, about having to choose between an adolescent narrator and a retrospective adult narrator.  When I ask for specific examples of the schizophrenia, she back pedals.  No, the problem, isn’t really about point of view, it’s about plot.  Something has to happen.  Then, she asks me how my novel ends.  I draw a blank.  I have changed the ending eighty or ninety times and can’t remember now what I have temporarily settled on.  Icy fingers drum on my brain, the same ones that sometimes visited me in court when the judge asked a difficult question.


“I don’t know---just something I kind of tacked on I guess,” I stammer.


She looks at me strangely, like I am turning a certain shade of green.


“Don’t tack anything on,” she says.  “Your readers will never forgive you.” 
16:00:  I report on my conference to Chandi.  Hers is in an hour and she holds out no hope.

17:00:
I read the Redemption stories.  They’re terrible.  No one has learned a thing this whole week.  

18:00: Dinner.  Fried chicken and corn on the cob.  

19:30:
Poetry Reading.  I turn in early.

Stasimon

“It is a trait of fools to perceive the faults of others but not their own.”—Cicero

“There is a paradox in pride—it makes some men ridiculous, but prevents others from becoming so.”—C.C. Colton

Episode IV:  Prophesy Revisited

Tuesday 09:00:  Hillary Delphine delivers the final fiction lecture.  It’s the biggest pack of lies I’ve ever heard about how great this week has been, how much her workshop students have learned, how just this morning she read a story by the worst student in the class and it was “perfect.”  Please. I’ve read every story every day for over a week, and they didn’t get any better.

10:30:  Final workshop.  We critique Lauren and Sue.  Lauren’s story is as indecipherable as ever, something about having writer’s block and putting her father in a nursing home.

Sue’s piece is about an aging African-American maid with a “broad, noble nose” and “regal bearing” who wipes the behind of a bitter, unappreciative old white woman.  The story is chock full of monstrously inaccurate Black dialect. It is clear she has not spent more than four seconds in an inner city Black neighborhood, yet this is the setting for many scenes of the story involving the maid and her four teenage sons.  

Amanda is chomping at the bit to be the first to comment and when Hillary calls on her, says, “When I read this dialect, it makes me mad.  It’s irresponsible of you to use this dialect unless you really know it.”  When Hillary seconds the criticism, Amanda is erect and beaming once again.  Redemption.

For the final half hour, Hillary waxes on about the cruelties of the publishing world, including a ten minute tangent on all the editors she’s slept with and why that’s a bad idea.  In conclusion, she says, “But none of you have to worry about any of this, because no one here is ready to send their work out.”  Well, goddamn.  

12:30: Lunch.  Chicken fried steak and canned corn and peas.  Doug finds me and wordlessly hands me a stack of paper.  It is all of my stories, critiqued.  Prick.

Stasimon

“He that is proud eats up himself.” —Shakespeare

Exodus

15:00:
The shuttle bus to the airport is idling in the parking lot.  Chandi is staying an extra night and then going directly to a yoga retreat.  We say goodbye, clinging to each other in the parking lot, wondering how we will process this week without each other’s vicious insights.  I board the bus, Harold directly behind me and race to take a seat next to someone I don’t know.  I never did read Harold’s piece and anxiously expect Harold to approach and ask me about it, but he seems to have forgotten he gave it to me.

 I am greeted at home by a stack of SASE’s containing stock rejection letters.  I go directly into bed where I remain for the next week.  The thought of sitting at my computer brings on waves of nausea that leave me rolling around the bed making strange guttural sounds that frighten my husband.  I pass the time contemplating my options which include (a) sticking my head in the oven or (b) giving up writing and figuring something else out.
Lament:  Anagnorisis
Oh, to give up writing--what a relief it would be to stop buying all those second ounce stamps and to empty my file cabinets of all those devastatingly curt half and sometimes quarter sheet rejection letters.  To no longer have people ask me if I’ve published anything and to no longer have to put on my brightest face and say, “Not yet!” as though deferred gratification were just the kind of character-building experience I was after.  To get rid of the raven that sits on my shoulder watching the computer screen whispering in my ear that every word that appears there is pure dreck.  To stop reading mesmerizingly wonderful short stories and, instead of simply enjoying them, having to restrain myself from casting evil spells on their authors.  To not have to abort a story halfway through because it has just dawned on me that if my mother ever sees it she will never speak to me again.  

After a couple of weeks, I’ve cut my sleeping down to twelve hours a day and am sitting in front of my computer.  But every time I write a line, a feeling of panic flutters through my gut—“Oh my God, I sound like Judy,” I think, frantically fumbling for the delete key before the raven notices.

But even after resuming writing, ultimately, I must ask myself why the Judy’s and Amanda’s of Stormwater distressed me so deeply.  So they’re terrible writers, so they read trashy novels, so their ambitions are pathetically out of proportion to their abilities. So what?  What does any of that have to do with me?  

What it has to do with me is this: I was right there in the workshop with them, getting dissed by Hillary Delphine, typing late at night in bed and eating canned corn.  And since they operated under the delusion that their writing was far better than it actually was, perhaps I am under the spell of a similar delusion.  Perhaps, like them, I am uninspired, untalented, unpublishable.  A writer doomed to wile away a lifetime cranking out half-baked stories and novels that only close family relations who aren't unmistakably featured in the story or novel will ever read. 

Worst of all, perhaps I have allowed my pride to convince me that I am better and, because I am better, will ultimately succeed where they will not.  They will, as Hillary Delphine foretold, give up on writing, because the evidence of their (let’s be blunt here) worthlessness will one day win the staring contest.  I, on the other hand, will stare at the evidence of my worthlessness, but will be blinded by the brilliant halo that surrounds it, the halo nothing more than a cheap special effect, courtesy of my vainglorious imagination.  And years after Judy and Amanda have moved on to more realistic pursuits, I will still be scribbling away, the raven squawking on my shoulder and the Siren-song of false hope blaring in the background. Who among us is most pathetic now? It is a question that troubles one who has fallen through pride’s trap door into the icy waters of self-doubt.

Aphorismos (courtesy of my first writing instructor): “You do your work and let others do theirs.”  This is perhaps the only truly useful writing tip I’ve ever been given.  The advice is bi-directional—Don’t be cowed by the work of great writers, and don’t be distracted by the work of lesser ones.  Or, to take it a level deeper—don’t bother labeling yourself or other writers good or bad at all.   Unfortunately, at the time she shared it with me, it went down like a pill swallowed without water.  But after floundering in the dank depths of Stormwater for some time, I rediscovered it and wore it as a life vest.  I don’t dare take it off.
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