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Emily Dickinson: Tramping in the West 
 
Emily Dickinson loved a big breakfast. She was often seen sitting in the 
Publican, an eatery in Amherst, Massachusetts, having a hearty breakfast with 
a glass of orange juice, in season. Oranges were hard to get in New England, 
so she often had apple juice. Apples were plentiful. In fact, a very young 
Emily had met a boy who called himself Johnny Appleseed Jr., when both 
were in school. Johnny Junior wanted Emily to go tramping with him across 
the country. She seriously considered it, but she loved her family too much to 
leave them. In those days, a journey across the country would likely have led 
to a permanent separation. Emily may have mused over such a lovers’ 
adventure, as she drank her apple juice. Despite her morning jaunts to the 
Publican, Emily ate alone. Her thoughts were her own. And now, they are 
ours. She was silent about her beaus, however, especially the bad-boys with 
questionable heritage.  
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Paul Gauguin: Confusion about Norwegians 
 
Paul Gauguin had a soft spot for Norwegians, and he held some unspecified 
grudge against them, as well. Any Norwegian, who asked Gauguin for a loan, 
got it, if he had it to give. And if he didn’t, he’d run the bar, scrounging up 
money for the hapless Norwegian, from other patrons, whether he knew 
them or not. A Norwegian girl may have touched his heart. He may have 
gone to the South Pacific to get as far away from Norwegians as possible. 
Still, no Norwegian who ever made it to Tahiti ever had a bad thing to say 
about the surly painter. Gauguin’s disdain for his friend Van Gogh may have 
been, in part, due his quixotic relationship with Norwegians.  “Damn 
Norwegians,” he said to a puzzled Vincent and bit his ear, which then 
became a symbol of confused love and rejection for Van Gogh. “But, I’m 
Dutch,” said Van Gogh. “Good thing, too,” said Gauguin, on his way out the 
door, headed for the islands. Gauguin was a taciturn man, given to sudden 
outbursts of inexplicable temperament. How that may have been related to 
Norwegians has never been adequately explained. He was also fond of 
shorthaired terriers. One was found in his compound in Tahiti. His Tahitian 
wife said he called the dog Norgy. 
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Ernest Hemingway: The Silent Scream 
 
Ernest Hemingway went downstairs in Paris to get himself a beer. Hem was a 
wine drinker, and the bar was a wine bar, but that day, he wanted a beer. 
Eugene Voirol, the bar owner, didn’t have any beer. There wasn’t much call 
for beer in his bar. “Un moment, Monsieur Hemingway,” he said and sent his 
assistant out the back door, looking for beer. It wasn’t hard to find, but the 
bar beneath Hemingway’s apartment was owned by a man who thought that 
everything German was an insult to the French. His wife was Swiss, and that 
didn’t help matters. For Eugene, being Swiss was mixing wine and beer. 
When the assistant got back with the beer, Hemingway had run out of the 
place, muttering, “Damn Norwegians.” “Je ne pas Norvegien, Monsieur 
Papa,” Eugene said, to the man’s back. American writers were a difficult and 
confusing lot, but they generally paid their bar tabs. At least Hemingway did. 
He was always welcome, even if he was an odd sort of fellow. Eugene 
shrugged and returned to stocking his glassware. Hemingway went back to 
his apartment, three flights up, where he was attempting to write a story 
about the Norwegian painter, Karl Munch, who painted a disturbing portrait 
of someone drowning in their own life, standing on a bridge, screaming. The 
scream was silent, as if the screamer couldn’t express his own despair, no 
matter how hard he tried. Hem felt the same way about the story. It wasn’t 
his cup of tea, or glass of beer. He went back to describing Americans in 
exile, their pockets full of francs and their gullets full of wine, struggling with 
their identity in a war-torn world. He was finally on track, doing what he 
alone knew how to do better than anyone else. After a good day’s writing, he 
went downstairs and ordered a whisky, toasting the French, his genial hosts 
who had sent the Germans packing in WWI. M. Voirol refused M. 
Hemingway’s money and joined him in praise of the French, his people, 
thinking to himself, “Damned Swiss”. 



4 

Albert Einstein: Diamond Encrusted Cane 
 
Albert Einstein was a pussycat, a gentle genius. That’s what everybody said. 
But that wasn’t the whole story. In Princeton, New Jersey, where he lived, he 
was often the target of street toughs who thought they could score a few easy 
bucks off the frizzy-haired old man walking down the tree-lined streets in the 
fading light of an early summer evening. Not a good idea. Einstein was spry 
and wiry and quick with his cane. Many times, he would lay out one or two 
of the foolish lads who tried to accost him. But he never bragged about it. He 
wasn’t the bragging sort. He admitted to another professor that his jewel-
encrusted cane, a powerful weapon, was a gift from Evel Knievel. Knievel 
had bumped into Einstein on the Avenue of the Americas in New York City, 
one day, quite by accident. Kneivel saw the flimsy stick that his favorite 
scientist was using to cross the wide street and, on impulse, gave him the 
cane. “E equals MC squared,” said the fearless daredevil and handed the 
startled old man the cane. From that day on, Einstein was never seen without 
it, and it came in handy, thwarting the occasional strong-arm burglary. It 
made Albert feel good to wield such an instrument, almost as powerful as a 
piece of chalk.  
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Genghis Khan: The Tooth Hurts 
 
Genghis Khan had a toothache, but he was a tough guy, so he didn’t let 
anyone know how much pain he was in. Not his wives or his concubines, 
not his advisors or his underlings. Not his generals, not even his dentist, 
although they didn’t have such a profession in those days, so that part was 
easy. Not known as a grumpy despot, the toothache made him miserable. It 
gradually, and then completely, affected his affable demeanor. The pain 
didn’t make him want to conquer anyone. Instead, it immobilized him. His 
empire seemed to be crumbling around the serenity he counted on for its 
cohesion. “This rotten tooth is killing me,” he blurted out. The man at his 
side, his most feared and honored warlord, struck Genghis Kahn where his 
finger had been pointing, and the tooth was summarily dislodged. Khan, from 
his sitting position, where he fell from the blow, looked up at his favorite, 
stoic warrior and said simply, “Thank you, my friend, thank you. Now, give 
me a hand up, and let’s get busy.” 
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Julius Caesar: Man of the People 
 
Julius Caesar was feeling especially magnanimous, “What can I do today to 
make the people love me more than they did yesterday?” It was what he 
asked himself every morning, although some mornings it was closer to noon 
when he asked it, after a late night at the Circus Maximus, ending with him 
leaning over the vomitorium. It was his habit to ask himself the same 
question every day. He thought the answers he came up with kept the people 
happy and his rivals off balance. He wasn’t insincere in his questioning, 
either. But some days he was more sincere than other days. This day he was 
feeling robust and generous. “What can I do to make the people love me 
more?” he asked, and then he thought about it. Some days he’d ask his wife 
or his closest associates what they thought he could do to curry the favor of 
the Romans. “Oh, they already love you,” he heard, or “they don’t deserve 
such a great leader as yourself.” Caesar knew his position was precarious, no 
matter how loved he might be. This isn’t about Brutus and the others. That 
would come later. This was during the good times. Even popular and 
powerful people can be conscious of their tentative hold on their office as 
leader of their people. Julius Caesar went to his balcony and waved to the 
people. And then he threw sweets to the gathering crowd. One man in the 
crowd below said, “A smile and a wave would have been enough, but this is 
too much.” 
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Anna Pavlova: Obligatory Laments 
 
Dancing for a living is like playing professional sports. The window of 
opportunity is only open for a short while, and when it closes, it seems 
abrupt and unforgiving. A professional athlete can go on playing old-timer 
games, league play, and pick-up games, but a superb dancer, who has 
achieved the highest level of artful expression, may find it preferable to leave 
it behind completely. Truthfully, some athletes feel the same way. Anna 
Pavlova was like Pavlov’s dog. Every time she heard music or even the creak 
of the boards on a stage, her legs would fairly leap into action. She loved to 
dance, and she loved the dance. At one point, early in her career, she was 
dance. She felt it, and she knew it. She wasn’t just dancing, and she wasn’t 
only a dancer, she was dance itself. It was in her, as much as she was in it. 
One cannot retire from being what one is. What saved her sense of wellbeing 
was the knowledge of her disappearance into dance itself. For the rest of her 
life, sitting, standing, lying down, she was dance. She had nothing to prove in 
the world, and nothing to lose in herself. She had become what she had 
always been. Whenever anyone asked her about ambition or disappointment, 
she would smile, ever so slightly pulling the corners of her mouth, and her 
eyes would brighten. “Yes, it’s a terrible thing to desire and regret what 
cannot be,” she would say, and sympathetic reporters would write their 
obligatory laments. 
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Groucho Marx: Peanut Lover 
 
Groucho Marx loved peanuts. Off screen, he was a dapper gentleman and a 
refined raconteur and friend, but his love of peanuts was an addiction that 
ran counter to everything else he was. There were peanuts in his bed, 
peanuts in his pockets, peanuts in every room in his Beverly Hills home.  
Winston Churchill mentioned, in a letter to Groucho, during their long and 
genial correspondence, how much he hated the smell of peanuts. Since 
Groucho took his words to heart, even though they were an ocean and a war 
apart, he stopped buying and eating peanuts. He hired a man whose sole 
occupation was to clean up the peanut residue in Groucho’s house and 
office. His brother’s were delighted and relieved. One night, on his television 
show, where he could display his wry and dry wit, he asked one of the guests 
what he did for a living, and the man said he made sculptures out of peanut 
shells. Groucho, normally a straight-faced comedian, began laughing 
uncontrollably, until his faithful announcer, George Fenniman, called for a 
commercial break. When they came back from commercial, Groucho, the 
quintessential professional, had regained his composure, and the episode was 
never mentioned again. The duck came down, and the sculptor and his 
partner, a nudist housewife from Ventura, won a hundred dollars between 
them. They had unintentionally said the secret word, a common word, 
something you find around the house every day. It was not “peanuts”. 
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Charles Darwin: The Clergyman’s Friend 
 
Charles Darwin enjoyed collecting naughty verse, “There once was a man 
from Nantucket.” That sort of thing. He and his parish priest, Father Damien, 
discovered they both enjoyed saucy limericks, and they became unlikely but 
constant companions at the local pub. Because Darwin was often around the 
world, he was exposed to more sources than Father Damien, but Damien 
encouraged his parishioners to unburden themselves of their assorted bawdy 
verses, so his own sources were multiple. The two otherwise serious men 
worked together to publish a collection of limericks under the nom de plume, 
“Junkets”, the erstwhile nickname of the deceased English poet, John Keats. 
When “The Origin of the Species” was published, Damien decided his 
friendship with his friend Charlie was probably going to have to come to an 
end. “My bishop is a real monkey’s ass,” Damien said to Darwin, by way of 
an apology. “Oh, I see you believe in evolution, after all,” Darwin said, 
chuckling warmly at his old friend. “Not in his case,” Damien replied, and 
both men went back to work on “Junkets, The Second Volume,” the first 
poem of which began, “There once was a monkey down from Nantucky 
town.” 
 



10 

Calamity Jane: On the Half Shell 
 
Calamity Jane’s name was thought to have come from either her ability to do 
well in any calamity or her tendency to attract calamity to her, wherever she 
went. The former gradually surpassed the latter, as she matured and her 
popularity increased, but the truth may have been something entirely 
different. Martha Jane Canary-Burke from Missouri loved clams and talked 
about them constantly, recalling her early days as a barmaid in Baltimore. 
Someone called her Clammy Jane, and the name stuck, morphing, kindly, 
from Clammy to Calamity, for good reason, since there were so few clams in 
the Dakotas. The change in name is much the same as when the Mexicans 
called the American cowboys, “gringos” after hearing them sing the song 
“Green grows the lilacs…” to soothe restless cattle on the trail. (A more likely 
explanation is the Spanish word “griego” meaning “what they are saying is 
unintelligible” or “I don’t get it”.) In Calamity Jane’s case, the same sort of 
misunderstanding is likely. Colonel John McQuentin, a successful miner, 
took a liking to Jane and had an iced box of clams shipped west to please her 
and win her attentions. Unfortunately, the train carrying the clams fell into a 
gorge, and the clams were lost, along with thirteen souls aboard the train. 
The Colonel mourned the loss with soulful cries and drunken exhortations, 
“Oh, my sweet Jane, what a calamity to have occurred in your name!” he 
howled. Jane was in Colorado at the time, and the two were never truly 
united in any sense, carnal or spiritual. Some had said the original moniker, 
“Clammy Jane,” may have been in reference to a particular physical 
characteristic, but this falls into the category of sheer speculation. 
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Susan B. Anthony: Coin Collector 
 
Susan B. Anthony, suffragette and fighter for women’s rights was an avid coin 
collector. Of course, this has proven to be ironic since her name and 
countenance are now on a coin of their own. Her penchant for collecting 
coins began as a child with a father who kept close accounts of his every 
expenditure. “A penny saved is a penny earned,” he would say, mimicking 
his hero, Benjamin Franklin. His self-willed daughter would say, “Then, is a 
penny spent a penny lost or merely a penny un-invested?” She might have 
made herself a Wall Street tycoon, but those avenues were not open to a 
woman of her time, especially a woman of modest means. Still, the habits of 
parents become the habits of their children, and Susan became a frugal 
accountant, even as she sought ways to invest her talents and energies. “A 
penny invested is ten pennies saved,” she told herself and sought the added 
savings of coins worth more than their face value. Her friend and fellow 
suffragette, Elizabeth Cady, looked up from across a desk piled high with 
signed petitions and said, “Susan, my dear, you have a monumental profile. 
It’s quite striking. Someday, that face will be recognized all across this great 
nation of ours.” “Not this face,” the humble Ms. Anthony replied, “this face 
isn’t worth a plug nickel, but at least it gets people to take me seriously.” Her 
face was another characteristic she had inherited from her father. 
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Babe Ruth: The Face in the Window 
 
George Herman ‘Babe’ Ruth, possibly the greatest baseball player of all time, 
was traveling by train from New York to Cleveland. He had a private suite, 
but he chose to sit in the club car, late at night, when no other passengers 
were still awake. It was difficult for the Babe to be alone; he was so well 
known, even among those who had no use for baseball or baseball players. 
Georgie, as his mother had once called him, loved sitting alone in the dark, 
looking out, as the countryside rolled by, his round face reflected in the glass, 
the train car rocking on the rails, the wheels clattering. Something in the 
moonlight caught his eye, as the train slowed to a crawl through a small 
town. In the darkness, lit by a single bulb, he saw a young man throwing 
rocks at a tree with Xs painted on it, hitting the X every time. Babe Ruth had 
been a great pitcher before he was a great hitter, and the accuracy of the boy 
impressed him. When he got into Cleveland, he called the owner of his team, 
the Yankees, and told him what he’d seen, requesting that the boy be found, 
to see if he was baseball material. The owner called his scout in Cleveland 
and passed the story on. The scout said, “Yeah, I know that kid. Everybody 
knows Billy Midnight. He can pick fleas off a running dog at ninety feet, but 
he’s queer as a three-dollar bill. You want a funny boy playing for the 
Yankees?” “If he can win me twenty games,” said the Yankee owner, “I don’t 
care if he’s a three-legged duck.”  “OK,” said the scout, but one week into 
the following spring training, Billy had thrown out his arm, and he never fully 
recovered his form. Billy stayed in Florida, and eventually became Lt. 
Governor of the state. He was always grateful to The Babe for his opportunity 
to play big league ball, and anyone who saw him pitch said he had what it 
takes. 
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Jeanne d’Arc: Beloved Niece 
 
When she was very young, Jeanne was such a bright spirit that others 
couldn’t help but notice. Her parents had a friend, an unmarried man who 
drank more wine than other Frenchmen. He was a favorite of their circle of 
hardworking, uneducated villagers, but there was a dark side to his nature, 
despite the pieties he was capable of practicing, along with the others, in a 
small community of tight-knit devout families. After he’d been severely 
injured in a tree-felling incident, his early exuberance seemed to drain out of 
him. He became sullen, and his prayers became bitter. He saw in his “little 
niece” the bright light that had gone out of him. He wanted to take back, 
from her, what he had lost. He wasn’t conscious of his thievery, and his 
intoxication took him further from any awareness. Little Jeanne was innocent 
of his thwarted spirit, but she soon came to experience its perversity. He 
attempted to consume her innocence, until she no longer saw the light within 
herself but saw it blazing in the night sky, and she ran from him. Soon, her 
bodily fears were suffocated, just as her inner light had been, and she 
became a warrior for the light beyond herself, a fire that would one day 
consume her. She lost what had been within her, just as her tormentor had. 
Both sought outside themselves what had been buried within. Jeanne chased 
that light into becoming a martyred saint, burned at the stake for believing in 
the light as her birthright. 
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Vasco de Gama: Cock of the Walk 
 
The explorer, Vasco de Gama, had bone spurs on the heels of both feet that 
made wearing shoes difficult. He preferred sandals and bare feet, but that 
made him the scorn of polite society. One day, when he was a young man, 
contemplating his future, he suddenly thought, “If someone could create a 
ship that went under the sea, it wouldn’t be buffeted by the weather at the 
surface. Fish don’t concern themselves with weather.” Then his servant 
announced dinner was being served, and he forgot about the science of 
submarines. The other boys called him hot spur, rooster, cock of the walk, 
and it made him want to go away from home. He imagined his feet were like 
the winged feet of Mercury. “You can run, you can fly, but you can’t run 
away from yourself,” he said to himself, when he was an old and 
accomplished explorer, when everyone had long since forgotten about his 
bony heels. Once, he stuck his feet in the sea, until they were out of sight, 
and he remembered his vision of submarines. It brought a smile to his 
wrinkled and weathered face. “What a crazy idea,” he thought. “Imagine 
that, a boat that could swim like a fish.” 
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Marquis de Sade: Cheese Taster 
 
The Marquis de Sade gave his name to a notorious practice; sadism, but he 
was terribly upset with people who abused cheese. He felt that cheese should 
be properly served, and properly eaten. Whenever he saw anyone cut cheese 
with a blunt blade, he would fly into a rage. When he saw cheese lying about 
without a glass covering, he flew into a rage. When he saw people eat cheese 
and try to speak at the same time, he flew into a rage. Some say that it was 
his concern for cheese that prompted his sadism, but no direct link has been 
recorded, either by the Marquis himself in his extensive writings, or by 
anyone else. It appears that his love of cheese and its proper handling was 
distinct from his physical and sexual practices. It might be inferred that his 
care for cheese was a balance against his abusive habits, but sometimes, a 
human can exhibit contradictory but distinct characteristics, not influenced 
by his other behaviors. The Marquis was a careful and deliberate sadist, he 
was “caring”; he was concerned that his practices be carried out with 
diligence and attention to detail. It must be said that since he ate cheese, he 
cut cheese, he crumbled cheese, he wasn’t averse to treating cheese as the 
obedient servant of his appetites. His rage was against those who didn’t 
observe the proper, or what he believed was the proper, manner of cheese 
behavior. His respect for cheese led him to proscribe the technique for slicing 
it, dicing it, and serving it. The type of platter was important to the Marquis. 
The display was important. He didn’t believe that cheese should be dissected 
by the front teeth, that it should be masticated within a closed mouth, and 
any chewing and swallowing should not be interrupted by the ingestion of 
liquids. Once the cheese enters the mouth, its treatment should be conducted 
in the silent privacy of the oral cavity. The Marquis believed that cheese 
should be announced by name before it is ingested. He also insisted that, 
after the cheese has been eaten, any comment on it should also include the 
name of the cheese. Statements such as, “This is good cheese, or “I like this 
cheese,” were disrespectful. It was only acceptable to say, “This is good 
Camembert,” or “I like this Gorgonzola.” He exhibited no similar etiquette 
for bread, meat, fish, or poultry. 
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Borbku: Primal Linguist 
 
Borbku didn’t have much to say, for a Cro-Magnon hunter-gatherer. 
Conversational skills were minimal in those days. Most communication was 
one step above instinct; grunts and groans, yelps and roars, cries and moans. 
Still, the link between talk, thought, and instinct was creating language where 
none had been before. One man in his tribe rode a fallen tree down a 
rockslide and survived. He invented the sled. Another man watched a similar 
sled slide over some round rocks and almost invented the wheel, but that was 
still a while off. Most people would talk by wanting something, pointing at it, 
and making a noise. It pretty much didn’t matter what noise he made, 
especially if that person was bigger and stronger than the person he was 
addressing. Borbku was recognized, because he saw a slow-moving beast 
caught in the last few feet of a lava flow, and he got the credit for bar-b-que. 
It was a long time between volcanic eruptions, and it was risky business 
tossing animals in the hot lava. Most of those experiments were a waste of 
good meat. Excited by his discovery, Borbku wanted to improve on it. He 
invented the torch by pulling a tree limb out of the lava and carrying the 
smoldering fire half a mile. He fell exhausted into a pile of leaves, brush, and 
branches, setting the pile aflame. The word “fire” burst out of his startled, 
exhausted body, and “fire,” or the equivalent Cro-Magnon word for it, was 
born. Then he said, “Fire hot,” but nobody paid attention to him. It was a 
little too soon for adjectives. 
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Florence Ziegfeld: The It Factor 
 
Flo Ziegfeld didn’t like girls. “You seen one, you seen ‘em all,” he said, after 
years of watching women of all ages try to get his attention with their looks 
and feminine wiles. What he liked was talent, and that’s what he looked for. 
What he loved was that ineffable quality some call genius or the IT factor. 
“Liking” girls was an unending enjoyment of superficial qualities coupled 
with the desire to possess them. Neither was of any use to Flo. Women came 
to him to be possessed, at least professionally, and a percentage didn’t care 
about the distinction. Superficial beauty was redundant and plentiful to one 
who had seen it in endless supply. But the quality of presence that could 
elevate talent to wonder and mystery was rare. Everything else was hiring and 
firing. Every applicant to his Follies, (“An aptly named endeavor,” he mused) 
thought she had it. In the full flush of their youthful dreams, everyone feels 
they have it, and they do, in themselves, for themselves, but not necessarily 
for everyone else. And certainly not for Flo. “Every once in a while, one or 
two come to me, who truly have it, and I’m very happy to see them,” he said. 
Flo Ziegfeld wasn’t just a trader in the finer qualities of the flesh; he was 
cursed with a blessing. He could see greatness, and 99% of what he saw was 
not great. The eager, sincere parade of beautiful girls made him angry at his 
curse, but the result sold tickets. And, he had to live with the name Flo. His 
mother was a woman, and she named him Florence, after her favorite city in 
Italy. “Damn their eyes, every one,” he said, still looking for the one who 
made his eyes sparkle. 
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Marie Antoinette: Awakening in Darkness 
 
Marie Antoinette was an avid diarist. If she’d lived longer, she might have 
been a writer of real ability. Her diaries were the early example of her 
inclination to describe the world around her, in depths not known to her 
contemporaries. She had been the woman who, when told the poor had no 
bread to eat, said, “Let them eat cake,” betraying a breathtaking aristocratic 
naiveté. Yet her descriptions of those around her show an awareness of 
character, regardless of her social myopia. When her dresser told her the 
poor had no cake, as well as no bread, she seemed to consider the reality 
and replied, softly, “I’m living in a prison of my own making.” “Forgive me, 
madam,” her couturier said, “this can be no prison,” waving a brocade arm 
in the sumptuous surroundings. “Gilded walls merely mask the truth,” she 
said, “my ignorance of reality shows how imprisoned I am. This head has 
been filled with narrow perceptions for an even narrower purpose. I’ve been 
a prize hound who’s been fed without ever learning how to hunt.” When she 
was led to the guillotine, she is reputed to have said, “When I’m headless, I’ll 
be free of the cage I was born to. May Providence embrace my freedom.” 
There were those who claimed the quotation was penned by the enemies of 
the aristocracy, but her diaries reveal the direction of her budding 
consciousness. There are those who say these reports of her lost diaries are 
also functions of the wishful thinking of revisionists, but their depth belies the 
trickery of others. A flower may grow in the cracks of a prison’s stone, even 
in the cultivated garden of the King’s Court. 
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Buddha: Tears of an Empty Mind 
 
Gautama Sidhartha Buddha grieved for the death of a bird he had killed 
seven hundred incarnations before he lived, in the form we know as the 
Buddha. He was aware of the brutality of nature, and he was not unforgiving 
of that reality. His grief was for the callous disregard he felt, in the small 
murder of a small bird, centuries before. His awareness was so clean that he 
could sense that brief grief, like an eagle can see the movement of a mouse 
from his overlook in the clouds. Buddha’s concern was not so much for a 
long-dead bird, but for that part of his heart that still held the pain of his 
actions, no matter how ancient their origins. One day, one of those, who 
served him with joy in their hearts, placed a bowl of water near him, and 
Buddha wept. His own spirit had been so cleaned of its hurt and hurtfulness 
that he could feel the hurt and hurtfulness in others. Everyone in his ashram 
knew this, and the man who placed the bowl knew he was the source of 
Buddha’s tears, and he began to weep as well. Neither man needed to know 
the story of the thorn that had remained, as their tears washed it loose from 
its anchorage. Then Buddha raised the bowl to his lips and the other man 
withdrew to the rest of his life. “What kind of bird was it?” you might ask. 
“There was no bird,” is the only answer. 
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Mohandas Gandhi: Man of Mystery 
 
Mohandas Gandhi was a fan of mystery stories, primarily those of Edgar Allen 
Poe. Poe was more popular overseas than most Americans knew. He was 
extremely popular among the French, when that was a guarantee that others 
would take the work seriously. The British in India loved Poe, as well, and in 
an attempt to reach across the lines of conflict, Gandhi was given a basket 
with several items, including an English brolly, or umbrella, a tea set, a case 
of Irish whisky, and a copy of Poe’s mystery stories. Gandhi already had a tea 
set, he had no use for an umbrella, he dumped the whisky, and he devoured 
the Poe. Within a few months of reading “The Tell-Tale Heart” and “The 
Murders in the Rue Morgue,” he began writing short mystery stories of his 
own. He said he did it to more clearly understand the Western mind and the 
genre in particular, but it also gave him a way of lessening the consciousness 
of his own position. There were constant death threats against him from all 
sides of the independence conflict. He was delighted to discover that the 
Pakistani leader, Muhammad Jinnah, was also a fan of the mystery story. Both 
men loved stories of secrets concealed and secrets revealed. Then, when it 
was discovered that Lord Mountbatten was also a Poe fan, they formed a 
rather exclusive book club, including coded messages in their 
correspondence, especially the sign-off “Poe me.” When Gandhi was 
assassinated, his Poe collection disappeared, either to a new fan, a sticky-
fingered servant, or another of the enlightened masters of India, most of 
whom, it has been revealed, loved a good mystery. 
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Mao Zedong: Pencil Tapper 
 
Mao was a pencil tapper, in private and in public, Mao Zedong, leader of the 
Communist Revolution in China, habitually tapped his pencil or his pen, to 
the annoyance of everyone around him. He was the Great One, so no one 
dared to object to his irritating habit. There were one or two who tried to 
ameliorate the sound by joining in, tapping their own writing instruments or 
their fingers, but Mao would react violently and threaten the firing squad. 
Few of us seem to notice our own annoying tapping, because it becomes our 
own sound in our own rhythm. Some around Mao noticed that he kept time 
remarkably well. Most loyal communists, and that’s all there were around 
Mao, sought to tune themselves to the sound, to absorb it, as if it were the 
birds chirping or the water flowing in a rocky bed, but some wrote, in secret 
diaries, that the sound became almost deafening, like a ticking time bomb, or 
their grandparent’s sucking dentures. Joseph Stalin apparently reached for a 
dagger in his coat but thought better of it. Eisenhower asked to borrow Mao’s 
pen and never returned it. Mao was so insulted that he threatened to break 
off relations with the United States. Mao’s advisors were so happy the pen 
had been taken, they countermanded his orders and wrote salutary letters to 
Ike, congratulating him on his tact. He didn’t know precisely what they were 
talking about, but his thank-you cables to Mao convinced Mao to drop the 
whole thing. Besides, Mao had access to an endless supply of pens and 
pencils. The Chinese were becoming entrepreneurial, despite their state-
controlled society. One enterprising fellow thought, “A billion people, 
tapping their pens, always needing new pens. Hmmm.” 
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Wilbur Wright: Fear of Flying 
 
Wilbur Wright had flying dreams when he was young. At first, they were 
exhilarating. Soaring over his parent’s home, flying in and out of the trees, 
free as a bird, it was a wonderful feeling, but dreams are emotion driven, and 
Wilbur’s dreams began to take on the force of his fears. He began to lose 
altitude, to fall to earth, to crash. He had flying dreams where he didn’t fly. 
He’d get up off the ground a few feet and hover there, still bound to the 
earth. He was perplexed by those dreams. There was no dream analysis in his 
world, but something that had been initially enjoyable, thrilling even, 
became disturbing. He was never afraid of flying in reality, such a thing 
didn’t exist, and it didn’t occur to him, as a boy, that he could or would be 
able to actually fly. They were only dreams, and they seemed to be linked to 
feelings of control and being above it all. He wanted to keep flying in his 
dreams; he wanted the feeling of soaring above everyone else. It was the 
power of flight, to fly away, to rise above, but so often he lost control and 
couldn’t stay aloft. As a boy, he especially loved the new game, basketball, 
and he dreamed of soaring over the basket and dropping the ball down into 
the basket with both hands. As he grew older, working with his brother in 
their bicycle shop, he forgot about his flying dreams. The two young men 
began to have actual plans of flying. “Go fly a kite,” was a common derision 
in those days, and whenever the Wright brothers heard it, they would look at 
each other and wink. 
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King Tut: Amateur Architectural Artist 
 
When he was a boy at play, young King Tut loved to draw buildings in the 
sand. He made sand drawings of all the buildings he could see from his 
perch atop the royal throne of Egypt. His drawings were markedly different 
from the reality before him. He might have evolved into the architect of a 
new Egyptian style, but he died too soon for that to become true. Besides 
that, his drawings bordered on the blasphemous. Most of the structures he re-
drew were built under the strictures of state religion. It would be like a 
preacher’s child drawing a church with its steeple lying sideways or a 
Mullah’s son drawing a Muslim dome like an open bowl. One of his favorite 
ideas was a pyramid with a flat top. He told his playmates, other children of 
the pharaoh class, that a flat top would make it easier for the gods to land 
and whisk him away when he was old and too tired to climb all those steps, 
but that wasn’t what the gods did; it wasn’t the way his religion worked. His 
ideas were innocently sacrilegious. His parents forbade him from creating 
hieroglyphics of his rebellious ideas. They took away his tools for painting 
and carving, but they couldn’t take away the sand. Once he found a stick of 
any kind, he’d be back at it. He wasn’t interested in preserving his artistry. He 
drew for the love of it. He was one of the first true amateur artists, that is, one 
who creates for the love of creating. His creative artwork blew away in the 
sand. He laughed. He had fooled his parents by not caring what happened to 
his work - his play. 
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Malcolm X: Scout Leader 
 
Born in Omaha, Nebraska, as Malcolm Little, Malcolm X was on his way to 
being marginalized, before he ever got out of Junior High School, but his 
knowledge of the explorers, Lewis and Clark, made him a favorite with the 
other boys who lived along the banks of the Missouri River. Malcolm 
convinced the other boys that he knew where Lewis and Clark had been 
encamped, on their trek west. He led the other boys on expeditions among 
the Indians, describing himself as part Mandan, one of the first tribes the 
explorers had encountered as they poled their barges up the headwaters of 
the Missouri. “More like Mandingo,” his Uncle Gus said, laughing at the 
scrawny, dark-skinned boy. The boys hiked along the river, while Malcolm 
honed his skills as an orator, regaling the wide-eyed boys with true stories of 
Lewis and Clark’s journeys. He knew how to work the library at a time when 
most boys were content to listen to the radio and read comic books. As much 
as he resented the way the white explorers invaded the land of the Indians 
and used them for their own gains, he couldn’t help but note the potential of 
cooperation between the races. Lewis and Clark seemed to be motivated 
more by genuine interest in learning and understanding, than they did in 
subjugation and exploitation. Still, Malcolm’s deepest identification was with 
the Indians. His friends liked the Indians, too, as boys will, and most of 
Malcolm’s acolytes were white. There was much to explore and discover on 
the banks of the river. The boys thought of building a raft and floating down 
the Missouri into the Mississippi and on to New Orleans, until Malcolm read 
about Tom Sawyer and Huckleberry Finn and Tom’s friend, Jim, the runaway 
slave. There were signs of greatness in Jim, he thought, but Malcolm had 
outgrown river travel by then. 
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Rain All Day Valdez: Last Man Off the Boat 
 
Ramone Valdez was the last man off the boat when the conquistadors 
entered the Yucatan, leading to the Spanish conquest of Mexico. He had 
never wanted to leave home in the first place. He spent the voyage as the 
quiet man he’d been and would always remain. His down-turned mouth and 
sad eyes led the other conquistadors to call him Rain All Day Valdez, no 
matter what mood he was in. He was an indifferent soldier and a poor sailor. 
He wasn’t expected to perform in the triumphal entry, as hundreds of armor-
clad soldiers made their way ashore and inland, through, past, and over the 
startled and stunned Mayans of the Yucatan. The last man ashore, Rain All 
Day Valdez, stood on the beach and watched his compatriots march into 
history and out of sight. He stood still for a moment, looking back at the ship 
anchored offshore. He turned to the left and walked down the beach, never 
to be seen again. Nobody missed him. Nobody cared if he was killed by 
Mayans, attacked by wild boars, or drowned in the surf. He may have 
become the man the locals later called Happy. His uniform turned up as 
inherited souvenirs in several families, and there were rumors of a short, 
chubby Spaniard who lived among the Mayans, grinning all day long with a 
happy wife and a pack of happy children. Happy Valdez got away with his 
disappearance, because the Mayans of the Yucatan never put up a fight with 
the Spanish who were itching for a fight, after months at sea, and in a 
conquering mood. The Yucatan Mayans welcomed the Conquistadors, and 
that’s no good for bloodthirsty conquerors. The Spanish soldiers moved 
inland, until they got the fight they were spoiling for, and then the long-
anticipated slaughter was joined. Happy Valdez reaped the benefit of the 
Conquistador’s indifference toward the peaceful Mayans in the Yucatan.  
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Henry Ford: Ever Vigilant 
 
Henry Ford was obsessed with his toenails. He believed they were always 
growing inside his shoes and interfering with his stature. He believed their 
growth was inhibiting his own growth. As long as they grew, he would not 
grow. He began this obsessive belief when he was an intense lad of ten, 
shorter than all the other boys in his class. The obsession continued 
throughout his life, all the way to his death at 97. Often, in meetings, his 
distracted manner and irritated demeanor wasn’t caused by the other people 
in the meeting, as they believed, but by his concern for his out-of-control and 
spiteful toenails. He would often excuse himself from the table and retire to a 
room where he could trim them. Apparently, his nails did grow faster and 
longer than most, and his long and dirty fingernails were a topic of derision 
among employees who were chronically underpaid and overworked. But 
Henry didn’t care about his fingernails; they weren’t any problem to him. It 
was his unseen toenails that were always conspiring against him, growing in 
the dark, hiding behind the cloth of his stockings and the leather of his shoes. 
At parties and gatherings, Henry would occasionally appear barefoot, until he 
was reminded of it, and he would repair to private quarters and put his shoes 
on, at first embarrassed, and later, angry that he couldn’t be barefoot, a state, 
he believed, where the devil was exposed. Sitting, wearing a full suit and tie, 
with bare feet exposed in the summer sun, he would steal glances at his feet, 
as if they were conspiring in plain sight. He considered having his toenails 
removed, but that would have kept him from foiling their future deeds. He 
died proud of his diligence in the face of such persistent deceit and evil 
doing. 
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Madame Chiang Kai-shek: Hollywood Starlet 
 
Madame Chiang Kai-shek (Soong Mei-ling) wanted to be a movie star, even 
though she was married to the most powerful man in Nationalist China, the 
anti-communist leader the United States loved and supported. Her favorite 
star was Greer Garson. A copy of “Mrs. Miniver” was a cherished possession 
in her private collection. She never got to act in any movie of any kind, but 
her public appearances gave her a sense of acting for the camera. She 
thought that Eva Peron, wife of, and successor to, the Argentinean dictator, 
had got it right, combining the inclination to act with public performance. 
She didn’t like being Madame Somebody-Else, she wanted to be Meredith 
Miniver, her very own imagined screen name. She’d always loved the name 
Meredith, and Meredith Miniver sounded so smooth and beautiful. It didn’t 
occur to her that having a stage name was as removed from her true self as 
having a married name. She wanted her own made-up name. She might have 
chosen a Chinese name. There were Chinese actresses she admired, but they 
were all Communists, or so her husband said. One night, in Los Angeles, at 
Jack Warner’s house, she got to meet Greer Garson, but her husband said 
Hollywood was packed with Communists, and Greer Garson had a man’s 
name. She got to shake hands with her idol but only for a few seconds, and it 
was stiff and awkward. Being in such a responsible position as she was, as 
her husband always reminded her she was, she couldn’t summon the facial 
expression to match the joy she felt in her heart. “This is why I’ll never be an 
actress,” she said to herself. After her husband died, she became even more 
symbolic of their cause, and even less free. When she died, one pundit called 
her the best actress he’d ever seen on the international stage. 
 



28 

Karl Marx: One Among Brothers 
 
Karl Marx and his brothers were always getting mixed up in hijinks of one 
sort or another. Their reputation was not as troublemakers, on the order of 
juvenile delinquents, but as mischief-makers. “Those Marx brothers,” people 
would say, and roll their eyes, “what are they up to, now?” Karl was the 
serious brother, and he always stood up for his younger brothers. “We have 
to look out for each other,” he said. His brothers wanted him to go into 
business with them. They respected his leadership, but his head was too full 
of wild ideas. Early on, he thought the distribution of wealth was unfair. He 
didn’t like it that the bigger kids always got the bigger pieces of the pies that 
their mother baked. “But he’s small. He doesn’t need a bigger piece of pie,” 
one brother would say, and Karl would reply, “That’s exactly why he should 
get a bigger piece, because he is small.” “That makes no sense at all. You 
can’t impose rules like that on everybody. It means everybody’s the same, 
when we’re all different.” “You won’t be any less different, if everybody gets 
an equal share,” he answered. Little Freddie Engels agreed with Karl, and 
they began to call him the fifth Marx brother, but his only talent was singing. 
Then one day, Karl got the idea of using his singing voice as a distraction. It 
got the girls’ attention, while the other Marx brothers tied the other boys’ 
shoelaces together. Then, like a pied piper, Little Friedrich Engels strolled off 
with the girls behind him, and all the boys ran after them. They all fell down, 
and the Marx brothers did pratfalls alongside them, just for laughs. Karl 
shouted, “Rise up, people, and loosen your bonds. There’s no reason for us to 
compete with each other. There are enough girls for everyone,” as little 
Freddie Engels led them back together with his lilting voice.  
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Marco Polo: Oriental Firecracker  
 
Marco Polo went east overland in pack trains to China. He heard you could 
get fireworks cheap in China. He told his backers in Italy the Chinese had 
explosives that could be sold to the highest bidder. That convinced them to 
support his caravans, but Marco wasn’t interested in weapons-grade 
explosives, he only wanted fireworks. By the time he got to China, he’d 
learned of all the other things he could bring back from the Orient, including 
those finger-grabbing puzzles you couldn’t get your fingers out of and 
noodles, which the Italians thought were slimy and tasteless. Needless to say, 
Marco Polo was a curiosity among the businessmen of Italy; bringing back 
useless items he couldn’t see were useless. But everybody loved his fireworks 
and noodles and finger puzzles, they just needed time to catch on to their 
charms. Silk was instantly popular, so he used silk as his loss leader. He set 
up Oriental Showcase Fairs, and silk was the main attraction, but his 
demonstrations of fireworks and Chinese novelties slowly caught on. He 
served noodles in a hundred ways and gave them all Italian names. The 
Italians were happy to eat noodles with Italian names, the same way they ate 
calamari when squid would have made them sick. In China, the same thing 
happened in reverse. One day, his men were relaxing, playing a game on 
horseback with sticks and a ball. A Chinese merchant asked him the name of 
game and Marco, who thought the man was asking what his name was, said, 
“Polo.” The Mandarin overlord looked at the men on horseback trying to hit 
a ball with a stick, pointed to his head with a finger, and said, “Crazy Italians! 
What else are they going to think up? Crazy Italians!” 
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Billy the Kid: Out of Ideas 
 
Billy the Kid was bored. Hiding from the law was boring. It wasn’t hard, as 
long as you stayed away from town, but Billy considered himself a people 
person, even if he’d already shot three people dead. His reputation had 
inflated that figure to seven, and just sitting around, staring at a rock, 
increased his notoriety. Notoriety doesn’t put bread on the table, and having 
a bad-boy reputation doesn’t get women when you’re hanging around an old 
trapper’s cabin that hasn’t seen a visitor in half a year. Billy’s options were 
getting fewer and fewer. He didn’t like farming. Cattle ranching was a pipe 
dream. Train robbing was tough. Most of the men he might enlist in a gang 
had become as wary of him as the general population was. He could mosey 
into town, any town, and get a free bottle of whiskey on the mere mention of 
his name, but getting drunk put him at risk, in a moment of distraction, for 
getting shot. Even gunslingers have to eat and sleep, and being on guard 
every second of every day was exhausting. Sometimes, he wished he were 
just another guy walking down the street, minding his own business, but 
some urge, that he never understood, made him want to stir things up. 
Robbing people was all well and good, but what’s the good of money when 
you have to do it all over again in a week or so? It was like taking a bath. As 
soon as you did it, you started getting dirty again. What’s the use? Anyway, 
that’s the sort of thing that runs through your head when you’re not even 
thirty years old, and you can’t think of anything new to do. He thought about 
becoming a magician. He could wear a top hat and a fake moustache, and 
trick people out of their money that way. Then Pat Garrett shot him dead.  
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Igor Stravinsky: Unicyclist 
 
The great composer, Igor Stravinsky, rode a unicycle during the time he was 
composing. It gave him a sense of freedom and control, and it worked off 
useless energy, so his music could soar. The “Rites of Spring” owes itself to 
the unicycle. His risky traversing of Parisian streets, and riding his unicycle in 
his studio whenever he needed a break, helped quiet his temperament. “The 
spinning wheel is eternal,” he remarked. “To remain balanced aloft that 
spinning wheel, to direct it between walls and furniture, between vehicles, 
has the same essential balance in danger that music embodies.” One day, out 
of balance, and in danger, Stravinsky steered his unicycle through the open 
door of a German bakery and fell in love with a Bundt cake. He fell face first 
in the bakery display and then, wiping the cake off his face, he tasted it and 
fell in love with it. This ecumenical gesture, across the borders of 
gastronomy, extended to the young woman who was minding the store for 
her aunt and uncle, ex-patriot Danes who’d brought their business with them 
from Brussels. The owners had met in a German bakery in Copenhagen and 
subsequently bought the business. It was no surprise that their niece fell for 
the daring Russian composer who appeared like a bolt out of the blue. As 
Igor sat on the floor of the bakery, pieces of Bundt cake on his face, the niece 
brought him a wet towel to wipe his face clean. “No,” the composer said, 
“let me take it in. Let me take everything in. This is my lucky cake!” Again, 
she offered the towel, and the second time, he took it, cleaning his face and 
hands and then taking her hands in his. He gave up the unicycle for another 
eternal revolution called love.  
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Betsy Ross: Undercover Seamstress 
 
Besides sewing the flag for the new country, the United States of America, 
which she thought should have been called Washingtonia, after her adored 
leader, George Washington, Betsy Ross was a woman of grit and daring. 
During the War for Independence, she cut her hair and passed herself off as a 
man, so she could be of use in the struggle. Her British accent was 
impeccable, so she went among the groups of pro-British sympathizers, 
learning what they knew of the war. When she reported back to General 
Washington, her cross-dressing character was disturbing to the general. He 
knew Betsy fancied him, and even though he was a happily married man, her 
attentions had always been welcome. It was odd having a spy who, for all 
intents and purposes, looked like a young man of fervent skills, plotting his 
next move and flirting with him at the same time. She/he was never explicit, 
as Betsy had always been discreet, the very qualities that recommended her 
as a spy, but her worship of him, and the desire to birth a new nation 
between them, raised the fervor of their intercourse. It was difficult enough 
when she was a woman, but acting as a man, it was nearly impossible for the 
general to keep his composure. She, on the other hand, seemed to relish the 
opportunity to clasp the future president by the hand, to throw a brotherly 
arm around his waist, to stare deep into his eyes, (when he was seated, of 
course, since he was a tall man and she was an average size woman) and 
whisper secrets of war, with all the passion of a fellow conspirator. 
“Bartholomew,” the general said, “I want you to go back to being Betsy and 
finish the damn flag. I need you where I can see you, doing what I know 
you’re doing.” “Whatever you say, General,” she replied, glowing with love 
and admiration. “I’m thinking of a giant red star encircled by thirteen blue 
rings, symbolizing unity around a great leader.” “No,” said the great but 
humble man, “keep trying. I’ll tell you when I think you’ve got it.” 
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Sacagawea: Little Big Ears 
 
Like a lot of girls stuck in a small town, Sacagawea was looking for a way 
out, when Meriwether Lewis and William Clark enlisted her support as a 
guide. Several other guides, all men, resented that they had picked a girl. 
Sure, she knew what she was doing. She was always smarter than the boys, 
but they were sure the Tonkas, the White Men, were every bit as convinced 
of the superiority of men as they were, at least out on the trail, in the wild. 
The Native Americans, called Indians, didn’t think of the country as a 
wilderness, the way the Whites did. To them, it was home, not a wilderness 
to be conquered. How do you conquer your own back yard? Maybe it was 
right for these pompous explorers to pick a girl as their guide. They were 
exploring the country the Indians had been exploring for thousands of years. 
“Oooh, don’t get lost, little girl,” the other guides said. However, crossing 
into the lands of other tribes was not always a safe idea, and not everybody 
knew what was out there. Sacagawea had big ears. That’s what they said 
about someone who remembered everything they heard, and she had been 
quietly listening for a long time, even as a child in the background of public 
business transacted by her family, including elders who knew things some of 
the young men ignored, because the young think they somehow know more 
than those who actually know things. Lewis and Clark were gentlemen and 
treated Sacagawea with respect. She ate it up with a big knife. It had the 
effect of giving her respect for herself, and she proved herself to be every bit 
as good as any scout the smart Clark and the funny Lewis could have wanted. 
Sacagawea liked Lewis for his sense of play, he was a poet, but she liked 
Clark, too. He was cool and calculating, but you could trust him. When she 
saw the Pacific Ocean, she felt like a real explorer herself, like a pioneer. It 
was a sight worth remembering. 
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Percy Bysshe Shelley: Freethinker 
 
“I’m smart, and I’m right, and I know I’m right,” Shelley said to himself. He 
was a great poet and a freethinker. He dumped his wife and ran off with 
another great man’s daughter, the beautiful and talented Mary 
Wollstonecraft, who later wrote “Frankenstein” as part of a competition 
between friends for their mutual amusement. Shelley had no regrets. It wasn’t 
in his philosophy to have regrets. He was the original, unofficial, poet 
legislator of the world. He was a brilliant man, ahead of his time, and free 
love was the manifestation of his awareness of the unattached wisdom of a 
greater reality. “But what if I’m wrong?” he thought. “The only one who’s in a 
position to know if I’m wrong is I. But if I’m wrong, I might not know I’m 
wrong, and there’d be no one to know better. What if I’m wrong? How 
would I be able to know what’s wrong, when I know I’m right?” Then he had 
a great idea for an epic poem, and he began to draft a beginning for it. Then 
he got the idea to go sailing on the Bosporus on a stormy night. He was an 
excellent sailor and a great swimmer. He drowned. He was thirty years old. 
The last thing he thought, before he got in the boat to go sailing, was, “I’m 
right, and I’m wrong, and I know I’m right about that.” It had occurred to 
him, walking down to the beach from the villa that he and Mary had been 
sharing, that the problem with being as clear thinking as he was, was that the 
world wasn’t the same as he was. He knew his mind and body were products 
of imagination and dinner, and he could tell the difference, but it didn’t 
change the world. His wife didn’t understand his freedom, and it hurt her 
terribly, the way his heart slipped its bonds so easily. It worked for him, it 
worked for his poetry, and it worked for others, as long as they agreed to it, 
but it didn’t automatically reconstitute the world. He couldn’t survive the 
Bosporus, even though his poetry could. “I’m right and I’m wrong,” he 
thought, climbing into the boat, “and I’m right about knowing I’m right and 
I’m wrong.” 
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Pancho Villa: In a Moment’s Reflection 
 
During a lull in his battle with the authorities, Pancho Villa lay on the dirt 
floor of his mountain hideaway. He had sent everyone away. They were 
happy for the time off. Word had come that the government forces were 
taking a break to rest and recruit. It was an unofficial truce, a ceasefire. It’s 
strange how those things happened. Sworn enemies, those who declared 
themselves dedicated to fight to the death, those who said the current conflict 
was about the history of the world, that what was happening was crucial to 
the survival of good over evil, would suddenly tire of the whole thing, take a 
break, go on vacation, put their feet up, and fall fast asleep. Pancho Villa put 
his face on the hard-packed earth of his quiet cabin where hours before there 
had been a riot of conflict, fear, courage, and decision. He put his cheek 
against the earth like it was his mother’s cheek, after years apart from her 
comforting embrace. He smelled tacos in the skillet, left over from the last 
meal, abandoned by a cook he told to get out and go away, along with a 
dozen others, who’d been crowded into a small cabin with cracks in the 
walls you could see through. He could hear the horses tied on lines in the 
corral down the hill by the creek in an arroyo. As a child, Pancho had run the 
arroyos with carefree abandon. He remembered those days fondly, a vivid 
precious life, more real than the one that had been raging around him. He lay 
on the bare ground and breathed in the smell of mother earth, and his earthly 
mother, the one who smacked him on the ass and told him, “Eat your dinner, 
if you want to grow up and be big and strong.” He got up and tore off a piece 
of tortilla and put it in his mouth. He began chewing as if it was a piece of 
the Eucharist. He swallowed the last piece of tortilla and began to weep. 
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John Wilkes Booth: Serious Actor 
 
“I have to do something to get people to take me seriously,” said the actor, 
John Wilkes Booth. Despite being part of the famous Booth family, who were 
certainly taken seriously as stage performers, his older brother Edwin was a 
star in the theatrical firmament, John Wilkes felt his career was milk water 
compared to the life and death careers of the politicians, generals, and 
opinion-makers of wartime Washington. Later, lying wounded in a barn in 
Virginia, he didn’t see the irony of his having just shot a president who was, 
at the time, giving his full attention to a drama presented on stage by actors. 
Of course, the reasons people discounted the value of actors were still valid, 
and he had just made it worse. Instead of performing in or writing a drama to 
win the minds and steal the hearts of a nation, he had merely taken a gun 
and killed its leader. He was taken seriously, all right, the way you take a 
rabid dog seriously but you still wouldn’t want to enter it in the kennel show 
or take it home to your children. When he was standing there, behind the 
president, getting ready to take his life; he didn’t think of taking a man’s life. 
Lincoln had become an icon; he was no longer merely a man. It’s OK to 
shoot a mountain. Not only that, in the recent War Between the States, so 
many people had needlessly, even whimsically, been killed, it didn’t seem as 
if death was much of a standard to make your argument by. If brother can kill 
brother over an argument, surely the argument is bigger than the man. It 
didn’t seem to matter what side you were on. His argument was going to be 
made at the loss of only one man. At least two, as it turned out. 
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Buster Keaton: The Economy of Comedy 
 
Buster Keaton’s secret passion was economics. He believed he had a system 
of economics that would work in any nation in the world, but especially 
America. He put his ideas in print, when he was at the top of his profession, 
and he tried to promulgate his ideas to anyone who would listen, but nobody 
did. He was a silent screen star and a comedian. That was two strikes against 
him. He wasn’t taken seriously, because he had a somber but funny face. It 
was the bread and butter of his career, but it worked against him in what he 
thought mattered to him more. A famous mayor of New York City had radical 
plans for the economy, but even he was ignored. He was able to get some 
traction for his ideas in Europe in the Twenties, but even that faded away. 
Keaton thought his fame would serve him in his more serious pursuits, but it 
didn’t. “We want you to be Buster Keaton. We know who Buster Keaton is, 
and he isn’t a goddamned economist,” his friend and fellow comedian, 
Harold Lloyd said. “Look, I can hang on the clock of the New York Stock 
Exchange, but I can’t write a book about investments, and neither can you.” 
Buster was burdened by his own intelligence. “Funny people aren’t smart,” 
Lloyd said, “funny people are funny.” “If you killed someone,” he added, 
“maybe that would change everybody’s opinion.” But,” he said, “nobody 
cares about economics anyway. People want to know where their next meal 
is coming from, not where their next million meals are coming from.” Keaton 
knew the economy of comedy. He knew that what people thought was funny 
wasn’t something that made them think, it was something that made them 
stop thinking for a moment or two. Laughter was the economic salvation of 
worry and fear. He thought he could do that with his ideas, but he knew he 
could do it with his comedy. Then Talking Pictures came in, and Buster lost 
his footing. He became a casualty of change. He had been plotting change, 
and change had thrown him for a loop. He prospered, and so did his 
audience, when there was less going on in the movies. They were black and 
white and silent, and then they added music and talk and color, and he lost 
his metaphoric shirt. Too much of a good thing killed a good thing. Buster 
decided he didn’t know anything, so he stopped talking, just as everyone else 
was starting.   
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Robert Johnson: Blamed for Beauty 
 
Robert Johnson could play the guitar better than any one else alive. Rumor 
had it he sold his soul to the devil one dark and stormy night at a deserted 
and forlorn crossroads. That people thought the devil knew and could grant 
such skills is a misapprehension of the gift of music. Robert Johnson’s singing 
and playing vanquished the devil, and there’s only one reputed source for 
that effect in this life, and it isn’t the devil. Robert sold his mind and body to 
the bottle, and the bottle didn’t care about his music or his body. A booze-
soaked musician sells his mind and body to the bottle, and the gift in his soul 
sings its way through it. Robert was out at the crossroads, one night, 
tormented by his contradictions. He conjured the Devil to offer himself up to 
the Dark One. His torment raged in his brain. He didn’t care about his music, 
anymore. He didn’t care about himself, anymore. He thought he was 
doomed, and the Devil was the Master of Doom. He lay naked in the middle 
of the highway in the middle of the night, and he surrendered his soul to 
whatever or whoever wanted it. At dawn, when he woke, he got his clothes, 
picked up his guitar from the weeds and made his way back to town. There 
was a peace about him, and that night, he sang the release of his soul. He 
sang how he’d spoken to the Devil, and he played, with power and grace, his 
tales of torment and loss. A wastrel, a cloudy-life poor black man, with no 
education and no prospects wasn’t thought to be that good, on his own, and 
the blues wasn’t sung in churches, so the startled wonder in his audience 
needed to find a cause or a source for his magnificence. They said Robert 
Johnson sold his soul to the Devil in order to play and sing that well. There 
could be no other explanation. The Devil got the credit and Robert got the 
blame. To be blamed for such beauty isn’t a bad epitaph, but to credit the 
wrong source is a misunderstanding of the art of music. 
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Leonardo da Vinci: Surf Seer 
 
Leonardo da Vinci invented the surfboard. He was a righteous dude on the 
shores of the Tyrrhenian Sea, walking among the tanned and sculpted youth 
of his day. When he wasn’t gazing at the flesh of his artistic vision, he stared 
at the waves, in a moment of intellectual disengagement that freed his 
thoughts to their unfettered imagination. In the actions of the driftwood that 
washed ashore, he saw the image of a man standing atop a split beam of a 
ship, a table top, the seat of a bench, a board that could be maneuvered like 
a boat, slightly larger than a man and ridden only for pleasure, a boy on a 
dolphin, like a man riding the body of a man. He drew some sketches of his 
idea, but he saw no purpose in it. There was no transportation to be had in it, 
and he was a practical man, after all. He would transcribe his flashes of 
brilliant imagination, including the sexual, but if he couldn’t imagine a 
practical application for it, he moved on. His journals were full of intricately 
conceived and executed renditions of his ideas. Many of his ideas are now 
seen to be forerunners of current realities. He saw a man who was crippled 
and confined to a mat on the roadside, begging for sustenance. He imagined 
the man in a chair, he imagined wheels for the chair like a small wagon, he 
imagined a contraption to raise the man, so he could stand eye to eye with 
his fellows, but he was caught between the idea and the difficulty of its 
manufacture. He drew a plan of the man seated atop a standing chair and 
gave it to the man, but nothing came of it. He was not a rich man, and 
neither was the cripple. However, whenever they saw each other, thereafter, 
they exchanged a wry smile. 
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Paul Cezanne: Peach Lover 
 
Cezanne walked into the countryside around his house, the same as he’d 
done a hundred times before, as he would repeatedly paint the same bowl of 
fruit. It was no more difficult to paint the same landscape again and again. It 
wasn’t the scenery he painted, anyway, it was the painting he painted, and 
every painting was new and different. Still, he tried to find new angles on the 
same scenery. Sometimes, as with a bowl of oranges, his new way of seeing 
meant seeing oranges the way no one had seen them before. He didn’t have 
to distort the oranges or slice them up the way the Cubists did, all he had to 
do was pay attention to the oranges, so something emerged in his seeing - 
rather than the predictable surface of seeing what was normal. On his way 
into the countryside, he looked for a new position for his easel, but he also 
looked for a new position in his vision. This looking didn’t require any 
calculated measurements. It meant only that seeing something so the familiar 
became unfamiliar. There was no deliberate way to do that. In fact, it was as 
deliberately un-deliberate as you could get, like embracing the blank canvas, 
and loving its emptiness, before you fill it up with paint. This particular day, 
the great painter, Paul Cezanne, was stung in the face by a bee, and the left 
side of his face swelled, nearly closing one eye. Instead of abandoning his 
work, he pressed on. It was a half-hour walk back to his studio, and there 
was no need to waste the light. He painted with one eye shut. He loved the 
flat surface he then saw everything as, without his normal perspective. It was 
a subtle difference, but he appreciated the miniscule adjustment it forced on 
his vision. The next day, after the swelling had gone down, he wore an eye 
patch. The third day, he had incorporated the lesson and threw the eye patch 
aside. The fourth day, he ate a peach and left the house, to paint as usual. 
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Ferdinand Magellan: Paper Wit 
 
Global Circumnavigator Ferdinand Magellan liked to write himself notes and 
put them in odd places where he might come upon them at a later date, 
small surprises that would delight him when he discovered them, sometimes 
years after he’d written them. Some notes, such as the ones he put in his hat, 
would reappear quickly, often falling from his hat into his own path. He put 
several notes between the last pages of books he’d yet to read, books he 
might give away, so that friends would find them, if they ever bothered to 
read the entire book. The Chancellor of the Exchequer, a voracious reader, 
pulled one of Magellan’s folded notes from the back of one of the books he 
was reading and was stunned to read, “The world is flat, as far as the eye can 
see.” The Chancellor was not a man of philosophy and could not grasp the 
double meaning. He tried to remember where he’d gotten the book, “A 
Cartographer’s Account of the Seven Seas.” He suspected an admiral who 
had been courting his approval for certain naval appropriations. He thought 
of his friend Magellan, but he was sure such a brilliant man would not have 
penned such a foolish remark. Then he was certain it was a rival of his, a 
man who sought the position he held. Perhaps it was a practical joke, a way 
of testing his temperament. Deciding on a course of retaliation, he stood at a 
state dinner the next evening, with all his suspects in attendance, and said, 
“Gentlemen, the world is all around us, and a fool’s intelligence is flat, as far 
as the eye can see.” Magellan stood in response to his friend, the Chancellor, 
and quoted mock Shakespeare, “Wise words in mouths of fools do oft 
themselves belie.” All the dignitaries and luminaries at the sumptuous feast 
had a great laugh, although no one knew what it was they were laughing at. 
The line would later show up in a skit by the comedy troupe, “Beyond the 
Fringe.” 
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Alexander Graham Bell: Ma Bell’s Boy 
 
The idea of making a telegraph line you could speak through was 
earthshaking. It revolutionized communications, but Bell himself was a man 
of few words, more inclined to silent musing than to speaking. “Come here, 
Mr. Watson,” was as long a sentence as his fellow worker had heard from the 
mouth of his friend. Bell’s family would have been shocked to imagine what 
Bell’s invention would bring. It’s been said that language is a virus that will 
compound itself and destroy its host. Bell’s few words have become a torrent, 
a flood, a tsunami of language. Bell himself was a grunter. He grunted and 
groaned his communications. His wife, on the other hand, was an 
accomplished conversationalist, to cast her inclination to viral expression in a 
favorable light. Bell never conceived that he was devising instrumentation for 
his wife’s habitual effusiveness. Ma Bell became the nom de commerce for 
his company and its subsequent generations. The original Ma Bell, 
Alexander’s mother, was also a woman of verbal commerce. His father cried 
out to young Alexander, “Is there anything we can do to put this ceaseless 
chatter to good use?” “I don’t know, Pops,” Alexander said, shook his head, 
and burrowed deeper in thought and study. His father died before the 
telephone was invented. The intrepid and stoic inventor, his mother, and his 
wife were all dead before the telephone became what it has become, a 
vehicle for text messaging, much like the telegraph his invention had 
superseded. 
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Jefferson Davis: Ice Cream Headache 
 
Jeff Davis, leader of the Confederate States of America, was perplexed when 
he heard of four breakaway states that wanted to be called “The 
Unconfederated States of America.” Then two other states wanted to be 
called, “The Independent States of America.” The problem with breaking 
away from the Union was the temptation to keep breaking off into smaller 
and smaller entities. One state wanted to be called, “The Confederacy of 
Counties and Municipalities.” Several cities and towns began to claim 
sovereignty. It was difficult holding a confederacy together, right after you’ve 
declared that Union itself is worthy of war. Having to fight a war, however, 
helped keep the independence-minded states together. Davis spent a lot of 
time talking about the unnatural evils of the Union to which they had all 
belonged fairly recently. “We need to stay united against this common 
enemy who wants us to remain a part of its evil design. Our original call for 
separation was meant as a call to unity, and united we shall stand against 
these despicable Unifiers. They cannot tell us to remain where we do not 
wish to remain. We stand for the right of each state to determine its destiny, 
together.” It gave him a headache. After each speech, delivered with great 
rhetorical passion, he loved to dive into a bowl of ice cream. He wasn’t 
afraid of an ice cream headache. That was a preferable physical pain, 
compared to the pain of trying to put the cats back in the sack without a 
drawstring. Jefferson Davis confessed to his biographer that he was a great 
enthusiast of ice cream flavored with chocolate from the West Indies. 
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Cleopatra: The Picture of Perfection 
 
Queen Cleopatra got tired of being beautiful. Everybody she talked to went 
goofy in her presence. Grown men of stature and position acted like star-
struck adolescents. She could see it happen. A few feet away from her, 
speaking to others of equal interest, they were composed and reasonable, 
and then, when she would step into the circle of their recognition, they 
would stammer and fidget or turn silent and dumbfounded. From her side of 
her eyes, she saw the world clearly, without the phantasm of the flesh acting 
as a misty filter. It gave her powers beyond the dreams of those more 
ambitious than she. Still, it annoyed her to be walking honestly in a world of 
delusion. She began wearing more and more makeup, turning her naturally 
beautiful face into a mask of beauty. It didn’t seem to make a difference. Men 
were as foolishly cast in a trance by her artifice as they had been by her 
stunning reality. When she met Marc Anthony, he seemed not to notice her 
beauty. He spoke to her as if they were wise children among demented and 
corrupt adults, as if they were wise adults among demented and corrupt 
children. Each night, she washed away her makeup, erasing her painted 
image, and even then, he was not stunned by her beauty. They forged an 
alliance based on the simplest of values. They came to appreciate each 
other’s true nature. Or so she thought. Having lived for so many years in the 
palace of deceit and treachery, masked by lust and desire, paraded as love 
and honor, she was ill-equipped to judge what was real and what was not 
real. She had witnessed what was unreal, and it was unmistakable in its 
overwhelming misfortune, but the absence of the unreal was foreign, even to 
her private self. She had worn a mask to test the swoon of the misguided. She 
began to suspect Marc Anthony. Her suspicions blocked any further 
discovery of the genuine. He subsequently mirrored her failure. He too was 
unable to move into the genuine. Perhaps he had only shown his ease in the 
extension of his own power. 
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Lawrence of Arabia: Salmon Spawning 
 
T.E. Lawrence picked up a bad habit in the Arabian Desert among the 
Bedouins. He showed a remote Bedouin tribe a photo of himself as a young 
man and asked them what they thought the photo was. No one knew or had 
any idea. No one thought it was a photo of a man. They’d never seen a 
photograph, before. They didn’t know how to “read” a photograph. Finally, 
after some time, passing around the rather good likeness of a young British 
gentleman, one man ventured that he thought it might be a foot. Lawrence 
was enamored of the adventures of the untrained eye, that is, of the eye 
untrained by his modern civilization. (At the same time, any of the Bedouins 
could have spotted a man in the sand, half a mile away, and named him.) He 
began to deliberately misunderstand photographs, whenever he saw one. 
Shown a picture of an encamped battalion by a colonel in the British Army, 
he said it looked like a bread pudding. Standing at the bar of a gentlemen’s 
club, below an enormous painting of a scantily clad young woman, he 
laughed and pointed at the salmon spawning. His niece in Bristol sent him a 
picture of her third child, a chubby baby boy, and Lawrence went from room 
to room, in the brothel where he’d been living, and showed everyone, that he 
could rouse, a picture of a gangrenous big toe. Finally, the word came down 
from battalion headquarters to get Lawrence back in the field, in the hope 
that a little action would sharpen his mind. It worked, for a while. Being in 
command of men at war kept him occupied, until he was wounded and 
forced into recuperation. A quite efficient and lovely young nurse ran from 
his room in a flurry of bewilderment after he showed her a photo of his 
parents and asked her if she’d ever seen a two-headed sloth. Lawrence wasn’t 
crazy, but he had fallen in love with the idea that what one man sees could 
be something vastly different from what another man might see. He looked at 
the painting of the King of England, prominent on the hospital wall, and told 
the attending physician how good it was for his wellbeing to be able to look 
at a naked arse, whenever he woke up. 
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Leo Tolstoy: Mexican Waitress 
 
During his exile in Mexico, Tolstoy played out one of his fantasies, as a man 
of renown, and as a target of assassination. He dressed himself in women’s 
clothing and worked as a cook and waitress in a popular roadside restaurant. 
His Spanish was passable, but he developed a sullen, sarcastic demeanor as 
Rosa Philomena Gonzales Garcia. The owner of the restaurant, Eduardo 
Garcia, a staunch Communist, claimed Rosa was run off, by her family in the 
mountains, for some indiscretion with a local priest, and he was protecting 
her for as long as it took for her to be able to return to her people. He 
presumed it would take years for the incident to lose its toxicity. In the 
meantime, Rosa would work for him, and besides, she was a good worker. 
Leo, aka Rosa, was an excellent worker. His education had exposed him to a 
wide variety of cuisines, and he was able to make his “cousin’s” plain fare 
much more appetizing, and Eduardo’s clientele increased. People began to 
come to Café Garcia to enjoy the display of the character of the bony, half-
ugly Rosa and her spicy dishes. Rosa would bring the plates to the table and 
drop them in place with the entrees bouncing, and say in her insistent, bored, 
annoyed voice, “Taste this, before you die,” in Spanish, of course. Then she 
would circle the table, advising the patrons how to eat, what to eat, and 
when. The patrons would roar with laughter. The disguise worked well for 
Tolstoy, until Rosa, a homely man in a dress with hairy legs and a scholar’s 
aloofness, became the object of love’s desire. “Rosa, Rosa, my beautiful 
flower,” came the deep, booming voice of a well-known and feared Captain 
of Police, a man who hated foreigners. He plied Rosa with ministrations, as 
only a man who normally gets his way can do, acting the faithful penitent, 
when he owns the church. Rosa soon ran back to her family in the 
mountains, damn the consequences, no anti-communist was going to have 
the flower of her virtue, at least not while the Revolution was still in its 
adolescence. 
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Calpurnia: Too Far Above Reproach  
 
Calpurnia, Julius Caesar’s wife, was above reproach. “It makes me so angry,” 
she said to her hapless husband. “You get to run all over the Empire, 
wreaking havoc, and I have to sit here like a statue, being above reproach. 
Just once, I’d like to be beneath reproach. I’d love it if I had such a terrible 
reputation that people would say, ‘Never mind her, she’s so far below 
reproach, any reproach would be a compliment!’ Wouldn’t it be great if 
people said, ‘Oh, that Calpurnia, what a whore!’ and others would say, ‘Stop 
the flattery, she’s not worth it!’” Caesar shook his head at such rambling 
rants. It was all an empty bluff. His wife was above reproach, and nothing 
she ever did sank to the level of any reproach whatsoever. Her rants were 
always in private, when the slaves and servants were safely quartered or 
asleep. “I could have sex with a slave,” she said, staring ruefully at the most 
powerful man on earth. He thought to himself, “Not in a million years.” 
“Sure,” he said, ”why don’t you have sex with a slave? Why not two or 
three?” Calpurnia reeled in disgust, “You’re not taking me seriously.” “No, 
I’m not,” he said, helplessly. He tried to be helpful, “You could gossip about 
the Senators’ wives.” “But they’re my friends,” she said, “I couldn’t stab 
someone in the back like that.” “I know,” he said. “You could take Athena’s 
name in vain. You could curse the gods.” “Now you’re being ridiculous,” she 
said and slumped on a pillowed pedestal. “Look,” she said, after a moment’s 
quiet, “I just want to feel that same danger I felt when I first met you. You 
were so dashing, almost frightening; it nearly took my breath away. What 
happened to us?” “Well,” Caesar said, “running an Empire is a lot like 
running a stall in the Agora. After a while it becomes more routine and less 
adventurous than conquering one’s foes.” Then, his eyes lit up. “What if I put 
my uniform on, and you hid in the closet, and I rape and pillage you?” 
“Thanks for trying,” she said. “Just put out the torch and come to bed. I only 
needed someone to listen to me. I love you, you big old Caesar, you.” 
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Rosa Parks: A Real Hep Lady 
 
Rosa Parks took a seat near the front of the bus and began knitting. It had 
always been a way for her to establish a calm in a stressful time, but this 
time, it was no use. She was too excited. Her knitting needles were at crossed 
purposes, so she sat still and tried to think peaceful thoughts. As a secretary 
in the civil rights movement in Alabama, she was well aware that what she 
was doing was a protest against traditional conditions. She was a subscriber 
to Dr. King’s non-violent program. She wanted to hold her position with 
dignity and courage. She thought about a “Lum & Abner” cartoon she’d seen 
in the paper that morning. Lum was chopping wood, when Abner picked up 
the wood Lum was chopping, and took it away. Lum swung the axe, anyway, 
and chopped a long, fat worm in half. The front half of the worm simply 
backed up and coupled with the back half, and away he went, whistling a 
happy tune. Rosa smiled at the thought of the happy worm and stared straight 
ahead. The bus came to a halt, and the driver began yelling at her to move to 
the back, where she “belonged”. She knew the driver; they had exchanged 
pleasantries many times. He’d always been polite and respectful. Miss Parks 
had asked him how his wife had been feeling. He said she’d been down with 
the flu. He hoped it wouldn’t turn into anything more serious.  He said he 
was no good without her. “I hope your wife is feeling better,” Miss Parks had 
said, but the driver kept yelling at her for her to please do as she was told, or 
there was going to be hell to pay. She thought about the new dress she was 
going to wear to church on Sunday. She wondered if the bus driver was a 
churchgoing man. He got off the bus and signaled to a policeman standing 
on the corner. “So it begins,” Rosa Parks said to herself and thought about the 
children on her block. They were always playing football in the street and 
giving themselves the names of famous college players. Alabama had always 
had good teams. Rosa wasn’t a fan, but she was someone who was aware of 
things that were going on around her. One of the boys on the block said she 
was a real hep lady, and she took it as a compliment. 
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John Deere: Handle on the Plow 
 
John Deere’s improvements to the plow, that most ancient of tools, made him 
a successful man and a popular figure in the Mississippi River Valley. But 
every time his wife said, “John, dear, would you give me a hand with this?” 
or “John, dear, are you coming in to dinner?” he cringed. When he was a 
young lad, it was sometimes good having a name like an animal and 
sometimes not so good. He thought about changing it to John Buck but that 
would have gotten other boys to call him John Doe. Kids can be rough with 
names. They often accosted him with lilting renditions of “John Dear, Oh 
Johnny Dear.” That sort of humor lingered into his adulthood and corrupted 
his wife’s well-meaning and tender calls. John Deere was a very serious man. 
His inventive mind, his business acumen, and his personal manner had stood 
him in good stead over the years. He wondered why he couldn’t have been 
born John Deerslayer. From his vantage point on the bluff above the 
Mississippi, he could see a vast land at his feet and a powerful river flowing 
through it. He was a Captain of Industry; he was the George Washington of 
Agriculture in the United States of America. His wife called to him, “John, 
dear, dinner is ready.” When he got in the house, letting the screen door slam 
behind him, his wife said, “John, dear, how many times have I asked you not 
to let the screen door slam shut behind you?” he replied, “John, it’s John, just 
call me John.” “Yes, dear,” she answered. It was an exchange they’d had 
many times before. “I’m sorry, dear,” she said. She was a good wife, and he 
loved her dearly. There was that word, again. The symbol of his company 
was a profile of a deer leaping, yellow against a green background. It was a 
very popular image, his people had reassured him, but he hated it. It looked a 
little too feminine for his taste. 
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Hannibal: Big Foot in the Boot 
 
Hannibal Barca, the great Carthaginian military commander, is known for 
leading elephants across the Alps in his assault on Roman rule. Attempting to 
contain the Romans, an edict that had been passed down to him by his 
father, Hamilcar, he reached a stalemate. Encamped in Italy for ten years, he 
was unable to finally conquer Rome. In the meantime, the Romans spread 
rumors that Hannibal was cruel, that he had brought the elephants with him 
to smash the heads of the innocent Romans he captured. It wasn’t true, but in 
a sense, he’d brought it on himself. The elephants were part of his invasion 
force, as work animals and a kind of psychological weapon; nothing in 
Europe matched them in size and intimidation. Hannibal’s war machine was 
costly to supply, it had as big an appetite as an elephant, and it became 
homesick, just as the elephants did. The restless elephants became as difficult 
for the Carthaginians to control, as the Romans were. The Romans refused to 
take on Hannibal’s powerful and well-led army, face to face, so they struck at 
it, as one might attack an elephant, enough to make its life miserable but not 
enough to kill it. The elephants were well-armored and could take care of 
themselves, just as Hannibal’s army could, but both were far from home and 
hungry for either war or peace, but not the steady attrition of no victory and 
no defeat. Hannibal spent his time fending off insurgent attacks on his flanks, 
never able to completely defeat his sworn enemy. Neither had his father. It 
was a conundrum. It was like not talking about an elephant in the room. The 
elephant in Hannibal’s room was his favorite, a female he was fond of, who 
seemed to feel especially protective of him. The elephant would never allow 
anyone near Hannibal without a great trumpeting and threatening charges. 
Hannibal thought it was great fun, but even he grew weary of it. It was finally 
time to go home. His supplies were low, and his female elephant went into 
estrus, again and again, without a proper mate. Hannibal had chosen not to 
bring a male along, thinking the war wouldn’t last so long, but the 
occupation had dragged on, long past the estimates Carthage had been told, 
and the people were tired of paying for a foreign intervention that had no 
end, even if it meant successfully containing the threat that was Rome. 
Hannibal went home without losing a battle, without winning the war, and 
he took his elephants with him. The war town of Elefantum in Northern Italy 
disappeared down the silent halls of history, and the area went to vineyards. 
To this day, the wine from that region has a delicate body, and some say the 
soil has been especially fertile since the time of Hannibal’s pachyderms. 
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Dwight Eisenhower: An Elevated Encounter 
 
After World War II, General Dwight David Eisenhower, hero of the European 
Campaign, was President of Columbia University in New York City. He 
wasn’t as welcome as one might expect. Heading the army that won the war 
didn’t make a Kansas boy automatically popular among the East Coast 
intelligencia. One day, he got on an elevator, and the only other passenger 
was a young man from Washington State. The man recognized the general, 
and he was at a loss for what to say. “Good morning, General,” he finally 
said. “Well, I’m not a General anymore. I’m President Eisenhower now.” 
“President? Of the United States?” the man ventured, half in jest. “Not likely, 
soldier,” he said, recognizing the man’s military bearing, “although generals 
have been president, not many university presidents have made the leap to 
national office.” “If you can lead the army, you can lead the country,” the 
man offered. The General smiled, “The problem with that is; in the army, 
everyone does what you say, but in the country; almost nobody will do what 
you say.” “That could be disappointing,” the man said, “how would you get 
anything done?” Eisenhower looked at the young man he had taken a liking 
to, “In a war, your job is to defeat the enemy. In governance, your job is to 
make the country work to everyone’s benefit. The difference is more than 
procedural.” Ike asked the young man what he ‘d been doing since the war. 
He said he was going to work for Boeing Aircraft in Seattle as an engineer. 
He’d been a pilot. Feeling braver, he ventured, “You know, General, the 
thing I see, all the time, is the close connection between the airline industry 
and the government. The same men seem to slide back and forth like twins 
trading places.” “What do you think about that, Mr…?” “Brown, John Brown, 
like the abolitionist, only I live a quieter life than he did.” “What do you think 
about the military and the airline industry, so far as you’ve seen them?” “I 
think there’s a budding military-industrial complex, and it’s gaining power, 
working together, without any difference between them.” “It’s worth 
considering, my boy,” said the General. The young man, who was thrilled to 
think his hero had listened to him on an elevator in New York City, said, “It 
may be nothing.” “No, I don’t think it’s nothing. I think it’s definitely 
something. These elements in our society were necessary during the war, 
sharing a common purpose to defeat the enemy, but now the common 
purpose may be nothing other than power and profit. Have a good day, Mr. 
Brown, and good luck to you.” “You too, Mr. President.” 
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Maude Gonne: Loved Too Well 
 
The problem with being the lifelong love of one of the greatest poets who 
ever lived was that she didn’t feel about him the same way he felt about her. 
Maud Gonne thought William Butler Yeats was an extraordinary man, that 
his poems were enthralling, but she wasn’t enthralled by his adoration. She 
was not a poet, even though her love for his poetry and poetry itself was 
absolute. She could easily have been the leader of his admirers, but she 
didn’t want to be his lover. Comparing her to a swan and, sixty years later, 
recognizing her likeness in the presence of an Irish schoolgirl, did nothing to 
engage her heart in a lover’s occupation. She was a practical woman, not a 
romantic, and their work in common for the benefit of an independent 
Ireland engaged her but not her heart as his lover. Still, he was capable of 
lifting the tiniest thread of love’s tattered garment and weaving a tapestry of 
commingled heartstrings. The poet was a master of transforming his pain, 
loss, and separation into yet another plea for the union of their souls. She 
admired the man and his work, but his rhapsodizing imagination made her 
want to slap the poor bastard. Instead, she made a life for herself out of his 
romantic reality, and he made realities out of his undying love for her. There 
was no way for her to approach him, in the shape she knew herself to be, 
while he saw her in the shape of his vision of her. If she had hated him and 
turned traitor on the Ireland of their mutual devotion, he would have forgiven 
her and found reasons for it, like a painter finds contrasting colors in support 
of their primaries. He was in love with his Maude, while she was her Maude. 
Very few people believed her protestations of indifference. She was beautiful, 
tall and brilliant. Fundamentally, he was closer to seeing the truth of what she 
was, than she saw herself to be. He was right in knowing who she was 
capable of being, but he was wrong in who she became in her own eyes. She 
saw herself as something less than what she might have become, and that 
was her reality. They were looking at two versions of the same person in 
entirely different ways. Her version was true to who she thought she was. His 
version was true to what she was capable of being. The vision of seeing our 
essence never matches the image of how we see ourselves.  
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Henri de Toulouse-Lautrec: Tall Eyes 
 
Toulouse-Lautrec knew that being short was a temporary condition. He 
believed he’d been made short so he could hone his perspective. Looking up 
at everyone forced him to see from a certain distance. It gave him access to 
an insider’s perspective at the same time. He was an outsider everywhere he 
went, and that allowed him a kind of privileged status, being thought of as 
part of the woodwork. He was dismissed and elevated at the same time. He 
knew he would have a narrow window of opportunity, before he was given 
his true stature, at the right time - whenever that might be. He wasn’t allowed 
to know the moment when he would stand tall among his fellows. In the 
meantime, he needed to make the best of his circumstances. Knowing how 
tall he was meant to be (actually among the tallest), gave him a private 
satisfaction. No matter how dismissed he was, he knew he was meant to be a 
giant among men. He tried to carry himself with the appropriate aplomb, but 
it was difficult. He was sure his art would be recognized as the art of a very 
big man, but his art was described as the great work of a small man. Women 
artists were treated similarly, but he had little sympathy for women. They 
were all whores and prostitutes, who would only associate with him for 
money. He knew that when he was brought to his proper height, the tables 
would turn, and justice would reign. When he painted, none of that 
mattered. When he painted, he forgot how short he was. His eyes were free 
of the prejudice of his or anyone else’s thoughts. He witnessed the corruption 
of the world around him, and he painted what he saw of that world, but his 
eyes were the eyes of a spirit free from the very world he was bound to. He 
had tall eyes, as tall as anyone’s, taller than even he imagined. He became 
himself in his vision, and his body relentlessly tormented him. 
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Mother Teresa: Lost in Doubt 
 
Mother Theresa sat in her cell in the poorest part of Calcutta, a tiny woman 
holding back the flood of poverty and sickness, reaching for God’s hand in 
her search for a practical divinity. She repeated the prayers of her training 
and her discovery. The thousands of faces in her dreams did her dreaming for 
her. She prayed and prayed, until she began to pray in ways she’d never 
prayed before. She sank in a whirlpool of deepest silence. She felt a black 
hole opening and engulfing her. She surrendered to the bottomless 
emptiness. She became the unfathomable abyss of her own despair, until she 
was pulled beneath despair, where there is nothing to give it a name. Then 
she went for a cup of tea. Darjeeling was her favorite tea, and in India, it was 
as fresh as the gaze of a happy infant. 
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Andrew Carnegie: Richer Than God 
 
Andrew Carnegie loved the library. It was his solace at the end of a hard day, 
making money hand over fist. He thought to himself, “Everyone in this 
country should be able to go to a place like this.” He was looking around the 
library of his own mansion. He knew the economics of being filthy rich. He 
knew it wasn’t going to happen to everyone. But it had happened to him. “I 
could build libraries that could be open to all, like having one of these rooms 
in every town in America.” Universities had libraries, why couldn’t towns? 
University libraries were endowed by rich men like he was. Why couldn’t he 
endow libraries for ordinary people who weren’t enrolled in a university? He 
was richer than God. Surely, it was possible. “How absurd,” he said to 
himself, “I’m not really that rich, but I could endow several libraries, and the 
idea could snowball.” Other rich men, the sort he knew in his circle of rich 
men, could do what he was thinking of doing. “Not those sons of bitches,” he 
laughed. “If I’m going to do this, I’m going to have to do it on my own. I’ll 
just start and see what happens.” He didn’t think all the libraries he built 
were going to be named after him. It was a mixed blessing. It was nice to get 
the recognition, but he already had that, and it was awkward to be praised 
for doing what had come to him as a selfless gesture. It was like putting a sign 
in front of the library, “Hey, look how good a person I am.” But he got over 
it, and it confused his peers. “Those bastards,” he said, “what do they know 
about selflessness?” Then Henry Ford and J.D. Rockefeller started their own 
foundations, and the whole selfless gesture thing got out of hand. “And the 
books people read?” Carnegie said, “Don’t get me started on Mark Twain and 
all that populist garbage.” 
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Jelly Roll Morton: Named After Himself 
 
Jelly Roll Morton wasn’t named after a jellyroll, either gastronomically or 
anatomically. It may even have been an oxymoron, like sexy hard-ass. But he 
was syncopated, and he could play the piano in ways nobody had ever heard 
before. His rags re-invented music for the piano. Someone long before him 
actually invented piano music, and everyone after that had to re-invent that 
now extant invention. Jelly Roll re-invented getting out of bed, too, every 
morning, but getting out of bed had been originally invented long before the 
first opportunity he had to do that. The piano had been re-invented from 
other plucked and paddled instruments, like the clavichord and the zither, 
going back to the lute and the plucked string, the hollow log, the whistle, and 
wolves howling in the night. Jelly Roll came along, way down the line of re-
invented music, but he jumped it up a notch. There is true jellyroll music, 
music that comes along like beautiful women who shock the ordinary mind 
into paroxysms of originality. Everything feels original at one time or another, 
and some of that is like a gorgeous jellyroll showing up after years of plain 
bread slices. Jelly suddenly piles up between slices of bread, and pretty soon, 
you’ve got a jellyroll. Then, the guy who invented bread says, “Hey, what 
about me? I invented bread!” but the jellyroll had arrived, and no one cared 
about bread anymore. Then a scarcity of jelly leads to a long run of plain 
bread, and people remember the jellyroll with great fondness. Jelly Roll 
Morton wasn’t named after a jellyroll, and he wasn’t named after what 
jellyrolls refer to. He was a jellyroll, all by himself, in the midst of a long line 
of plain bread rolls. Nothing wrong with bread rolls, but a jellyroll at the 
keyboard can make you forget about last night’s dinner.  
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Frank Lloyd Wright: Close to the Earth 
 
Frank Lloyd Wright walked the streets of Chicago looking at buildings. He 
noticed was how alike they were. The Great Chicago Fire had destroyed the 
haphazard originality of the old Chicago. He walked into the worst 
neighborhoods to see how people were living. He saw shanties in empty 
fields, and the creativity of the poor was striking to his eye. People built their 
makeshift houses with what was available. They built according to function, 
not beauty, yet many of the shacks had a simple, utilitarian beauty. As he 
approached one collection of hovels, a gang of kids came running toward 
him. He reached in his coat to see if he had spare change to give to the 
beggars, as he expected them to be. A girl, eleven or twelve, led the gang of 
younger boys, and they didn’t ask for money. This man was an anomaly to 
them; a well-dressed stranger, and they were interested in seeing anything 
new that came into their world. He noticed the girl was directing the 
movement of the boys, with a look and a gesture. She stood back, with 
attendants on either side, and when she moved, they moved. All the children 
were wearing rags; their clothing was torn and dirty. None of them had taken 
a bath recently, perhaps ever. He thought he saw bruises on the girl, who had 
the bearing of a leader, serious, reserved, but erect and observant. He saw 
bruises on her thighs and arms. He thought adult men must surely have raped 
her, but her demeanor was strong and resilient. His immediate concern was 
to rescue her, to take her out of her squalor and raise her in the world he was 
familiar with, where a girl could grow up protected into full womanhood. 
Then he thought, “She doesn’t need me, and if she survives, she will thrive.” 
He looked at her as she looked at him. “I need a good walking stick,” he 
said. “I would gladly pay two dollars for a stick, about this high,” he said, 
holding his hand out. “I wonder if you could provide me with such a stick.” 
He had seen several sticks lying in the field, and the girl motioned to the boys 
to bring one of the sticks to him. Wright knew he had two one-dollar bills in 
a vest pocket. As he handed the girl the money, he said, “Thank you very 
much. This stick will come in handy in my travels.” It was a good stick, the 
best of the lot, and Wright thought, as he had many times before, “The best of 
everything is found close to the earth.” 
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Adolph Hitler: A Colossal Pain 
 
Adolph Hitler’s greatest pleasure was scratching his own ass. He did it every 
chance he got. The anus is composed of sensitive skin, so people will be able 
to tell when their defecation has begun, how it’s progressing, and when it’s 
done, but Hitler took pleasure in digging his manicured nails into his anus. 
Unfortunately for him and his pleasure, he couldn’t do it for long without 
irritating the flesh into an ever-widening circle, like a growing rash. It was 
uncomfortable, even painful, leaving the Fuehrer with a nasty disposition. 
Prevented from pleasure by his own self-inflected pain, he was even more 
inclined to invade other countries. Of course, that wasn’t the only reason he 
was a brutal dictator, but it exacerbated his dark ambitions. The nature of any 
addiction is that it gives pleasure and then takes away more than it gives. 
Then it demands even more pleasure, in an endlessly diminishing cycle. 
Invading countries didn’t give Hitler the pleasure he thought it would, and it 
made everyone think he was a bleeding asshole. Adolph took to sneaking 
into his mistress Eva Braun’s quarters and stealing her silk panties, so he 
could put something soft and smooth against his irritated skin, but it didn’t 
help much. Silk feels good against healthy skin, but doesn’t feel that good 
against raw, abraded skin. Eva was afraid of her true love, Adolph, so she 
never said a word about her disappearing drawers. Adolph was too 
embarrassed to get undressed in her presence, so their infrequent trysts 
became even more infrequent. One day, he slid off his chair at dinner and 
beat a hasty exit. It’s tough being the personification of evil, especially if your 
ass doesn’t feel like your own ass anymore. Hitler started so many bad habits; 
he couldn’t quit, until he was dead. His bottom was death, as was the peace 
of his ass. 
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Sir Francis Bacon: Conspiracy Theorist 
 
Francis Bacon was a conspiracy theorist. His favorite theory was that he had 
written all of Shakespeare’s plays. The challenge to the conspiracy was 
getting everyone else to believe it, without being too obvious about it. First, 
he needed to be capable of writing those great plays and the poems. The 
poems were the trickiest, since Bacon thought Shakespeare’s poetry was 
mediocre. He thought he was the superior writer, so he concluded that his 
theory was easily within the realm of possibility. Possible isn’t good enough 
to get people to speculate about one’s alternative authorship. He had to be 
sure Shakespeare was sufficiently obscure in his personal life, so people 
couldn’t be sure that he was who people said he was. Bacon went about 
buying up any information he could get his hands on. He raided local 
registries for any mention of Shakespeare and his family. It was surprising 
how little it took to bribe petty bureaucrats into handing over original 
documents. Then he had to spread rumors that Shakespeare wasn’t who he 
said he was. That was easy. Will Shakespeare was something of a recluse. He 
had to spend a lot of private time in writing the world’s greatest literature. 
And, either he loved his wife enough to never want to leave her side, or he 
had illicit love affairs he couldn’t afford to have exposed. The latter seemed 
more likely, given the nature of the poetry, that is, his allusions to a dark lady 
in the sonnets, not to mention the nature of artists in general. Bacon knew all 
about artists. He was one, himself. But he wanted people to think he was 
Shakespeare. It was a strange desire. What he really wanted to be was Francis 
Bacon, world’s greatest playwright, but there was Shakespeare, leading the 
pack by a furlong on the final stretch. So he spread rumors. One was that 
Shakespeare had written all of his, Francis Bacon’s work. Then he debunked 
the rumor. Whatever else he did, it worked, and the rumors persist to this day 
that Sir Francis Bacon wrote all of Shakespeare and all of Bacon, too. Neat 
trick for a man you’d think was too successful and too busy to care about 
such things, but some people can’t quit when they’re behind in the race for 
immortality. 
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Sir Edmund Hillary: Meditator 
 
When Sir Edmund Hillary was climbing Mt. Everest, he had various 
techniques for keeping his mind focused on the task at hand. The best way 
was to be physically present in the moment and think of nothing else. The 
other was to try to be somewhere else, absolutely and totally. If he was 
beginning to drift out of the present and lose touch with reality, he knew he 
was in real danger. If he thought about home in England, for instance, he 
couldn’t let his wishful thinking invent scenes of a warmer, safer place. It 
meant he wasn’t in the present moment, and bad things could happen, in a 
fraction of a second. He discovered that if he thought of some place, even 
some place he was only dreaming about, and he tried deliberately to actually 
be there, he was literally jerked into the present and out of his imagination. 
When he made the real and serious effort to be present in a fantasy, he 
succeeded only in being present in reality, and that was the underlying goal. 
When he got off the mountain and out of the actual mountain climbing 
business, he found it useful in many situations. If he was driving his car, and 
he began to dream of being some place else, say New Orleans, Louisiana, or 
the South Indian State of Goa, he would tell himself, “Go there. Don’t dream 
about it. Go there, right now!” and the effort would snap him back to the 
present. It turns out that the present moment is everywhere you go, even in 
your fantasies - if you actually go there. He would sometimes say, in his 
lectures, speaking before people who wanted to hear the heroic tale of being 
the first man to conquer Everest, that this revelation was his greatest 
experience, to be able to find the present moment, wherever he was, and 
people would stare at him like he was a monkey speaking gibberish, until he 
said, “And then the crevice opened before me like the gaping maw of Hell 
itself, and I nearly plunged to my death.” Then they were happy, and their 
applause reverberated in the auditorium. 
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Walt Disney: Bit by a Cow 
 
Walt Disney thought sitting in church was a great waste of his precious time. 
He kept himself happy by making drawings on the church bulletin; drawings 
of mice and rats and ducks and cars and trucks and anything he could think 
up. His father smiled at his mischief, and his mother thought he might grow 
up to be a great church bulletin illustrator. One Sunday morning, on his way 
out of church, walking behind his father, going to meet the preacher and 
thank him for the sermon, no matter how bad it was, his father turned his 
head to one side, looked down at his fifteen-year-old boy and said, “Walt, 
did I ever show you where the cow bit me?” Innocent, naïve, gullible Walt 
said to his father, “No,” and his father put his right hand across to mark the 
shoulder next to Nate’s face, and with his left hand hanging down behind 
him, grabbed Walt by the nuts. Walt jumped, and yelped, and then 
squelched his yelp. His father was a big, friendly man with a sharp sense of 
humor, and Walt loved him and his jokes. Humor was a great way of getting 
through the day. When he was peeing in the new indoor toilet with the 
porcelain bowl the family had acquired, his father said, “You sound like a 
cow peeing on a flat rock,” and when he had cried, as a kid, his father 
complained, “You sound like a dying calf in a hailstorm.” When Walt was an 
art student, his professor said, “Your paintings are too cartoonish,” and Walt 
thought, “So that’s what I do,” and he knew the direction of his life. His 
father said, “What do you have to lose? You’re never going to amount to 
anything, anyway,” and his mother said, “Why can’t you draw buildings and 
parks and railroads and make something of your future?” His father chimed 
in, “He’s got about as much chance of that as a mouse becoming a 
steamboat captain.” Walt was discouraged, “I wish I could design a land that 
had everything in it that I like, a land that was all my own, that had my name 
on it, like Waltland? He dreamed of a place that was fun and made him rich 
and famous all over the world, and when people did something great, they 
would shout out, “I’m going to WaltLand!” 
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Mark Twain: Fence Painter 
 
When Samuel Clemens was a boy in Hannibal, Missouri, on the Mississippi 
River, he was required to complete chores around the house, before he was 
allowed to run and play. One task he was given was to whitewash the fence. 
It meant he had to take a bucket of watered-down paint and a big brush and 
slop paint on a stretch of fence that ran across the front of the family 
property. His best friend and the other boys made fun of him as they ran off 
to hunt lions and tigers down by the river. A pretty girl who lived down the 
street ran after the boys at a safe distance and acted bored by their shouts and 
taunts. She walked past young Sam Clemens without acknowledging his 
existence. He stayed and did what he was told and finished the job, all the 
while thinking of ways to get out of doing it. “If I acted like it was a real treat 
to paint the fence, other guys might look at me and get jealous and want to 
do the job for me. He tried it on his little brother and some of the younger 
boys who looked up to the older boys who ran free of their chores. Nobody 
was interested in doing somebody else’s chores. Sam was no good at getting 
other people to do his work for him. He wasn’t that kind of guy. His best 
friend, the one with the charm and the derring-do might have gotten away 
with such a con job, but Sam had to do it all himself. As time went by, he 
came to rely on himself and take pride in his accomplishments. He became a 
first rate worker, and when he decided to do something, well, by gum, he did 
it. While he was painting the fence, he made up stories in his imagination, 
and when the girl he was sweet on came back, unsuccessful at getting the 
older boys to pay attention to her, she turned her white-washed attention on 
Sam. “Tell me a story, Sammy, I’m bored,” and he told her the story he’d 
been making up while he was working. “You’re funny, Samuel Clemens,” she 
said and ran home, temporarily entertained by his clever tale. Sam stared at 
the ground, feeling half forlorn and half free. He thought it was great the way 
the whitewash sank into the dirt underneath the fence and disappeared, 
leaving only a slight chalky patina. 
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Jack the Ripper: Victim 
 
Jack the Ripper was a heartless murderer, but he got away with it for a long 
time, because he was clever, lucky, and his victims were disregarded by 
polite society. Among his peers, it was considered sport to abuse women, 
especially prostitutes. One prostitute, who was called Sweet Lucy, because 
she could sweet-talk her way in and out of any circumstance, was as 
diabolical as the sleek and successful Jack the Ripper. Lucy was a thief, a liar, 
and a murderer. Her victims were the men who decided not to pay her or 
who were casually violent with her. She was so good at disposing of bodies, 
being clever, lucky, and careful whom she killed, that she got away with it 
for a long time. Nobody suspected her. She was Sweet Lucy. She hatched the 
plan, during the height of Jack the Ripper hysteria, to kill the son of a bitch, to 
beat him at his own game. She knew the only way she was ever going to 
catch him was to let him get close to killing her, and then kill him. She hid 
knifes in her hovel of a boudoir. Several men came close to being killed by 
Sweet Mary, but none of them tried to kill her, so she ignored them. The 
more she waited for Jack to show up, the less inclined she was to kill anyone 
else. Jack was her White Whale. What she didn’t realize was that Jack didn’t 
like sweet women. He didn’t kill sweet women. Sweet Lucy wasn’t on his list. 
He only liked to kill the foul-mouthed fallen women at the bottom of the 
barrel. Then, one foggy night, he was run over by a team of horses driven by 
a drunken lord, and not long after that, Sweet Lucy died of syphilis.  
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Hank Williams: Living the Dream 
 
Hank Williams dreamed of being Hank Williams. At first, it was a curious 
thing. Then, it became a challenge, bordering on a threat. When he would 
sleep, or pass out and sleep, he’d dream he was living the life of Hank 
Williams, not someone different, with the same name, not himself, different 
from himself, but himself living his own life. In his dreams, night after night, 
in the year before he died, he had lucid, powerful, moving and difficult 
dreams in which he was aware of himself living the life he was living when 
he was awake; getting up in the morning, getting dressed, eating breakfast, 
talking to his wife and other women, talking to his friends and fellow 
performers, driving his car, recording music, performing, getting in 
arguments, getting drunk, laughing, yelling, falling down - the whole panoply 
of his experience - only he was dreaming it. There was no “message” in the 
dreams; at least, not as far as he could tell, no pre-cognition, no warnings of 
impending doom or even of great success, just a man, such as he was, living 
his life. When he woke from these dreams, it was as if he was living inside a 
dream. He was awake, and he knew it, but it felt like a dream. It felt like he 
was dreaming his life. He joked, “I’m living the dream,” and others thought 
he meant he was living out his dream of being a great singer/songwriter, but 
he wasn’t saying that at all. He was living a dream, living in a dream, and 
when he was dreaming, he was dreaming a life. Just before he died, these 
two states of mind became the same, and he felt at peace. It made no sense. 
He never made sense out of it. It wasn’t understandable to him, drunk or 
sober, but for a short time, he was at peace. A short time, like no time at all. 
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Eleanor Roosevelt: Unbearable Beauty 
 
Eleanor Roosevelt was riding on a train, sitting on a regular train seat, among 
regular people, when her seat broke, and she fell back, until her face was in 
the lap of another passenger, a middle-aged woman from Philadelphia who 
instantly recognized her. The startled woman didn’t say anything to the wife 
of the President of the United States. She helped her get her seat up in its 
upright position, and she thought to herself, “She’s no more attractive in 
person than she is in photographs or in the newsreels.” The woman never 
asked why the First Lady was riding the train from Baltimore to Philadelphia, 
and Eleanor Roosevelt knew she was a homely woman. She was often 
startled to see that she was no more attractive in photos and newsreels than 
she was in the mirror. Others thought her presence made up for her looks. 
Many thought she was beautiful, especially after being around her for a 
while, but nobody really thought she was a physical beauty. She’d been 
conscious of herself as not beautiful since she was a young girl and all the 
attention went to her cousins and classmates. She heard her uncle say that 
you could tell about the character of a woman by when she first found out 
she was beautiful. “The later the better,” he said, “a beautiful girl who thinks 
she’s beautiful at a young age is destined to become an unbearable woman.” 
Eleanor thought she was lucky, when she was young, because she didn’t 
think she was beautiful. As she grew older, she began to think it might be 
preferable to be unbearable. She began to imagine her life as an unbearable 
beauty. Still, she was the very popular First Lady of the United States of 
America, and people looked at her with loving eyes. Finally, that was good 
enough for her. She took the train, because she needed to get from Baltimore 
to Philadelphia in a hurry, and she liked riding the train. Being less than 
beautiful had given her the chance to do what ordinary people do, when she 
wasn’t so well known, and it had become a good thing. She had learned to 
leave well enough alone, when she discovered the enormous potential of 
well enough. 
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George Washington: King of America 
 
George Washington was the Father of his country. It was a role he was 
willing to play, but the mantle rested uneasily on his shoulders. He would 
have preferred to be the Uncle of his country. There were those who wanted 
him to be the King of his country, and that was the direction he feared the 
most. One might assume it was flattering to hear people call for his 
coronation, but he’d just led a revolt from the rule of the English monarchy. 
There was no desire on his part to repeat what had felt like submission to 
tyranny. George was astounded to hear some of his closest advisors tell him 
that he wouldn’t be a monarch like other monarchs; he would be a benign 
king, especially since he was so opposed to the idea. He knew he wasn’t 
ambitious to attain power, but he also knew in his gut that if there was a King 
of America, no matter how genuinely aware he might be of its pitfalls, the pit 
would be fallen into, if not by him, by someone who came after him. It was 
the job description that would allow or prevent the danger, not the man who 
took it. Men were susceptible to the worst inclinations, especially if you 
provided them with a way to act out those inclinations. George was a good 
man, a great general, and a natural choice for others to want to lead them. It 
made him want to father his country the best way he could. He knew that 
good fathers didn’t raise their children to stay children; they raised them to be 
adults. After the War of Independence, he was surrounded by happy children 
who wanted him to be their father, and he wanted them to grow up. “Tell us 
what to do,” they seemed to shout, and he said, “We just created a country 
where you can govern yourselves, with a government designed for that 
purpose.” “Then tell us how to do that,” they said. “That’s better,” he said, 
but he could tell there was a lot of work to be done. 
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Mussolini: List Maker 
 
Benito Mussolini was a compulsive list maker.  It may be how he got the 
trains to run on time. One list was more important to him than all others. It 
was a list of those he wanted killed, and everyone on the list was already 
dead. He kept the list in his coat pocket, and he took it out whenever there 
was a lull in his preoccupation with everything else. The list was handwritten 
on thick paper. It had been folded and re-folded many times. The folded 
edges were worn nearly through. When he took the list out, he would review 
it and make a mark by every name. There were dozens of names. He had 
made a check by each name. He printed over each check, and his pen 
created ink-filled crevices in the paper where the checks were made. The 
check marks finally wore through the paper, until most of them, especially 
the ones he’d held the greatest animosity toward, were open to the light from 
the other side. His secretary caught sight of the list at one meeting and 
offered to copy the list, but he angrily told her to mind her own business, 
he’d tell her to copy the list when he wanted it copied and not before. In his 
desk, he kept a list of everything on his desk. When he came to his desk, 
each day, he reviewed the list to make sure everything was there. One day, 
there were more paper clips than the amount allotted, and he fired that 
secretary for incompetence. He thought about having her shot for crimes 
against the state, but that would have lowered the bar so far he’d have to 
shoot everyone, and he knew people were still necessary and useful to his 
wants, needs, and desires, not to mention the survival of his national 
ambitions. He kept a list of everyone in his family, and he kept a list of 
Hitler’s favorite foods. He kept a list of other leaders’ favorite kind of women, 
but Hitler swore at him when he asked him about women, so he kept a list of 
things not to mention to Hitler. His Stalin list took up thirty pages. Stalin was 
the enemy, but Mussolini admired Stalin and hoped they could be friends, 
one day, and on that day, he could finally add Stalin to his most important 
list, the one he kept closest to his heart. 
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Christopher Columbus: Excellent Swimmer 
 
Christopher Columbus couldn’t swim. He was deathly afraid of being thrown 
overboard. He channeled that fear into getting the best ships and crews, to 
sail into the vast unknown, with minimal danger. It was an impossible task. 
He even thought about being shipwrecked and having to swim for it. He 
thought, somewhere inside him, he could do whatever he needed to do. 
When the Nina, the Pinta, and the Santa Maria landed in the Bahamas, 
Captain Columbus thought it might just be time for him to learn to swim. He 
found a quiet lagoon, where the water was warm and only a few feet deep. 
He walked out into the warm water and sat down. Then he lay down on his 
back and slowly let the water rise above his prone body. He panicked. 
Fearing to drown, he scrambled over onto his front side and stood up. He 
only had to sit up, but the panic drove him to try to get out of the water as 
fast as possible. He saw some children that he called Indians, playing in the 
water, and he watched them. They swam like fish, diving and surfacing, 
without fear, laughing and splashing. He imitated the children, and soon, he 
was playing in the water like they were. He lay down in the water with his 
face submerged. He dragged his arms in the water like paddles. Faster than 
you could say Amerigo Vespucci, he was swimming. It was wonderful. He 
could feel how swimming worked. He became a swimmer. He saw other 
boys diving off a rock, and he learned how to dive. He didn’t want to go 
back to the ship, but when he did, he did a perfect swan dive off the fo’c’sle 
and nearly gave his first mate a heart attack. 
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Martin Luther: All Touchy Feely 
 
The Great Reformer, Martin Luther picked lint off other people’s clothing. It 
seemed the habit of a critical thinker, a nitpicker, a controlling personality, 
but it was the habit of a man who didn’t know how to touch other people. 
He found the inclination to physically touch others, both men and women, a 
difficult one for a choirboy who’d been taught the sins of the flesh. When he 
put his hands on others, it made him feel good, but it also made him feel like 
a sinner. He found that picking the lint off others’ clothing, brushing their 
clothing with his hands, adjusting the fit of their clothing, checking the 
quality of their material; all these petty peculiar habits gave him a way of 
touching others. He’d rather have thrown his arms around them, but he 
didn’t know how to do that. He was born in a strict moral order. He couldn’t 
leave its strictures and be free, so he did the next best thing: he tried to 
reform the church. Instead of becoming a pagan lover, he became a Lutheran 
with his 95 Theses nailed to the door of the Mother Church. But his Lutheran 
self was still a long way from his Martin Luther self. Germany, in those days, 
was an impossible place to practice the loving acts of touch and embrace. 
Unable to set himself free from his upbringing, he blamed it for failing its 
own purpose, and redesigned it to succeed at what it claimed to be. He 
created another version of what was already familiar to him. As long as he 
was in the fight against what he thought was the problem, he could suppress 
his deepest desires. The backlash against him also seemed fair and 
appropriate. He was one of those he rebelled against, and he knew he 
deserved the counterforce, especially since his essential reality had been 
unchallenged in the process. A persistent reformer - never reformed. 
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Lucky Luciano: In the Closet 
 
The gangster “Lucky” Luciano loved to kill people. The only thing he loved 
more than killing them, was getting all their money. His greed kept his kill-
ratio lower than it might have been. And, he was a sharp dresser. A great way 
to stay in Lucky’s good graces was to compliment him on his clothing. 
Another way was to make him a lot of money. Some people stayed alive by 
simply giving him a lot of money. Of course, insatiable greed and bloodlust 
are never fulfilled. What usually happens is that some other greedy killer gets 
in the way, and one or both of them die. Murder is a tool in the survival of 
the least fit. In the long run, however, greed and murderous rage are not good 
tools for survival. Psychopathic gangsters have a notoriously short life span. 
Lucky knew his odds weren’t great, but that only increased his pathology. 
Like a lot of gangsters, he had a closet full of clothing, guns, and illicit gain. 
He used to bring his younger relatives and assorted molls into his huge walk-
in closet and show them his clothing, guns, and illicit gain. It was a popular 
display with the greedy and bloodthirsty naïfs among his circle of budding 
sociopaths and hangers-on. Those with an ounce of sense left his company 
and disappeared into the anonymity of being useless to his megalomania. 
Lucky thought about investing in legitimate businesses and hanging out with 
loving, creative, normal people, but it was a vocabulary he didn’t speak and 
wasn’t likely to learn. He also liked jellybeans. It’s surprising how many 
people will forgive a man who likes jellybeans. 
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J. Edgar Hoover: Little Rubber Ducky 
 
The head of the FBI, J. Edgar Hoover, had a favorite bath toy, a rubber ducky 
he called J. Elmer, or Jelmer for short, and the ducky called him Jedgar. They 
would carry on conversations about the state of the world and the state of 
Hoover’s little flesh ducky, which he called Jammer. Jelmer was Jedgar’s little 
friend, and he was a real sweetheart. Jelmer told Jedgar to go easy on his 
enemies. Jedgar would rail about his enemies, and sometimes he would 
throw Jelmer, the rubber duck, against the wall. If he bounced out of the tub, 
Jedgar would curse him, climb out of the tub and go get him, dripping water 
on the faux marble floor of his plush and ornate bathroom. He would curse 
Jelmer some more, until he was back under the bubble bath water, and then 
he would sweet talk Jelmer, who would instantly forgive him. In their 
conversations, Jelmer didn’t talk much. Jedgar did most of the talking, but he 
would talk to Jelmer as if Jelmer had already spoken to him. “Go easy on 
Martin Luther King? Are you nuts? That son of a bitch. I’m going to catch him 
with his pants down, and then you’ll see what I can do. I’d love to catch him 
with his hand in the cookie jar. Yeah, I know he’s pure as the driven snow, 
but he’s got a wandering eye. I’ll get him. What? Go after the Mafia? Are you 
kidding? There’s no Mafia in this country. Leave Hemingway alone? That 
lying Commie bastard. He’s fucking Castro, goddammit! He loves that 
Commie bastard. If he didn’t write that fish story, if he wasn’t so damn 
popular, I’d expose him for the Commie traitor he is. All these arty types, I 
know you like them; you’re a little cocksucker, that’s what you are, you bad 
ducky. If you had a little yellow cock, I’d suck it, just to show you what it’s 
like. Suck my little ducky dick. You yellow duck Commie-symps are all alike, 
but it’s OK, I still love you, anyway, you little bastard. What? No, don’t be 
sad, my little Jelmer. Your Jedgar loves his little ducky, yes he does!” 
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Henry David Thoreau: Not Alone Being Alone 
 
Thoreau lived in a cabin on Walden Pond because it was cheap, and he was 
poor. He wasn’t thrilled at the prospect of spending all his time alone in a 
sparsely furnished cabin, miles away from the society of his peers, but he was 
a writer, and writers write, wherever they are, and they tend to write about 
what they know at the time. As time passed, on Walden Pond, Thoreau 
thought he saw something happening. He lay on his simple pallet on the 
floor, listening to the water living its watery life, nearby, and he began to hear 
the voice of his own stillness and the voice of his active mind, as it quieted 
and became more focused. Then one day, Ralph Waldo Emerson came to 
visit him. He knocked and yelled to Henry, “Henry, what are you doing in 
there?” Henry replied, “Ralph, what are you doing out there?” He let his 
friend in, and they continued to invent the American voice in literature as 
opposed to the European voice that had dominated American writing since 
the British ran the country. The two were living in a small city in a new 
country, and their conversations fed each other with a fresh sense of reality. 
Artists have always gathered in groups for mutual support and 
encouragement, but the enclaves in those days could be as small as two, and 
then, as small as one, as it always is. Emerson went back to the city, and 
Thoreau went back to himself, infused with recognition from his friend and 
infused with recognition from within. His book, “On Walden Pond,” is more 
about the Walden Pond of the spirit than it is about a small body of water. He 
needed the company of his friends, and he needed the deeper company of 
himself. Walden Pond was the encapsulation of his freedom, the writing 
down of the un-writable joy that he drew from his friend and knew from 
within. Nevertheless, Walden was a beautiful place, filled with the wonders 
of the natural realities, and Thoreau had almost as difficult a time leaving it, 
as he had leaving the city of his friends. Leaving either was leaving something 
he loved for something he loved. 
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Charles de Gaulle: Long Drink of Water 
 
Charles de Gaulle was tall, very tall for his time, taller than most of those 
around him. He got sick of tall jokes. “How’s the weather up there? Can you 
see surrender from up there? How many Germans are there on top of the 
Eiffel Tower?” His Gallic pride was threatened by the Americans who 
believed the French were cowards and buckled in to the Germans at the first 
sign of a bayonet. Americans were too big for their britches, Johnny-come-
latelies to a brutal war won largely by the Russians, but, after the war, de 
Gaulle was taller than everyone. He was a general with pride and stature. He 
could look down on others with no effort at all. Anyone who is abnormally 
tall is an automatic celebrity everywhere they go, and de Gaulle had been an 
imposing figure all his adult life. To be tall is like living in the house on the 
hill. Everyone else lives down below. Everybody was eager to get de Gaulle 
to sit down. But he was long-waisted, and he sat tall. Lincoln was a tall man 
who wore a stovepipe hat. Charles de Gaulle knew all about Abraham 
Lincoln. Tall people look to other tall people to see how they do it. The best 
way is to go ahead and be tall. Be bold about it. The worst way is to hunch 
over and squat down. De Gaulle hated hunchers and squatters. He did what 
everyone is told by their mothers, “Stand up tall. Don’t slouch. Be proud of 
who you are. Don’t try to hide.” Roosevelt was fairly tall, but he was 
confined to a wheelchair, and then he was dead. Churchill, Truman, Stalin, 
they were all runts, compared to de Gaulle. Finally, at the end of a 
humiliating war, the French could stand tall again, and de Gaulle was their 
leader. He stood up for the French, and if other countries didn’t like it, “Quel 
Dommage! Mange merde! C’est la vie!” After de Gaulle, the image of the 
French went back down, especially among the Americans. 
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Jelaluddin Rumi: A Little Sufi Soft-Shoe 
 
The 12th Century poet and mystic, Jelaluddin Rumi loved to dance. Even 
before he became a Sufi, he loved to dance. His father was a scholar, and 
when Rumi was a small boy, playing in his father’s studio, he would 
spontaneously leap to his feet and dance. At first, he spun around in circles 
like kids everywhere, but he got creative with his spinning and began adding 
all kinds of flourishes. His father noticed that when the boy was dancing, his 
spirit was high and peaceful at the same time. It seemed that movement 
evinced a kind of spiritual stillness in the boy. But, no matter what, he was 
going to be a scholar like his father, and the mosque was the only place to be 
a true scholar. After dancing, Rumi loved to write poetry. The first line he 
wrote was, “Nobody dances in the spirit.” Bad grammar aside, it set him on a 
course of becoming the pre-eminent Sufi poet, perhaps the finest spiritual 
poet of all time. Nobody became a character of his awareness, and Nobody 
was a dancer. When Rumi met his guru, the teacher, Shams of Tabriz, he 
tried to get Shams to dance, but Shams was a pure mystic, and tripping the 
light fantastic was too much of a physical distraction for him. Shams kept 
telling Rumi his being was an endless dance with being itself, and Rumi, who 
already knew that, said, in as few words as possible, “Yes, and I love to 
dance.” Singing is divine talking, and dancing is divine walking. Rumi’s 
poetry sang, and his dancing lifted him above himself. He looked at life and 
said, “It is a dance we do.” He wanted the walking and talking of ordinary 
life to be recognized for being as divine as singing and dancing. He was a 
mystic, and he was no fool. He knew it was tough getting people to dance, 
much less incorporate spirituality into all they were and all they did. 
“Nobody dances in spirit,” he said. “Let’s dance!” 
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Nostradamus: Everything Happens Anyway 
 
Michel de Nostredame, called Nostradamus, discovered, early on, that he 
could tell the future. He discovered that what most people thought of 
themselves was generally two years in the past. Most people hadn’t caught 
up to the changes in their own lives. It made prognosticating easy. He would 
listen to people tell their stories, and then he would tell them what he saw in 
their behavior, right then, in the present, but he would couch it in the 
language of the future, and they would fall out of their chairs with grateful 
astonishment. It was a game he got really good at. Along the way, he 
discovered that by saying what he knew to be true, he occasionally would 
say what came true in the general future. The world was like everybody in it. 
If you describe what you see right now, and your attention has been honed 
by practice, you could predict the world’s future, too. He also found out that 
history is cyclical, and if you see something happening now, and you say it’s 
going to happen at some point in the future, then, at some point in the future, 
it will happen. He also found out that people want to be told what’s going to 
happen, because it’s reassuring to think the future is predictable. People want 
reassurance so desperately; you can say practically anything you want to say. 
It doesn’t matter, as long as you’re right once in a while. Nostradamus was 
always right once in a while, so what the hell, he could predict that a Four-
headed Beast would invade the Land by the Sea, and damn, it was 
guaranteed to occur. People would figure out what “four-headed beast” 
meant. It could be the Chinese Gang of Four, or the Beatles, and the land by 
the sea could be China or the United States, or just about every other country 
on the face of the earth. Finally, in his element, he just went nuts, having fun, 
making stuff up. Eventually, everything happens anyway, even the crazy stuff. 
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Confucius: Remarks Aren’t Literature 
 
Confucius was a witty guy. He was sitting with a friend, having tea, when he 
said something witty. His friend laughed and said, “That’s good. Write that 
down.” “It’s just a remark,” Confucius said. “And you’re a writer,” his friend 
said. “Write it down.” “But it’s just a remark, and our teacher, Lao Chu, said 
remarks aren’t literature.” “Fuck Lao Chu,” said his friend, “write it down.” So 
he did. He began to pay attention to the literary things he said. He began to 
write down his pithy words of wisdom. Before long, he had a book-length 
manuscript, and after a few years, he had a reputation for sayings that were 
suitable for all occasions. He became the most quoted man in China. Sitting 
with his friend, over tea, he occasionally overheard others quote something 
he had said. “See what you started,” he told his friend, “’Confucius say…’ 
‘Confucius say…’ It’s beginning to drive me crazy.” His friend laughed. 
Confucius continued, “It’s a good thing that Confucius is my pen name. 
Otherwise, I’d be hounded by all these people. It’s bad enough that so many 
people know me, anyway.” “You’re a writer,” his friend said, “what did you 
expect would happen?” “I’m a writer, sure. What I expected was that I could 
and would write. I didn’t expect to become an icon of common sense, like a 
cloth for wiping your mouth, or a root for cleaning your bowels.” “Write that 
down,” his friend said, and Confucius replied, “One of these days, I’m going 
to write you down, and then you’ll begin to see how it feels to be famous 
beyond your control. ‘Hey, there goes Confucius’ friend, the smart-ass, the 
provocateur, the public annoyance, the thorn in his side.’” “Yes, well, if it 
wasn’t for me, you wouldn’t be who you are today.” “No, I’d be who I am 
today, I just wouldn’t be who I was yesterday.” “So, are you going to write 
that down?” his friend said, and Confucius smiled at his friend, and he smiled 
at his own wisdom. 
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Gentleman Jim Corbett: Philosopher 
 
James Corbett loved his moniker, Gentleman Jim, because he truly was a 
gentleman. Being a champion prizefighter led the public to think he was a 
hard-hitting tough guy, and he certainly was that, as well, but the word 
gentleman attached to his name kept the drunken louts from accosting him 
when he was having a lager, on a summer’s eve, down at the local watering 
hole. “That’s Gentleman Jim Corbett,” someone would say, and a belligerent 
cock-sure drunk would soften, “I’d like to shake his hand,” he’d say and get 
all goosy, fawning over the great fighter. Other fighters, with names like Tank 
McGee and Burly Bob Bennett would get the odd challenge to their 
masculinity from the neighborhood bully, and they’d either take one upside 
the head, by surprise, from behind, or have to put the bully in his place, at 
the risk of bruised knuckles and a black eye from a lucky shot, thrown wildly 
by a guy who wanted to show his friends how tough he was. Jim had the best 
of both worlds. He was a champion, and he was a gentleman. He could rise 
above the fray, or he could pick his spots. It made it difficult when it came 
time to pick up an occasional loose woman and have his way for love or 
money. Many women who made themselves available to other fighters and 
other bar patrons, assumed he wouldn’t be interested and turned their 
attentions elsewhere. Or, they would spit in his face, metaphorically or 
literally, as if he was a slumming blueblood, the kind who wooed them and 
dumped them, without so much as a “Thank you, ma’am.” Jim was a 
prizefighter, and the so-called real gentlemen of his day snubbed him as 
summarily as the lowlifes who thought he was “too good” for them. “What’s 
in a name?” he heard someone say.“ A rose by any other name would smell 
as sweet.” “Don’t kid yourself,” said Gentleman Jim. “One’s name can mean 
a lot, or it can mean nothing at all, for good or ill.” He had even begun to 
cultivate a cultured tone to go with his classy moniker. 
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Homer: Ladies Man 
 
“Rosy-fingered dawn” was no stranger to the Greek poet. Many a morning he 
came awake with dawn’s rosy fingers pulling at his eyelids. The stories of 
Homer being blind may have come from his staggering into the morning 
light, blind from the night before. He had met a beautiful girl at a bacchanal 
whose astrologer predicted she would be with a poet, and he said, “I’m a 
poet.” It was true, but he was so eager to get under her toga, he thought he 
must have been lying. She went home with him, and he was caught in one of 
the greatest whirlpools ever known by seamen and landlubbers alike, the 
rapture of an older man’s love for a younger woman. He knew, when he met 
her, it was doomed from the moment it began. She was eager to apprentice 
herself to an older man, for a brief time, to end with him, when she was done 
with the experience, and he was doomed to a broken heart. He knew it, and 
he went ahead anyway, convinced he could survive the journey. She was 
young and clean and alive, and he had grown older and less clean and 
barely alive. He apprenticed himself to her youth, in order to call back to the 
fore the face of his own youth. He quit drink, for a time, and his writing 
improved. He began to compose a story of a warrior’s long journey into the 
dark regions of his soul, also called the world. In the story, his hero was 
trying to get back to his faithful wife, but every step took him further away. 
Years passed in his tale, months passed in his life, and one day, when he got 
home, she was gone. Homer had returned to the grape in his quest for his 
epic, and his “great love” had left him to find her own way. She was done 
with him, about the time she’d have been done with him, no matter what he 
did or didn’t do, but he wasn’t done with anything. He was engaged by the 
epic of his own heart, but he finally had to admit he was done with her, too. 
They had been a perfect match for a moment in their own timeless struggle. 
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Bob Marley: Partners in Song 
 
Bob Marley was walking down the road on his way to the beach, when he 
ran into an old idol of his, the Italian tenor, Mario Lanza. The older Lanza 
recognized Marley, as well, and the two of them, alone on a deserted 
pathway, told each other how much they appreciated the other’s music. 
Lanza was surprised that Marley liked him, or even knew who he was, and 
Marley felt the same way about Lanza. “Mario, if I may, what are you doing 
in Jamaica?” “I have a house here, Bob. I’m one of those old rich bastards 
who steals bread from the poor.” “Well, the police will get you, Mario. As 
you must know, the law punishes the rich and the poor alike for stealing 
bread and sleeping under bridges.” “I know the law on this island, Bob, and 
they won’t arrest anyone who’s got the denaro and knows how to spread it 
around.” “You’re preaching to the choir, my friend,” the reggae singer said. 
“Bob, I know you’re from here, but what are you doing on this end of the 
island, if I may be so bold?” “Well, Mario, I, too, am another rich bastard, 
who happens to own a house nearby.” Small world. They stood and stared at 
each other, and the moment turned awkward. “I’m sure I’ll see you around, 
Mario.” “And I you, Bob. “Ciao, baby,” Marley said and walked back to his 
car, pulled out the car phone, and phoned his manager to ask him to sell the 
house. Mario went on to the beach, put his foot in the water, went back to 
his spanking new villa and called his realtor. “Is it too late to kill the deal?” 
“Yes, it’s too late.” “Well, then put it on the market. I’m outta here.” Bob 
moved into a high-rise in Kingston. So did Mario. One day, on the elevator, 
they ran into each other. “Bob, I just bought your house on the beach.” 
Marley laughed. “Mario, you son of a bitch, I just bought your house.” Both 
had wanted to get away from celebrity, but both had loved the beach too 
much and gave in to its peace and beauty. The two became friends, often 
seen singing together in the rustic beachfront bar that was owned, under an 
assumed name, by Jean-Claude “Baby Doc” Duvalier, who loved to pretend 
he was a beachcomber, dressed like Frankie Avalon, when he could get 
away from his duties as the despoiling despot of his native Haiti. 
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Greta Garbo: Big Nobody 
 
Greta Garbo made two movies in France, in which she spoke fluent French. 
In those movies, she played a softer, more feminine version of her classic 
Garbo. It was a side of her that few ever saw. She was known as a tough, 
savvy, and sultry broad, a strong woman who could bend men’s will to her 
ways. In her French character, under the name Giselle Garamonde, she 
wooed men with the slightest glance and a whispering voice like a birdsong 
at twilight. Those who were closest to her were struck by the wildly different 
characters. “I am an actor,” she said, “and I am a complex human being. Did 
you think I was the character I played? No more than an author is the 
character he creates, or a painter is the model he paints.” “Then what are you 
like when you are not playing a role?” her friends asked. “We see you in 
character, and we see you doing your job for the studios, and we see you at 
social gatherings, and you seem consistent in the persona we know you as.” 
“You see what you want to see. You see Garbo, and if I look out the window 
at a tree, you see Garbo, looking at a tree. If I reach down and pick a leaf 
from the path, you see Garbo, holding a leaf.” “So tell us, who are you, if you 
are not Garbo?” “I am Garbo. I am just as enamored of Garbo as you are. I 
look in the mirror, and I see Garbo, but the one who sees Garbo is not 
Garbo.” “Who is she, then?” “She is someone like you, who has never been 
in film, who has never been an actress. She is someone who is neither you 
nor I. She is no one, because I never invented her. She is without a persona, 
like Garbo, because she is no one, and she has no boundaries. As big as 
Garbo has become, my true self is nobody, and nobody plays everybody, 
even Garbo.” 
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Zebulon Pike: He Peaked Too Soon 
 
Zebulon Pike took one look at Pike’s Peak in the Rocky Mountain Range in 
Colorado and said, “That’s my mountain! Pike’s Mountain! It’s mine!” He 
was a rather annoying fellow. The miners, trappers, explorers, and other 
assorted early Coloradans didn’t call it Pike’s Mountain; they called it Pike’s 
Peak. Since Zeb Pike had been the first to summit the peak, the name was 
rightfully his, at least among the non-Indians who re-discovered it, but his 
pretentious nature and presumptuous self-aggrandizement needed a 
comeuppance, so it was Pike’s Peak and not Pike’s Magnificent Edifice to his 
Own Eternal Glory. Pike wasn’t all bad, and he enjoyed the alliteration of 
Pike’s Peak. He went from camp to camp, extolling the virtues of Pike’s Peak. 
At one time, he thought of opening a hotel at the base of Pike’s Peak, called 
“Zebulon Pike’s ‘Pike’s Peak’ Palace”, but it was an idea of his that he wasn’t 
able to gather backers for, like the rest of his money-making schemes. By the 
time Pike got to San Francisco, he went straight to the editor of the Call and 
told him about his discovery of Pike’s Peak, years before. The editor, a wily 
veteran who’d heard it all, said he’d come through Colorado on his way 
west, and he’d heard it was called Madison’s Mount, after the President, a 
name he made up on the spot. Pike, however, was undiscouraged and 
continued spreading his fame far and wide. “Piker’s Peak,” was heard behind 
his back, once, as he left another self-promotional conversation. It was said 
he had never made it to the top of his own peak, and that was painfully true. 
When he got to Seattle, he opened a grocery by the waterfront and called it 
Pike’s Market. Pike Place Market now stands on the bluff above where his 
grocery once stood, but that market was named after a street that was named 
after a different Pike. Zebulon got his Peak, and if he’d left well-enough 
alone, he could have basked in its innate beauty, but his restless mind sought 
further and greater possibilities. He even tried to claim Pike’s Sound, but a 
guy named Puget had already beaten him to it, thanks to George Vancouver. 
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Buffalo Bill Cody: Ouija Conjurer 
 
Buffalo Bill Cody was known as a buffalo hunter, but he became a showman, 
running Wild West shows, showing people a glimpse of the Wild West, on 
the east coast and in the capitols of Europe. He took animals and people with 
him, including cowboys and Indians, and he was a big fan of the Ouija 
Board. Besides reading Chaucer and Shakespeare, he took time to call on the 
spirits. The spirits in a Ouija board appear in one’s fingers, and Bill’s were 
callused, cracked, and gnarled, and the spirit in his fingers was often clipped, 
short and off-color like his fingernails. In London, he asked the board if he 
would ever find the woman of his dreams, and the board said, “STOP 
DREAMING.” He wasn’t sure how to interpret the message. It could mean, 
“Give up,” or it could mean, “There’s no need to dream.” He asked the board 
another question, “Is she near?” and the board replied, “NEAR AS GRAVE.” 
Now he really didn’t know what to think. If he was to die soon, she was near. 
If he was to live a long life, she wasn’t near at all. His parents died in their 
forties, and Bill was 43. He was a grizzled veteran of wars and fights and 
cold nights on the prairie. He drank too much, and he smoked fat cigars. 
Then he thought, “Near as grave,” could mean to stop dreaming and take it 
seriously. So he asked the board, “Are you asking me to be more grave?” and 
the board said, “GRACE NOT GRAVE.” Bill thought, “The board meant she 
was as near as grace,” and all his problems disappeared. He stopped 
worrying, and he stopped dreaming. That week, Buffalo Bill’s Wild West 
Show ran more smoothly than it ever had, and he seemed to ride in the 
arenas with the strength and grace he’d had when he was a young man. 
Coincidentally, he caught the eye of several admiring women, including one 
charming beauty among the Crowned Heads of Europe. 
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Simone de Beauvoir: Upstairs/Downstairs 
 
Simone de Beauvoir and Jean-Paul Sartre lived together in the same building, 
she on one floor, and he on the other. They lived separate lives in the closest 
proximity. They avoided “Nausea” and “No Exit” in their arrangement, but 
not “The Ethics of Ambiguity”. She liked to be on top, so she took the top 
floor, and he thought of himself as the foundation of existentialism, so he 
took the bottom floor. She pounded on the floor with a broomstick, if she 
wanted to get together, and he pounded on the ceiling with a pool cue, if he 
wanted to get together, but after a while, the pounding stopped, and a serene 
silence ensued. Both Simone and Jean-Paul were writers, so their time was 
precious to them. To be quiet and uninterrupted was essential to their work, 
and so it was to their relationship. They went out together in the evenings, to 
meet with other artists and intellectuals, where the wine would flow, and so 
would the invective. Simone called Sartre “that old pig” and he called her 
“the witch upstairs.” They loved it. Deep thinking intellectuals are often 
bawdy and crass in their casual conversation, although Simone and Jean-Paul 
were less and less inclined to the scatological, as they grew more familiar 
with each other, more famous, and more refined in their thinking. They 
would stand at opposite ends of a room full of brilliant talkers and thinkers 
and exchange knowing glances, as if each was absorbing the unavailable half 
for the other. Their lovemaking was the same. When they got home at night, 
they would kiss on the street and retire to their separate floors. When they got 
in bed, alone, above and below each other, it was as if they were getting in 
bed together. They were so attuned to each other; they both thought they had 
a great sex life together. They slept as one in separate beds. It was the 
spirituality of the flesh made into the flesh of their spirituality. The parts of 
their lives that others might find wanting were made real and fulfilling, in 
their agreement. They were uniquely the same without compromise. Theirs 
was one of the great love stories, and occasionally they were as horny as 
cloistered theologians, with a stick handy for pounding.  
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Don Ho: Hang ‘em High Ho 
 
Don Ho sang Hawaiian love songs for the tourists. He was a beloved figure, 
revered by the visitors who flocked to his nightclub in Waikiki, just to hear a 
few notes of his dulcet tones, and by the Islanders who thought of him as 
their best and most mellifluous spokesman. Don was one of those whose 
voices are an instant resonator, in the body, mind, and spirit for those who 
seek it out. He could sing a phrase of any song, and his audience was 
satisfied. He could miss a note, forget lyrics, and sing half-heartedly or half 
drunk, and it didn’t matter. Other singers might be like that, but Don Ho had 
the advantage of the trade winds that blow a sense of wellbeing like the lungs 
of a beneficent providence. But he thought he only had his voice, and the 
effect wasn’t as intoxicating or as restorative to him. To him, it was an 
instrument he was ready to lay down, as much as he was ready to pick up. 
Other singers felt the same waning interest in the practice of their public joy, 
but Don Ho had the trade winds. Nobody owns the trade winds. Nobody 
thinks of the trade winds as tiresome. When one steps off the plane, or off the 
boat, or out of one’s house on the islands, when one breathes and feels the 
trade winds, one begins being carried, by the invisible hand of their purest 
reality. The trade winds are song and prayer in one’s heart, without the need 
to sing or pray. As tired as Don Ho got of his repetitious routine, he never got 
tired of breathing in what breathed him out. His voice was birthed, each day, 
by the midwife winds, and then the Ho jokes started. Fawning tourists pulled 
on his arm, the booze didn’t taste as good, and business wore down his spirit, 
until one day he said, “Fuck it!” and spent the entire weekend holed up 
watching Clint Eastwood movies. 
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D. H. Lawrence: American Tourist 
 
D. H. Lawrence was in LA in a car he borrowed from Mabel Dodge. He 
decided to motor up the west coast of the United States. He’d already seen 
the socio-pathology of The Movie Colony. Everyone in LA seemed to be in 
the movies, or trying to be, or dreaming of being. They scrutinized each 
other, as if to say, “You don’t look the part. You won’t do. Although, a good 
director might help.” Or, “You’re not ready. You could be a star, but you 
need work. You’re out of focus.” In San Francisco, it seemed as if everyone 
were on stage. As physically beautiful as LA citizens were, they were clinical 
in their assessments. San Francisco was a pelvic playground. People were 
openly sexual, but there was no sexual aggression, beyond the active 
engagement of the attention to others. Everybody looked at everybody else, 
like characters in a play. In Seattle, everyone was on his or her way to work. 
There was no movie, no drama. As lovely as the scenery was, Seattleites used 
it for physical activity, not as a backdrop. Lawrence headed back to Taos and 
the company of women who loved him as their guru of the erotic. None of 
the three cities he visited appealed to his aesthetic. He preferred the illicit 
secret to its open exposure. “Where have you been, you naughty boy?” Mrs. 
Dodge said to him, grabbing his ass and staring deep into his heavy-lidded 
eyes. “I’ve been doing my own version of Alexis de Tocqueville. I’ve been 
scouring the countryside for my next novel, and I’ve found myself much too 
European for these hard-working, overly-dramatic, undersexed, flesh-pot 
accountants.” Lawrence turned on his heels and left his friend Mabel 
standing in her own repressed eagerness. He went to his room, and with one 
hand on his penis and the other holding a pen, began to write. He 
masturbated to his own florid imagination, the way any self-respecting 
Englishman would do, and then he rubbed the semen into the paper for good 
luck. Mabel burst into the room, stark naked, except for her bracelets, 
necklaces, earrings, and a silk headband. She flung herself at his legs. “Can’t 
you see I’m working,” he said and let her lick the last drops of cum from his 
flagging cock. His pen, meanwhile, never left the paper, and neither did his 
gaze. 
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Bronko Nagurski: His Lucky Day 
 
Bronko Nagurski was called Bronko because he had Bronchitis as a boy, and 
he could barely breath. Besides, he was small and skinny, and his family had 
a foreign name. He slowly grew, and his lungs cleared up. He didn’t go out 
for sports, because he’d given up on himself. It was hopeless. But, when he 
was 15, he outran his older brother, and his mother was proud of him. In 
school, when he was 16, he was required to perform certain tasks in order to 
pass the school’s physical education standards. The regular teacher was the 
gymnastics instructor, but he was home sick, so the football coach took over 
the class. One of the tests the boys had to perform was the 100-yard dash. 
The coach was astounded when Bronko ran far ahead of the other boys. He 
looked at his stopwatch and saw that his time was faster than all his starting 
backs except for his Senior All-Star. He called Bronko over. “Hey, Nagurski, 
how’d you like to come out for football?” The season was already two weeks 
old. The opening game had been lost, and the coach was looking at the great 
discovery of the first five years of his young career. “Sure,” said Bronko. That 
afternoon, after school, at practice, the other players looked in disbelief at the 
kid they’d been making fun of since grade school. “Nagurski, what are you 
doing here?” one boy said in undisguised disgust. “Coach asked me to come 
out,” he said, quietly. This was going to have to stop. They couldn’t let this 
breathless foreigner play on “their” team. The junior starting fullback 
challenged the newcomer to a race, and to everyone’s shock and surprise, 
Bronko beat him. Beat him good. And then he knocked the tackling dummy 
off its sled. His senior year, Bronko became captain, and All-American in 
college, and the rest is history. Some of the old-line jocks never quite forgave 
him. Bronko went out and bought a western shirt with a picture of a bucking 
bronco on the back. He became captain, because he was a friend with all the 
guys on the bench, who all voted for him, and not the stars, among whom he 
became the brightest star of them all. 
 



87 

Emma Goldman: Yearning 
 
“Give me your tired, your poor, your huddled masses, yearning to be free,” 
Emma said, and we put those words in the mouth of Lady Liberty, welcoming 
the world to these shores with open arms and the promise that here, one 
might breathe free. Emma was a stocky woman who felt like a huddled mass 
all by herself, and she had difficulty breathing, climbing the stairs to her fifth 
floor walkup. Poets often rely on their physical senses to describe issues 
beyond the physical. Poets are often tired and poor, and poetry is a way to 
breathe free. Emma ran with a radical crowd that years later would fall into 
disrepute and be threatened with deportation, if not lynching, for espousing 
the very ideas that grace the Statue of Liberty. But poets often rise above their 
station and their politics, to say things that speak for everyone, not just the 
narrow constituency of their inner circle. There’s a greater constituency for 
poetry’s voice hidden in all of us, and poets often find themselves saying 
things they might not otherwise say. Poetry is a kind of warfare that draws the 
best from its warriors. The warfare of poetry has its passionate parallel in 
some of its social cousins, politics and religion, but poetry, at its finest, 
speaks to every side of any conflict, or no side, or to the inside and outside, 
in the same moment. It speaks to the moment of peace that is victory in the 
wars we devise among our lesser selves. Emma Goldman was a socio-
political poet, and she meant to make a statement with the force of a 
polemic, but her language lifted her up the stairs and shed her weight, took 
away her fatigue and made her no longer poor. We are the richer for it, we 
are less tired ourselves, in extending our hand, and we breathe a little freer, 
whenever we say that here, we can all breathe free. 
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Chief Black Hawk: The Sacred Hoop 
 
Black Hawk, chief of the Sac and Fox, had his headquarters high on the bluff 
above where the Rock River enters the Mississippi River. His people loved 
their vantage on a fertile land. “Spirit is with us in this place,” he said. He 
couldn’t imagine the threat that would destroy such a wondrous reality. 
Within a few years, the sacred hoop was broken, and he was sure it would 
never be joined again. The sacred hoop isn’t like a food supply, which can 
be regenerated. The sacred hoop is the peace in the heart when a tribe has 
love for the land, love for the Great Spirit, love for each other, and love for 
themselves. Black Hawk saw a White man kneeling in prayer. He had come 
upon by him accident in the virgin woodlands, and he left him alone, in 
recognition of the spirit, but it didn’t change anything. The White Men 
seemed to use their spirit connection to support their campaign to destroy 
anyone in their way. Black Hawk knew Indian tribes had gone to war, too, 
but he thought their warfare was born of necessity, and their conflicts 
reached only as far as their need to survive. These White People, this one 
great and growing tribe, seemed to have a need for survival that demanded 
eradication of anyone who was not part of it. Its insatiable need seemed 
unrelated to any rational satisfaction. He recognized something that felt like 
an immutable truth. “This is what happens when the sacred hoop is broken,” 
Black Hawk told himself and anyone who would listen. Some would not 
listen, because, even as a great and honored chief, he had not been able to 
stem the tide of invaders. He knew the Indians would be no different if the 
sacred hoop were broken for them. He knew the Whites were no different, 
when their sacred hoop was broken. Who knows where or when, he thought, 
but it must have been an awful day in the land of their ancestors. It was awful 
to Black Hawk to see it occurring, so close in time to his peace and joy. 
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Hippocrates: No Harm No Foul 
 
“First, do no harm,” said the Greek physician, Hippocrates, throwing down 
the gauntlet to legions of creative, adventurous, ambitious surgeons, who 
replied, “Yes, of course, but what if we might learn more by harming a few of 
our patients? What if we can learn more by trying things than by playing it 
safe?” “I didn’t tell you to play it safe,” Hippocrates said, “I meant for you to 
beware of harming your patients by doing what you know to be harmful.” 
Some of the other physicians got it, and some didn’t. We choose the part of 
what we hear that suits our desires, the way aggressors love the line from 
Darwin, “the survival of the fittest,” as if it means that the fit are free to, 
almost required to, kill the less fit, when it simply means the more fit have a 
better chance of survival. Hippocrates issued his Hippocratic Oath in the 
belief that physicians were in the health business, when, to a degree, without 
a true healing awareness, medicine might become another marketplace of 
overriding concerns. Hippocrates spoke of keeping the sense of medicine 
ahead of the practice of medicine. “When a man steals from another man,” 
he said, “he doesn’t just take what isn’t his, he makes himself a thief, and the 
detriment is his own, as well as his victim’s.” Hippocrates, living in the 
beginning of his profession, was also living in the beginning of himself. He 
knew what he was saying, because he could sense it in himself. He could 
sense that the rising up of his profession was the same as the rising up of 
himself. “To do no harm means to be one who knows to do no harm. To be 
one who does harm, without the awareness in himself of what he’s doing, is 
to have already have lost the distinction. To be one, who does no harm, 
because he’s told to do no harm, is to have lost the sense of the ethic. Be, as 
you are in your heart, one who does no harm, and you will not allow that 
harm to claim your heart.” 
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Aristophanes: Playing the Horn 
 
Aristophanes was a funny guy. He wrote satires about birds and frogs, but 
they were really about people who either had characteristics in common with 
birds or frogs, or he didn’t care about the resemblance, but just wanted 
people to laugh at themselves. There are two kinds of satire. “We are all 
different, and I think you’re ridiculous,” and “We are all the same, aren’t we 
ridiculous?” In the latter category, Aristophanes would have needed to 
include himself in the satire, but Ari, as his friends called him, or Phanny, as 
he was called, behind his back, was a pompous ass who took umbrage at 
anyone who might make fun of him. One night, at a party at his house, 
another fellow, a jester of sorts, saw a square of butter on his table in a small 
platter. It looked like a cake, so the man put a feather in the butter like a 
candle, and Ari got upset and pushed the man out the door. “I am not to be 
an object of any fool’s delight,” he declared. You’d have thought he 
would’ve enjoyed the jest, or at least the artfulness. “I am the bane of fools, 
not their dessert,” he said, haughtily. Ari was with a lovely woman to whom 
he hoped to be wed, but she was later seen with the jester making frog noises 
at the taverna. “You should write a play about men with horns?” another wit 
suggested, and Aristophanes, ever the obtuse self-examiner, thought it was a 
great idea and began working on it, immediately. The play was a hit. Phanny 
was good at one-sided satire, and that’s always a crowd favorite. 
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George Armstrong Custer: The Campaign 
 
Custer had planned on running for President, and he didn’t think he’d have to 
run too hard. He’d make his reputation clearing the West of Indian 
resistance. He thought his success was assured. Americans loved a hero, and 
he was quickly making his mark as a military leader. It wasn’t, however, his 
service that would earn him his name, but the story of his heroism. He still 
needed a dramatic battle to secure his standing among the voters, that is, 
among the newspapers and the politicians. The confrontation with a rag-tag 
gathering of tribes, who were only being stubborn, would serve the purpose 
of his deification and subsequent coronation, that is to say, his election. He 
was almost feeling tears of joy as he led his cavalry into the land of the Little 
Big Horn. Custer enjoyed the transposition of the word cavalry with the 
biblical word, Calvary. It added a touch of sanctification to his bloody 
occupation. “The Calvary is coming! The Calvary is coming!” He imagined 
riding up to Calvary and rescuing Christ the Savior, or perhaps being Christ 
himself. He would never say such a thing out loud; he was too politically 
savvy for that. He thought he was a great general. A great leader was leading 
the campaign that he was leading. The coincidental language was almost too 
much for him. One campaign would lead to another kind of campaign. His 
military leadership would lead to leadership of another kind. He felt sorry for 
the hapless Indians he was about to vanquish. If only they knew the destiny 
of his campaign, they wouldn’t put up a fight, but if they didn’t fight, he 
couldn’t get his glory. Nobody cared about a general who accepted the quiet 
surrender of others. Custer needed to overcome their resistance with courage 
and determination. It doesn’t take much courage to accept the defeat of 
others. His heart raced as he imagined the Indians, below in the river valley, 
preparing themselves for their sad, inevitable defeat at the hands of a great 
man, the future leader of a grateful nation. It was a beautiful day. “This is a 
good day to live,” he said to himself. “This is a day that will make my name 
known throughout the land.” He called for the bugle. He only wished he’d 
taught his horse to rare on its hind legs, like the statue that would inevitably 
commemorate his ascendancy. Instead, he stood tall in his saddle and 
surveyed the battlefield before him. “Oh, shit.” His Presidency wasn’t as 
certain as he dreamed it. 
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Houdini: Escape from Milwaukee 
 
Harry Houdini was stopped for reckless driving in Milwaukee, Wisconsin, 
and taken to jail. The arresting officer didn’t recognize the famous magician. 
Harry was offended when anyone didn’t recognize him. He became overly 
histrionic with the policeman. Milwaukee had always thought of Chicago as 
its overbearing, obnoxious neighbor, lording it over Wisconsin’s largest city. 
Houdini told the cop he’d just been performing in Chicago, where he was the 
toast of the town, and his upcoming performance in Milwaukee just might be 
cancelled, thanks to the gendarme’s manhandling of the World’s Greatest 
Escape Artist. “Well, escape from this,” the officer said, slamming the jail 
door behind him. “I want to talk to a judge, this instant,” shouted Houdini. 
“You can talk to the judge in the morning,” said the cop. Other cops in the 
station knew who Houdini was, and they started a pool to see how long he’d 
be confined. They were sure he’d escape; his reputation was that great. They 
didn’t think they even needed to leave him alone for him to effect his escape. 
They were sure he was too smart for them, but in the morning, a sheepish 
and exhausted Harry Houdini was still lying on his bunk in the county jail. 
The cops in the station house were disappointed. One rookie cop bet it 
wasn’t really Houdini, it must be an accomplice, dressed and made up to 
look just the great magician, who must surely be taking a luxurious bath at 
his hotel, getting ready for that night’s triumphant performance. Houdini 
himself acted so defeated and deflated that the other cops paid off the one 
who thought it was an imposter. Such a great man couldn’t look as 
bedraggled and small, slouching out of his cell like that. The sergeant 
declined to hold him on charges; it would have been too sad a day. The band 
of policemen waved at the substitute Houdini, as he walked out of the 
station. “Tell Harry we love him,” they shouted, but their heart wasn’t in it. 
They knew the truth, but they didn’t want to believe it. Houdini’s show that 
night was cancelled, and the rumor spread that he had never been in 
Milwaukee, that the whole thing was a set-up for the escape. Harry never 
played Milwaukee again, and it had always been one of his favorite towns. 
Six months later, a wiry bum escaped from the same cell Harry had been in, 
and his papers were expunged from the record.  
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Yvonne De Carlo: Miniature Pianist 
 
Yvonne De Carlo, one of Hollywood’s brightest prospects in the Forties, was 
proud of her ability to play the miniature piano, but the studio wasn’t as 
enamored of the talent as she was. It was disgraceful to see one of their hot 
young starlets, someone they had invested so much time and money in, 
sitting at a tiny piano, plunking away like a monkey at an organ grinder’s toy. 
Yvonne enjoyed it so much that she threw her arms about in wild gestures as 
she banged on the tiny keyboard. She squealed and sang badly, as she played 
the tuneless piano. It was obviously something she thoroughly enjoyed doing, 
but the parties where she dragged out the miniature piano seemed to lose 
their caché as soon as she started to play. It was the same in New York as it 
was in Los Angeles. Finally, at a party at Lionel Barrymore’s house, Aldo Ray 
could take it no more. He loved Yvonne, as a friend and as a potential lover, 
and it broke his heart to see someone so lovely acting like an unselfconscious 
buffoon, so he raised one of his big feet and stomped the piano into oblivion. 
He immediately left the party; some say in tears, and the two never became 
lovers. Yvonne’s career took off; while Aldo’s never seemed to realize the 
potential others saw in him. Lionel Barrymore couldn’t care less. He was glad 
the parties at his house regained their acceptance. A man in a wheelchair 
doesn’t look the part of a great host at one of Hollywood’s endless rounds of 
debauchery, but he carried it off like a king on his throne. He had originally 
liked the idea of a starlet going wild on a tiny piano, but Yvonne wasn’t the 
debauched exhibitionist he hoped she might be, and Aldo Ray was too much 
of an intellectual, anyway. “Good riddance,” he thought, and began 
compiling his next list of invitees. 
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Lee Harvey Oswald: Step On a Crack 
 
Lee Harvey Oswald, the “lone” assassin of President John F. Kennedy, heard, 
when he was a kid, that if you stepped on a crack, it would break your 
mother’s back. Lee loved his mother and wished her no harm, so he began a 
long practice of staying off cracks in the sidewalk. It led him to change the 
way he walked to school. His gyrations, avoiding cracks, made him look 
disjointed, from a distance. He tried to regiment his stride, so he could avoid 
the fatal crack, but the cracks were too far apart for his short legs to figure out 
a predictable stride to accomplish the noble goal of keeping his sainted 
mother alive. He gradually began to secretly and shamefully blame his 
mother for his impossible task. If it weren’t for her, he could walk like normal 
people. It seemed odd to him that none of the other kids worried about their 
mothers’ mortality the way he did. He decided he was the only one who had 
the heart to care as much as he did. He concluded he was a great son; that it 
was too bad his loutish mother never took notice of his sacrifice. She was too 
busy entertaining his uncles and cousins, dozens of men who appeared in 
their apartment at all hours of the night and day to visit his mother. He was 
happy his mother was popular with her large and extended family, except 
none of the men seemed to have any interest in him, despite his obvious 
concern for her health and wellbeing. She seemed to need a lot of bed-rest, 
and the men seemed to want to take care of her when she was bedridden. 
Finally, one dark day, he stepped on a crack. His desperate attempt to keep 
his foot off the crack failed. Not only that, in his wild leap to prevent the 
terrible accident, his other foot landed on a crack. He could sense his mother 
dying, in that instant. He ran home, expecting to see the ambulance at the 
curb, but she was sitting at the kitchen table, laughing, and when Lee came 
bursting in the apartment door, she laughed at him. He was in tears, and she 
was laughing at him. The two men with her took up the laughter, and Lee ran 
back out onto the street, deliberately stepping on every crack he could find. 
Years later, someone said he was “cracked,” and he agreed, laughing like a 
mad man. “’Cracked,’ that’s right,” he said, “I’m cracked, all right.” 
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King Faisal: Samurai Warrior 
 
King Faisal, born and bred a Sunni Muslim, the King of all the Saudi sheiks, 
who sat atop one of the greatest oil deposits in the world, was fond of the 
world of the Japanese Samurai. He converted a compound in one of his 
palaces into a Dojo, with a Japanese tea garden and ceremonial hall, an 
authentic Shinto temple and an arena for Sumo wrestlers. He imported 
Geisha girls directly from Japan, and regularly bathed in an authentic 
bathhouse, with attendant masseuses. Because he wanted to stay King of 
Saudi Arabia, all of this activity had to be conducted in secret. He imported 
Japanese workers to build and run the facility. The entire project lasted three 
months. It was too risky to contain the secret. As quickly as he assembled the 
compound, he disassembled it. He had it shipped in pieces to his friend in 
Moscow, Leonid Brezhnev, leader of an impoverished and struggling Soviet 
Empire. Leonid had whispered to Faisal, at a state dinner in the Kremlin, how 
much he loved the Oriental culture, wink, wink, as a visiting troop of Geishas 
performed for the assembled dignitaries. King Faisal saw a way out for his 
fatal attraction, and Leonid was the thrilled recipient of Faisal’s discarded 
dream. “It was fun while it lasted,” Faisal thought, as he wistfully scanned the 
thousands of photos he’d taken of his own private fantasy. Brezhnev had no 
such concerns. He grew tired of the museum-like property and donated it to 
the Japanese Embassy in Moscow. All he ever wanted, really, was a Geisha at 
his beck and call, and he preferred any Ukrainian girl dressed up as a Geisha. 
That fantasy was easy to arrange, and it was cheap. Faisal, on the other hand, 
loved the whole culture, everything about it. He dreamed of being a Samurai, 
so he arranged trips to Japan, just to walk around in the ancient culture of the 
Japanese. He felt at home, there. It was a strange idea, but it was a 
completely natural feeling. The only thing he demanded in his will was that 
he be buried with a Samurai sword that the Japanese Emperor had given him. 
The Emperor had whispered to him at a state dinner that he loved the 
Egyptian belly dancers. King Faisal looked bored, and nodded perfunctorily. 
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Ho Chi Minh: Ping Pong Champion 
 
Ho Chi Minh, leaders of the Democratic Republic of North Vietnam, 
modeled his country’s constitution on the United States Constitution. He had 
defeated the French at Dien Bien Phu, and fought the Americans until the day 
he died, and he loved to play Ping Pong. As a teenager, he led his country 
into the All-Asia Championship in Beijing, China. The North Vietnamese 
were called the puppets of the Chinese, during the war with the Americans, 
but Ho Chi Minh and all his teammates despised the Chinese. The Chinese 
referred to the Vietnamese as dogs, and not even big dogs, but small, yapping 
dogs. Even though the British aristocracy originated the game of Table 
Tennis, China thought it was the true home of Ping Pong, much as the United 
States is the home of Basketball, and the Chinese looked down their noses at 
anyone else who might have Ping Pong ambitions. These yapping dogs from 
the south were not to be taken seriously as a real threat to Chinese 
domination. Ho Chi Minh had been playing for that one great moment, to 
stand up to the great Ping Pong powerhouse. And, he did. That is, they did. 
He and his team took the Chinese by surprise, defeating them with darting 
speed and biting skill, like brilliant, yapping dogs. It was the last time the 
Chinese took the Vietnamese lightly, and during the war, contrary to Western 
belief, Ho Chi Minh wielded his reputation as a Ping Pong champion with 
remarkable finesse, getting the Chinese to do his bidding, not the reverse. He 
carried his championship paddle with him into conferences with the Chinese 
ambassador, and he got the financial aid he needed from the Chinese, who 
weren’t all that eager to feed an endless war with the Americans. The Viet 
Cong, during the war with the United States, would sometimes stand up in 
battle and make a sign with their arms forming a circle above their upright 
bodies. The startled American soldiers came to dread the sign, which many 
interpreted as a sign of bravery in the midst of battle, but it was an imitation 
of Ho Chi Minh’s Ping Pong paddle, the Ping Pong Paddle of Victory on 
display against the forces of an overwhelming foe. 
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Madame Curie: Radium Princess 
 
Pierre Curie fell in love with Maria Sklodowska, who became Madame Curie. 
He fell in love at first sight, and the passion never waned in their life-long 
love affair. He called her his Radioactive Lover, his Radium Princess. She was 
amused by his constant attentions, since she knew she had so little to do with 
it. All she had to do was go through her day, doing research in the laboratory, 
in the kitchen fixing soup, in the library reading, it didn’t matter; Pierre would 
prattle on about her glories as a woman. And it wasn’t as if he didn’t 
recognize her scientific skills, he was a great supporter of her work, as she 
was of his, but the power and persistence of the male chemistry continued to 
amaze her. She was sure it was the chemical differences between men and 
women and not her feminine characteristics that drove his passion. On the 
other hand, she knew many women, and some in their company, who were 
more beautiful, more voluptuous, more alluring, but Pierre was all over her, 
every chance he got. He didn’t seem to be interested in any other woman. 
The only other lover in his life was his work. They were both passionate 
about their work, but his passion for her was puzzling to her, as much as it 
was pleasing. He didn’t try to dilute her, either, that is, he didn’t try to make 
her like him. He let her be as she was. Maybe that was it. He liked her, as she 
was, pure and unadulterated. But she wasn’t a wild child, not like some of 
the girls she knew when she was young. She was a scientist, and her mind 
was honed to exacting standards. She was open to new things, though, and 
that’s another characteristic of scientists, never satisfied with the easy 
solution. She did like his experimentation with catalysis, as he called it, 
standing behind her, his body warm against hers, moving against her, his 
hands lifting her beakers, as he called them. She quit trying to figure it out, it 
was a mystery, there was no thesis, synthesis, and solution; there was only 
the sweet science of love. 
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Pope Innocent X: Wise in the World 
 
Pope Innocent X was not innocent, except in the deepest recesses of his soul, 
and those recesses were seldom called upon in his tenure in the Papacy. He 
was named Innocent X by the College of Cardinals, as worldly a body as 
there ever has been. Innocent was to rule over the Catholic universe, to the 
betterment of the church and the people it governed, in no particular order. 
As Popes before and after him, Innocent X was chosen for his governing skills 
more than for his closeness to the Holy Spirit. God was important for the 
meaning of the Church’s place in the world, but the relative political acumen 
of the Pope was essential. Innocent X could have made a fortune in business, 
but he inherited treasures beyond estimation, his for the increase thereof, and 
he would be judged by his performance spreading the Gospel, that is to say, 
the domain of the Gospel. Innocent was required to participate in and lead 
ceremonies of prayer, beyond his previous duties as Cardinal. One night, 
after a long day of ceremonial prayer, as he was preparing for bed, exhausted 
by his duties, he actually fell into a state of profound meditation. His day of 
prayer had opened the moment of true communion with his essential being. 
As it suggested in the Old Testament, he became still. In that unlikely 
happenstance, as busy as he was administering the Papacy, he experienced 
what the entire apparatus of the Church was centered around, ideally. He fell 
into the heart of his heart, where nothing was but the eternity of his being. He 
experienced the innocence of his name, and he was unnamed into himself, 
without form or thought. Nothing occurred, suddenly, and without 
contradiction. He was free in the center of his own truth. Then, a bell rang, 
calling him to its attention. It was time for sleep. He had never been more 
awake. He slept like a baby. In the morning, he returned to his duties, and 
the Church continued to be the engine of its fortune and the fortune of its 
dominion. No one noticed anything different about him, but he did. He was 
Pope Innocent X, and he wondered if that was true. It was true enough for 
him, and that was good enough for him. He would see how it might be good 
for the Church, if he could only remember what has no memory. 
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Jules Verne: A Block of Wood 
 
When Jules Verne was a child, his parents grew desperate. He didn’t learn to 
speak or read until long past the time they thought he ought to be honoring 
them with his precocity. They thought he was bound to be a brilliant child. 
They demanded it. It was their due, as deserving parents. They knew they 
were deserving parents, because they believed their act of becoming parents 
had been sufficient for their reward. And then along came Jules, “As dumb as 
a block of wood,” his father told his mother. Jules stared out the window 
from his manger. The Verne’s had the idea that Jules would be a sort of 
second-coming, which would make them the second greatest parents in the 
world; their world, at any rate, and their world was the only world that 
counted. Jules stared out the window and dreamed. There were no details in 
his dreams. He went dreamy, looking beyond his world, out the window of 
their English country home, looking beyond the landscape, beyond England, 
beyond the Earth. He was looking with clear eyes, for a silent child, at 
nowhere in particular. He was looking at somewhere else. Of course, he 
hadn’t seen anywhere else, but he somehow knew there were worlds beyond 
his ken, and he was interested in them. He caught his parents in language 
and knowledge and flew past them into the world of his imagination with all 
the tools of their world in his kit bag. At the height of his fame and fortune, 
he traveled home, where he had grown up, and where his parent still lived. 
He sat with them, drinking tea, saying nothing. They didn’t ask him about his 
books or his travels or the people he met. Instead, they told him about 
themselves; how difficult it was being who they were, living in that drafty 
house, without enough money for food or fuel. Jules had been sending 
money home for years, but that didn’t soften the complaints they’d honed to 
perfection. He smiled at them. “Thank you, Mother dear. Thank you, Father,” 
he said, taking his mother’s hand in his, clasping his father by the arm. “I 
might never have wondered about the rest of the world, if I’d been raised by 
any other parents.” He handed his father a purse, filled with more money 
than his father had ever seen. “You’re welcome, son,” his father said, and his 
mother began to cry, quietly, drying her tears with her tattered apron. 
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Pablo Picasso: Venus Envy 
 
Pablo Picasso, called the greatest painter of the 20th Century, looked at the 
Venus de Milo and had an idea, “What if that armless sculpture was meant to 
be that way?” He knew the arms had been broken off and lost, centuries 
before he saw it, but he was an artist, with original eyes, and he imagined 
what a painting would look like if the model was cut up into pieces and the 
pieces rearranged. He wasn’t morbid, he wasn’t an axe murderer with an art 
therapy sublimation, he didn’t imagine blood dripping out of the severed 
limbs, and he didn’t imagine the Venus in pain. He took no cruel delight in 
the derangement of the beautiful anatomy of a woman, he only wondered if 
there might be another way of seeing things. Nobody felt sorry for the Venus 
de Milo; in fact, they thought it was one of the most beautiful artistic 
creations of all time. It did occur to Picasso that you could save the cost of 
marble arms, if your statue had none, but it was a passing thought. What he 
was really interested in was a new vision. He wasn’t trying to change the 
world; his world had already changed as soon as he thought of it. That day, 
at lunch, he held his plate of fruit and cheese out from the table and dropped 
it on the tile floor. As it shattered, he watched it shatter. He cut an apple into 
odd segments, no two of them the same. “Don’t destroy our China,” his wife 
said, “just because you’re out of ideas, my love.” “I am not out of ideas,” he 
said, grinning like a happy child, “I am so full of ideas, I have no room for 
China.” He took his shirt off, and tore it to shreds. “Now, you’ve ruined a 
perfectly good shirt,” she said. “I haven’t ruined it, I have saved it.” He 
gathered the shirt scraps into a pile. “Here,” he said, “Here is a shirt for the 
rag bin. Now it has a dozen lives, instead of only the one life it once had.” 
His wife remembered something of herself in that moment, and she ran up to 
him and kissed him. “Now kiss my hand,” he said and jammed his hand 
deep in his pants pocket. 
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Hedda Hopper: The Lost Cabin 
 
One of the two most powerful columnists in the motion picture business, 
along with Luella Parsons, Hedda Hopper had an itch. She was itching for 
something, but she wasn’t sure what. She had a strange, undiagnosed itch in 
her “female zone”, as she liked to call it. Her gynecologist could find no 
medical cause for the itch. There was nothing to scratch, and nothing could 
relieve the itch. She couldn’t relieve it with her hand, with pills or alcohol, or 
with a companion, “be he male or female”, she said, sarcastically, noting the 
rumors of her sexuality. During a junket to Lake Tahoe, to interview actors on 
location, she took a detour. “Oh, Sweet Jesus, these people bore me to 
death,” she thought. She drove her small roadster around the lake. She was 
not a nature lover, and she was not usually inclined to do anything but write 
and take calls, but something pulled her out of her professional “zoo keeper’s 
role,” as she described it. She saw a sign, “Cabin for Rent.” She turned off the 
main road into a beautiful setting among the pines. It was a lovely, sunny 
day, cool, but not cold. She rented the cabin, and stayed for a month. No one 
knew where she was, except the local grocer, the man who owned the cabin, 
who she met standing outside his quaint but clean cabin, “Sprucing the place 
up,” he said. During the month she was there, she wrote a play, called, 
“Movie Star”, in which a world-famous screen star is stranded in a mountain 
cabin for a month, with no contact between him and anyone else. The only 
thing that lets the audience know that the protagonist is a movie star is the 
title. It could be that he is nobody, or that he is a man who imagines himself 
to be a movie star. It could be that he is deranged; that he could walk away 
from the cabin anytime he wanted. In the story, his every action is taken to 
be the precious movement of the most famous movie actor in the world, but 
essentially it’s the story of a man alone in a room. He loses his sense of 
himself as an actor, and, in the audience’s eyes, he becomes an everyman. 
By the end of the drama, no one cares about who he might or might not be, 
they just care about him. Hedda took the play to Harry Cohn and asked him 
what he thought of it. He said it was rubbish, no actor would play the part, 
and no studio would touch it. Miraculously, Hedda’s itch went away.  
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The Sheriff of Nottingham: By the Book 
 
The stories of a bandit in his shire, who stole from the rich and gave to the 
poor, angered the Sheriff of Nottingham. He was a by-the-book law 
enforcement officer, who thought of himself as a good cop/bad cop in one. 
Nobody in his jurisdiction could tell him who this good thief/bad thief was. 
He suspected there was no such person. Sure, there was thievery, and there 
were poor people who needed a little help from time to time, but he and his 
deputies organized food giveaways, whenever he could get the gentry to 
donate to them. “Nobody likes a policeman, until he’s needed. It’s a 
thankless job,” he muttered to himself. The Royals treated him like a servant, 
and the peasants treated him like he was the Devil. But the stories of Robin 
Hood, the mysterious, faceless benefactor of the poor, made his job even 
more difficult. The rich, who were rarely robbed, and over-reported their 
losses when they were, if they were, made his life miserable, too, thanks to 
their greed, their pride, and this supposed, probably fictional, character who 
seemed to be able to rob the rich at will. The Sheriff was beleaguered on 
both sides by a phantom. “If the poor are being helped by this vagabond, 
how come they keep crying how poor they are?” He turned and glared at his 
Under-Sheriff, who shrugged. “And how come the rich, who’ve got the 
money, don’t hire more guards? Maybe they like being robbed?” “You got 
me, sir,” his cohort sighed. “The rich want me to protect them from the poor, 
and the poor want Robin Hood to protect them from me. What a load of cow 
dung.” “I hear there’s an ambassadorship opening up to Denmark,” his 
helpful underling suggested. “Isn’t that where the King was killed by his 
brother, and then the nephew killed him? What a great suggestion. Like I 
want any part of that. You just want to get rid of me, so you can take my job. 
Well, it would serve you right. Then, you could deal with this invincible 
ghost, this Robin Hood, and what’s that all about? A guy named after his 
clothing.” “Actually, I hear his name is Robin, and Hood is more about his 
profession than his clothing.” “What’s this world coming to, when being a 
common criminal is called a profession?” “You make a good point, my 
liege.” “Don’t ‘my liege’ me, you lackey! Don’t you have some parchment 
work you should be doing?” 
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Blackbeard: An Uncertain Retirement Plan 
 
Being the most feared pirate on the Seven Seas is not without its rewards. 
Travel, riches, booty, raping wenches and pillaging ships, killing anybody 
who gets in your way, not to mention respect, if you can call it that, the sea 
air, the sky at night, a healthy seafood diet, and the legal backing of your 
government, unless the bastards are thrown out of office and a reform 
government comes in, but reformers are notoriously weak, compared to the 
Machiavellians of the world. The cream rises to the top. Power corrupts, and 
the corrupt seek power, bedfellows filling each other’s pockets with bounty. 
Blackbeard was glad he chose the sea life for his treachery. He couldn’t 
imagine being cooped up in some council chamber somewhere, plotting 
how to get his hands on the national treasury. He just sailed out and stole it. 
There was more risk of bodily injury on the high seas than there was in the 
halls of parliament, but he got to breathe the fresh air, and he knew he could 
throw hundreds of bloodthirsty pirates in front of him, before any sword 
could touch him. The only problem, as far as he could see, was old age. He 
didn’t know any old pirates, although he knew a lot of old government 
officials. He wondered if he could retire ashore, and take a post somewhere 
in the Colonies, maybe. But retirement didn’t fit his personality profile. He 
wasn’t the sort who wanted to go down in a blaze of glory, since he didn’t 
think dying was particularly glorious. Standing on the bridge of his four-
master, flying the Skull and Bones, striking terror into the hearts of the 
Spanish, the Portuguese, and the occasional Englishman, now that was glory, 
but he could sense that even that glory was waning in his personal lexicon. 
He was stumped. He winced when he used that word, ‘stumped’. The last 
thing he wanted to be was a decrepit old peg-leg, former pirate, dragging 
himself from bar to bar in Bristol or Southampton telling tales for a flagon of 
beer. He was making himself depressed. “Somebody just shoot me!” he 
shouted in his raspy, rum-soaked voice, and his men looked up at him. “Just 
kidding, you blaggards, now get back to work. I want that deck so clean you 
could eat off it.” “Eat what, sir? We haven’t caught anything worth eating in 
days.” “This pirate life sucks,” Blackbeard said to himself, turning to scan the 
horizon for a ship, any ship he could plunder for a decent meal.  
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Generalissimo Francisco Franco: Reflections 
 
After Hitler killed himself, after Mussolini was killed, after Hirohito became a 
shadow of his former self, after Stalin died, Franco was the only dictator left 
worth his salt in murderous oppression and cultural dominance, and he 
lasted another thirty years. It was an insult to Spain that they couldn’t finish 
off their own dictator. Franco felt it; he was insulted by his own survival. And 
all those idealistic Americans who came to Spain before the War to fight him, 
they all went back to Paris and resumed their nobilified lives, writing novels 
and painting pictures. Franco was glad his soldiers had tracked down and 
killed that poet, Federico Garcia Lorca. He heard his men had shot him in the 
ass for being a homosexual. Franco was proud of that, but Lorca was Spanish, 
and any dictator can kill his own people. His murderous reign slipped into 
oblivion; the world suddenly got tired of fighting tyranny. India became 
independent, Pakistan too, and Israel was created. The Soviet Union got 
strong and powerful, making the U.S. cringe in its boots, but Franco became 
a joke. Of course, his people were still miserable, but that was no 
consolation. He thought about invading his neighbors, but he wasn’t the 
type. Hitler had that role sewed up. Mussolini was more his type, but he 
fizzled, in the end. Franco was stuck being successfully mediocre. One day, 
he picked up a copy of Lorca that his mistress had forgotten to hide from him. 
He read a few poems. Damn, the guy was good. Too bad he was a 
homosexual, but then so was Franco’s cousin, and he was a General. Too 
bad the poet was dead, but that’s what happens in war. You shoot ‘em all, 
and let their God sort ‘em out. Maybe he did Lorca a favor. If he hadn’t killed 
him, he might’ve ended up as a professor of literature, with a bad back and 
failing eyesight. “Everything works out in the end,” Franco said, and read on. 
He especially liked the poems Lorca wrote in New York City.  Franco had 
always wanted to go to New York. Then he read more. It brought tears to his 
eyes. Such beautiful language about the country he loved, his beloved Spain, 
he was glad Lorca lived long enough to write these lovely poems. He thought 
to himself, “Maybe they missed his ass, and shot him in the back of the 
head.” That little piece of revisionist history made him feel much better, as he 
took the book of poems with him into the toilet. Poems were just the right 
length to read while he sat on the throne, so to speak. 
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Harry Truman: The Bluff Stops Here 
 
Harry Truman and his predecessor, Franklin Delano Roosevelt, were as 
different as two politicians can be. Roosevelt had been the savior of the 
nation to a large segment of the population, and a few years later, little kids 
translated the theme of Lucky Strike cigarettes, “L.S.M.F.T. - Lucky Strike 
Means Fine Tobacco” into “Lord, Save Me From Truman.” Roosevelt was a 
romantic figure from the patrician east, and Truman was an ex-haberdasher 
from Missouri. Roosevelt cut a dashing figure, even from his wheelchair, 
giving fireside chats to the nation, and Truman was a compact man with a 
high-pitched voice, playing the piano for his daughter. Truman dropped the 
A-bomb, however, and his most famous line was, “The Buck Stops Here.” He 
put those words in a sign on his desk, as popular history would have it. The 
Big War was over; the nation needed a Mom and Pop instead of an icon at 
the top. Harry sat next to Stalin at Yalta and wondered if the Soviet leader 
had any humanity, he was such a cold and forbidding figure. “Asshole,” said 
Harry, under his breath, and then he thought, “Asshole doesn’t even come 
close. Asshole is a word for a regular guy who pisses you off. This guy is 
beyond human. I’ve seen criminals like this, men who’ve had their humanity 
drained from them. They keep acting like the rest of us, but they are 
irrevocably not like the rest of us.” Harry thought FDR was a bit like that, in 
his aristocratic remove, but after seeing Roosevelt struggle with the issues of 
the war, he concluded his running mate was human, after all. People thought 
Truman was a bantam rooster, and that wasn’t the worst of it. Being President 
meant you were characterized as all manner of beast, but Stalin was worse 
than the descriptions of him. Harry knew that you don’t back down from a 
vicious bully, you stand up to him. “No, thanks Joe,” he told Stalin, “I don’t 
want any vodka. Thank you for offering, but I’m not interested.” Stalin looked 
surprised, it was his best vodka, a gift for the American, but the man refused. 
Who was this little man? When Stalin stood, he realized Truman was as tall 
as he was. Neither one was a giant, but Stalin thought of himself as one. He 
could see he wasn’t any taller than this little lieutenant from WWI. Maybe the 
guy wasn’t going to be so easy to push around. Truman offered Stalin a pecan 
pie from back home, and he took it.  
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Pontius Pilate: Man in the Middle 
 
Pontius Pilate, the Prefect of Judea, looked out at the crowd gathering and 
thought, “ What a mess. How in hell am I going to get out of this shit?” A 
wandering preacher had offended the establishment in the local religion, and 
they were demanding he be stopped. Getting the locals to toe the line and 
pay their taxes was getting increasingly problematic. This preacher was 
sounding like he was in favor of armed insurrection, not against his own 
religious leaders, but against Roman rule. That was the real problem. Pilate 
decided to use the anger of the priests against one of their own for Pilate’s 
own reasons. His ass would be in a sling if Rome found out he couldn’t 
control the locals. The best way to do that was to get them to turn against 
their own troublemakers, as if Rome had nothing to do with it. Sadly, he 
wasn’t sure if it was going to work out as well as he first thought. The crowd 
was looking for blood, and all this guy did was preach peace and love, for 
the most part. Jesus had also said for his people to “render unto Caesar that 
which is Caesar’s,” which sounded like he was backing down from revolt, 
but it could be interpreted several ways, like a good politician’s line. Pilate 
admired that, but this guy also tried to kick the moneychangers out of the 
Temple, and that wasn’t pacifistic, exactly. If he made too much of this guy, 
he might stand for something. He might become a symbol of the growing 
resistance against Roman rule. There were more vociferous rabble-rousers 
running around, but this guy was eloquent, and he projected a genuineness 
that could be far more dangerous than mere noise. Pilate decided against 
imprisonment. That would create a martyr situation, with the martyr still 
alive, and that was no good. He decided to let the crowd crucify him. 
Crucifixion was popular. There were hundreds every week. The preacher 
would be lost in the statistics, just one more crucifixion, with ordinary people 
shouting for his blood. The crowd loved a good show, and one more irritant 
would disappear, forever. His followers had already scattered. It would be 
good to let the crowd decide, especially since he already knew what they 
wanted. “That’s it,” he said to himself, “what a genius, the perfect solution.” 
He waved to the crowd, his friend in a crisis. Just like any great politician, he 
knew what worked. Convince the people to vote against their own best 
interests. Pure Genius. Works every time. And, his reputation for brutality 
would be reinforced, without any more effort on his part. “My lucky day,” he 
chuckled to himself, pulling on his robes. 
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Sappho: A Day at the Beach 
 
Sappho wrote eleven syllables of her latest poem and stopped. It was time for 
a break. She called out to her friend and lover, “I can’t finish this. Let’s go to 
the beach.” Her friend said, “Let’s go, before you change your mind.” Sappho 
was a hardworking poet, but it was a gorgeous Aegean day, and the sea was 
iridescent. The beach beckoned. The sea was alive in its beauty.  Below the 
house where Sappho and her friend lived, the beach was only a short walk. 
The island they lived on, a haven for Sappho and those like her, was called 
Lesbos, so all its inhabitants were Lesbians. Everyone on the island was a 
Lesbian; men, women, children, families, cattle, dogs, and birds. It was a 
place of tranquility in a tranquil sea, a creative place for creative people. At 
the beach, her lover walked straight into the gentle waves lapping the shore. 
She went in up to her knees, and then she dove into the clear blue water. 
Sappho sat on a mat on the sand and stared out to sea. It was a perfect life, 
interrupted only by a mind that insisted on its way, but she knew what to do 
with such a mind. It was useful in facilitating her poetry; she loved the 
capacity and capability of her mind, but it should never be in charge of such 
a great and beautiful thing as spirit. Her friend waved to her from the sea, and 
she stood and walked toward its ancient wonder, like wonder walking 
toward wonder itself. Suddenly, words came to her, and she ran back to the 
house to write them down. 
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Alexander Selkirk: Not Robinson Crusoe 
 
Daniel Defoe told the story of Alexander Selkirk as “Robinson Crusoe”, 
described as the first novel ever written. Selkirk the sailor was stranded on an 
island off the coast of Chile for four years. After a year, he concluded that his 
chances for an on-the-job promotion were slim and none. Being by himself, 
away from everyone else, there was no one to count on, except himself. 
Selkirk became good at not complaining; since he was the only one he could 
complain to. He always knew that birds and animals weren’t human, so he 
had no interest in making friends with them, but he was interested in what 
they had to say. He discovered several languages among the fauna of his little 
island. He learned what sounds meant to his non-human islanders. He 
learned he could talk to them in their language. He could attract them and 
scare them off. He could warn them of danger. He could signal food, if he 
found any, but their senses were superior to his, so he tended to follow them, 
more than they followed him. He wasn’t some sort of Dr. Doolittle, he was 
their compatriot, on their terms. Birds would drop fish from the sky onto the 
rocks to kill them, and then eat only as much as they needed and fly away. 
He could finish the leftovers. He stopped telling jokes, but he didn’t stop 
laughing. He stopped talking, but he didn’t stop singing. He made his 
situation as comfortable as necessary, but not more. He had no interest in 
luxuries or creature comforts, it was best to adhere to the reality and not 
embellish it. He found luxury in the sun or in the shade, in the digestion of 
food or in its evacuation. He didn’t extol the virtues of the natural beauty, 
and he didn’t lament the stresses of its hardship. He fell into a kind of fierce 
tranquility. He discovered everything his mind needed to be at peace. His 
peace wasn’t idealistic, and his daily struggle wasn’t cruel. It was. He was. 
When the ship came that would take him back to civilization, he didn’t jump 
for joy, and he didn’t run for cover. The sailors that found him didn’t know 
what to make of him. It took him a week to tell them. He felt only a distant 
familiarity among the people of his ancestors. They thought he was strange, 
as if loneliness had gotten to him, but his loneliness had only just begun.  
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Thomas Edison:  His Big Idea 
 
Thomas Edison invented the light bulb. Just before he died, he saw a cartoon 
of a man getting an idea. The symbol of the man’s idea was a light bulb 
floating above his head. At that moment, Edison felt that his life had been 
fulfilled. His idea had become the universal symbol of ideas. That night, he 
had a dream wherein he was the man he was before the invention of the light 
bulb. In the dream, above his head, there was a light bulb glowing. The light 
bulb in the dream didn’t have short lines extending from it, as it did in the 
cartoon. It glowed. When he woke, he remembered that the idea for the light 
bulb didn’t happen exactly like that, but it could have. Maybe it did. 
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King Arthur: What Goes Around Comes Around  
 
When Arthur was king, his purview was a small kingdom among dozens of 
other kingdoms with little influence in the British Isles. Among his coterie, 
there was a man who sat in the corner of what could be called a castle, if you 
were being generous, or on a log at the edge of the fire, who made up stories 
about the king and his court. He was an entertainer, and everyone loved his 
tales of heroism and chivalry. The “round table” he described was a square 
table they’d cut the corners off, so Arthur’s circle could sit and see each 
other. It was a big table, but Arthur never had more than half a dozen men 
who thought of him as their leader. Their time was spent hunting for game 
and fishing in the abundant streams that ran through their territory. But Arthur 
was a good man, and his so-called knights looked to him for guidance. Most 
of the fights they got into were with the knights of neighboring fiefdoms, and 
those fights were usually over game or women, or “dragons and ladies” as 
the stories would have it. They did get the idea to go fight the heathen in the 
Holy Land, but they only made it as far as the banks of the Thames, before 
they ran out of funds. The Pope had made some promise of compensation, 
but Arthur never saw any of it. The balladeer made it into a tale of conquest 
and bravery, so that when they returned, their families were glad to see them, 
and nobody made a fuss about their brief campaign. Arthur and his knights 
grew old and passed their lands on to another generation and another, and 
the stories grew. Listeners loved the story of Arthur’s magician, Merlin, but 
the real magician was the storyteller, who was able to impact a budding 
nation searching for its noble roots. Arthur had the roots of nobility in him, 
but his legend spoke to the nobility of a race of people, and the chronicler of 
King Arthur and his Knights of the Round Table was the right man for the job. 
He was just doing what comes naturally to some people, listening to men tell 
each other what they’d done or wanted to do. He turned their small tales into 
tall tales. Those tales were exaggerations of events but not of the greatness 
inherent in those he inspired. He told stories of what had inspired him, and 
those stories became an ever-expanding spiral of a mythology born of its 
reality. Men in a circle became knights at a round table, and Arthur the king 
became King Arthur, the heroic personification of a nation.   
 



111 

Ivan the Terrible: Redeeming Characteristics 
 
Ivan the Terrible was terrible in almost every way. He seemed to have no 
redeeming characteristics. You don’t get to be called terrible by just having a 
bad day or two. Like other villains in history, he didn’t think he was anything 
less than Ivan the Great, and he felt something like regret for the way he’d 
been forced to act in terrible ways. He wished it could have been some other 
way. If only other people hadn’t acted so terrible toward him, he wouldn’t 
have been forced to act so terrible toward them. Terrible forces and terrible 
people forced him into a corner. It was a terrible world, and he got the blame 
for it. It wasn’t his fault he was in charge of dealing with terrible 
circumstances. Nobody sets out to be terrible, to do terrible things, to accept 
the burden of doing what others don’t like, and if they do, it’s not because 
they are terrible people. “The Devil made me do it” doesn’t even blame the 
Devil. Instead, it’s a realist’s lament about the way of the world. If our 
enemies and those like our enemies would only conform to our wishes, none 
of these terrible things would have to happen. Most terrible people go 
blameless to their graves, and the terrible ones whose names are capitalized 
sometimes feel elevated by the honor. Ivan the Terrible felt deified by his 
name, even though he felt just awful about it. The price one pays for 
leadership in terrible times can weigh heavily on one’s shoulders. “It’s just 
terrible,” Ivan muttered to himself, a wicked smile creeping across his face. 
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Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart: Mistaken Identity 
 
Mozart painted pictures of his own penis. He thought, “If I don’t do it, 
nobody else will, and it won’t get done.” It seemed like perfect logic to him. 
His wife watched him do it and said, “At least plump it up a little bit. It looks 
so small, lying there.” “It’s asleep, it’s a sleeping penis. It doesn’t need to be 
aroused. It’s not a moving painting. None of the painters these days paint 
their models in motion. I don’t want the thing swinging around, standing up 
like a prince on his horse, waving a sword. I like him lying quietly, resting, at 
peace, content, in repose.” “Yes, well,” she said, “couldn’t I just dress it up a 
little, put a ribbon around it? It practically fades away in its little nest between 
your legs.” “You’re jealous,” he said, “you wish you were being painted, 
lying naked between my legs, like my little penis.” “Jealous isn’t the word I 
would have chosen,” she said, “but I will admit that little mouse gets more 
attention than I do.” “The difference is,” he said, “my penis is indifferent to 
my attentions, it doesn’t care if I paint it or not.” “I bet if you were to give it 
more attention, it wouldn’t be so indifferent.” “Of course not, and neither 
would you.” “My point, exactly.” “What I mean is,” the great composer 
said,” if I were to paint you lying naked, you’d still complain I wasn’t paying 
enough attention to you.” “That’s true. You’re lost in yourself when you 
paint. You’re lucky you found a model who puts up with your self-
absorption. Look, it doesn’t even move. It just lies there. Is it dead?” “No, it’s 
not dead. But it is getting cold. I’m glad you said something. I better get it 
warm, or it might freeze to death.” “Now, I’m on its side,” she said, “I want 
you to take care of your little penis. We might get back, together, one day.” 
Wolfgang got dressed and stood looking at his portrait. “What do you think of 
it?” he asked his kind and patient wife. “I think it’s a fair likeness, but the 
drawing doesn’t have any passion in it,” she added, honestly. Mozart looked 
at it for a long time and then covered it up with a cloth. “You’re right, there’s 
only so much you can do with inanimate flesh, and I was growing tired of it, 
anyway.” “Why did you begin painting it, in the first place?” his loving 
partner said. “Well, I think it was when I overheard several lords and ladies 
say I was the finest penis in the world.” “Oh, Wolfy, not ‘penis’, my sweet.”  
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Socrates: Truth, Justice, and the Grecian Way 
 
“The Sophists are in bed with the rich,” Socrates complained to his fellow 
rhetoricians. The gathered men sent their attendants out of the room and 
asked him, “What are we going to do about it? The Sophists content that 
might makes right, and they’ve won every argument we’ve ever contested.” 
Socrates twisted on his banquette and said, “You’re blind. They’ve won every 
argument because the winner is declared by those the winner is in bed with. 
Argument should be judged on its merit, not its popularity. If we can redefine 
the nature of argument to be the pursuit of truth, rather than the persuasion of 
the willing, then we’ll start winning our fair share.” “But they have all the 
tiles in the game. Their game is defined and judged by a closed set of rules. 
The rich rule the verdict. Nobody rich ever loses a court case, when the 
judge is one of them.” “True, and your argument proves my argument. 
You’ve just made an argument based on the truth, and in the eyes of an 
impartial judge, you have won the argument.” “How do we get anyone to 
follow the truth of an argument, rather than their own self-interest?” One of 
the younger logicians spoke up, “What if we make the truth more compelling 
than self-interest.” The others scoffed. “No, wait,” he replied, “we can tell 
people what they need to know as if they want to know it. Everybody loves 
the Olympic games, where the fastest runner wins. We can make our 
argument a thing of beauty. We can demonstrate power that’s more attractive 
than the entrenched power of the rich, who must surely be bored by the 
Sophists’ cheap tricks.” Socrates paused, and said, in a voice of calm resolve, 
“We can do this. We’re the best at this game. We can make arguing a 
process to be celebrated, and then we can make the product of our argument 
a thing of clarity, so superior to the Sophists’ worn-out merchandise, that it 
will be embraced by the most stubborn ignoramus to ever put on a toga.” The 
cheering in the room brought their attendants back to the portals, in wide-
eyed anticipation of another orgiastic evening ahead. 
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Johannes Gutenberg: Angling for the Words 
 
Shortly after he invented the printing press, Gutenberg was deluged with 
orders for menus from inns, taverns, and fraternal organizations. A league of 
barmen, waiters and butlers accosted him on the street. They were sure their 
excellent memories would soon be out of a job. Then his print shop was 
flooded with requests for copies of risqué stories that been passed from 
generation to generation. The angriest people were the scribes who wrote, in 
script, all documents used in academia, government, and the church. “The 
Bible should never be printed,” one monk declared. “What sacrilege! The 
Lord meant the Bible to be written in longhand, not imitated by a machine!” 
Gutenberg, himself, was perplexed by these reactions to his invention. He 
thought it might a useful tool in preserving safe copies of documents and for 
printing petitions to overturn the local magistrate’s requirement for fishermen 
to have a license. He was an avid angler, and the newly instituted and 
despised fishing license was the only reason he was supported in his work. 
The local council of burghers, to which he was a loyal member, encouraged 
him, to help combat the heinous tax on the wealthy, passed over the 
objections of the council by an entrenched executive. He was chagrined 
when the magistrate asked him to print tax notices and signs that declared a 
fishing license was required on all public waterways. Gutenberg had been 
hoist on his own petard. He took some solace in the erotic literature he was 
able to keep for himself. The Burghers all wanted copies for themselves, too, 
to study, of course, in order that they might propose legislation governing 
such obscenities. None was forthcoming. Gutenberg settled into what he 
thought might be a nice little business, until the local bishop approached him 
about printing a hundred copies of the Bible. It was then he knew he’d bitten 
off more than he could refuse. He couldn’t turn down the bishop, and the 
money wasn’t bad. The Bible had been his prototype, so he went to work 
filling the order. The double-sided sword was that the order kept growing, 
and Gutenberg’s dream of printing his mistress‘s poetry seemed to fall by the 
wayside. “Don’t worry,” she said, “I’ll have a little talk with the bishop. We 
go way back.”  
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Niccolo Machiavelli: The Egg Man 
 
No matter what he did, Niccolo Machiavelli couldn’t get his eggs done right. 
He begged, threatened, and cajoled, then fired his cook. He hired new ones, 
but no matter what he did, his eggs came back to him overcooked or 
undercooked, too hot or too cold, too runny or too hard. This most clever 
and manipulative man couldn’t get the eggs he wanted. One morning, in a fit 
of pique, he shoved his way past his servants into the kitchen of his villa and 
tried to cook them himself. He tried everything; frying, poaching, scrambling, 
and throwing them at the wall. He couldn’t even get satisfaction from 
himself. He switched to other foods for breakfast, and they were done 
properly and to his satisfaction, but he missed his eggs, even the ones that 
weren’t done right. He went back to eggs, but he was at a loss to understand 
why he couldn’t get the eggs he wanted. He wondered if anyone ever got 
their eggs the way they wanted. He asked around and discovered it was the 
rarest of realities; eggs done just right. He stole away the cooks of those who 
said they were happy with their eggs, and it still didn’t work for him. He 
wondered if it was a curse, or if there was something wrong with him, but he 
was Machiavelli. He was one man who could get things done. Why would 
this one thing stand in his way of perfect control? One evening, he didn’t like 
his salmon, and he nearly jumped for joy. He sent it back, hoping the next 
round would show him something else he couldn’t get right, but the chef 
served him the best salmon he’d ever eaten. He was stumped and stymied. 
His mother had made eggs the way he liked them, so he went to her, but she 
was old by then, on death’s door, a woman he never liked, but who, he was 
willing to admit, had always been a great cook. She told him she would 
make the effort. She rose from her deathbed and made her way, bent and 
crippled, to her stove. She pulled two eggs from a basket and within a few 
minutes, presented Machiavelli with the best eggs he’d ever tasted, and then 
she died. “So, that’s it,” he said, turning from his mother’s crumpled body, 
returning abruptly to his palatial estate. From then on, he accepted that this 
was a world in which good eggs are not to be expected and not worth 
considering in any society. Machiavelli considered the omelet a deception 
perpetrated by compromisers and lily-livered idealists. 
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St. Nicholas: The Symbol of Generosity 
 
Nicholas was a truly generous man. Giving was a natural expression of his 
character. He was so generous that people began to attribute all good fortune 
to him. “Saint Nicholas has been here,” they said, when it was certain he was 
the one who gave, or when it was impossible to know. Saint Nicholas 
seemed to know what people were doing, awake or asleep, because good 
things would happen to them when he was not around. Children began to 
leave food and drink, in gratitude, and or hopes it might encourage his 
appearance. When food and drink were left in plain sight, overnight, they 
would often mysteriously disappear, and it was believed that Nicholas had 
been there. Nicholas grew restless, under this mistaken attribution, even 
though it seemed benign. It encouraged people to act kindly toward others. It 
encouraged random acts of generosity. Debts of the heart were repaid 
without calling attention to the giver. Some thought this attribution of prayer’s 
answered; to a man who liked the color red, whose name was St. Nick, was 
blasphemous, if not inspired by the Prince of Darkness himself. Why were 
these acts of generosity conducted in the dark of night? Who can appear in 
several places at once? Who can fly? Who can know what people are 
thinking? Who can be invisible, seemingly at will? Nicholas became 
disturbed by the speculation. He said to his wife, “We should move to the 
North Pole and get away from this nonsense.” “Why don’t you tell people 
you’re not the one who gave them their new shoes, or their new cuckoo 
clock?” “I tried that,” he said. “Nobody believed me.” “Well, what’s wrong 
with all this generosity?” his wife said, “Who cares if you get the credit? 
Obviously, most people don’t care, they keep doing it, and children love it.” 
he answered, “And now they’re beginning to expect it. A true gift is 
something freely given, not expected.” “Most children expect to be beaten,” 
she said. “This is a good thing.” “I suppose,” he sighed, “I couldn’t stop it 
now, if I tried. Still, I’m serious. My brother has a herd of deer, up north, and 
he needs help. I want to go help him.” “Your brother is a good man. We 
should do what we can to help him.” “That’s the spirit, my love. You still 
have what I intended, in the first place.” 
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Tom Thumb: The Smallest Man in the World 
 
Tom wasn’t the smallest man in the world, despite his billing. He knew men 
who were smaller, but he had a great job with the most famous circus in the 
world, Ringling Brothers and Barnum & Bailey’s Greatest Show on Earth. He 
was on top of the world, even though he was closer to the ground than 
almost everyone else. He heard someone say his grandfather was closer to 
God than anyone in his family, and Tom said, “He may be closer to being 
dead, but he’s not any closer to God than anyone else.” Tom was a bit of a 
philosopher. His position, from the standpoint of his uniqueness and his 
notoriety, gave his a platform from which to observe the world from a unique 
perspective. When Tom went bald, he refused to comb his hair over the top 
of his head. “Everyone one can see I’m bald, what’s the use of trying to mask 
it? He took to wearing a variety of hats and caps. He wore tall hats and flat 
caps, and he took them off as soon as he entered a building. “My parents 
raised me up right,” he said.” He held doors for women twice his size. He 
stood when women entered the room, even when no one could tell he was 
standing. Often, when he stood from a sitting position on an ordinary chair, 
his head was lower than it was when he was sitting. Still, Tom Thumb was a 
gentleman, and the rules of society were not to be slighted. He didn’t care for 
the sexual innuendo people made of his name. One woman said she’d sure 
like him “inside her”, which was offensive enough, but then she said, “All of 
you!” The insult met with uproarious laughter in the restaurant where he was 
dining with friends, who laughed along with the rest. His associate, Phil 
Finger, thought it was a side-splitter, but Phil was a foul-mouthed imitation of 
Tom. Phil made a career out of being salacious, and Tom had avoided 
scandal throughout his long and successful career. “I may be little,” he said, 
“but I am not small.” He bristled at being called the smallest man in the 
world. He went to P.T. Barnum about changing it, but the blustery impresario 
said, “There’s a sucker born every minute, Tom, and none of them cares 
about the subtleties of language.” Tom suggested he be called, “The Master 
of the Miniscule.” “How about we call you Peewee?” P.T. said, and Tom left 
the office, slamming the huge wooden door behind him. He could hear 
Barnum laughing, but he didn’t think it was even a tiny bit funny. 
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Chief Joseph: The Handwriting on the Wall 
 
Chief Joseph of the Nez Perce could read the handwriting on the wall. The 
White Man was doing the writing, and the wall was his land. He signed his 
last treaty with the inevitable hordes of settlers, who were represented by 
their government and enforced by their army, saying, “From this day forward, 
I will fight no more, forever.” He tried to take his people to safe refuge in 
Canada, but even in exile there was no easy route to freedom. “I said I would 
fight no more, but that doesn’t mean I don’t feel like it,” he thought to 
himself. He dreamed of some way for the tide of history to be reversed. He 
imagined sitting down with the leaders of the White Men and negotiating an 
agreement that meant something and could be relied on, as had been true in 
his dealings with warring Indian Nations, but the history of negotiations with 
the White Men had shown them to sign temporary holding actions that held 
only until they felt like changing them. There was no honor in such 
agreements. He meant to keep his own honor, no matter the dishonor of 
those who were conquering by the sheer weight of their numbers. He knew 
some among the Whites who acted with honor, until they were ordered not 
to, and he could see the pain in their faces when they bent to their 
submission, but he would not do that. He led his people as far and as long as 
he could, without dishonoring himself or his ancestors. He spoke in anger at 
one of his own men, who was acting dishonorably among his own, and the 
man said, “I thought you said you would fight no more forever.” Joseph 
looked at the weasel among the wolves and said, “I wasn’t referring to you, 
who are traitor to your own skin.” He sent the man into exile from the tribe of 
exiles. The man ran to the Whites, with whom he had been trading 
information for money and rum. “I choose to give up this war, that has only 
one future, our destruction, but I do not choose to submit to it in defeat. I 
choose to walk away from humiliation, even if it means a knife in my back.” 
His statements of nobility in defeat didn’t make him feel better, but they kept 
him being who he’d always been, a man of strength and honor. 
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Elvis Presley: The Voice of Daffy 
 
Elvis was a big fan of ducks in the comics. He loved Daffy Duck, Donald 
Duck, Donald’s nephews, Huey, Looie, and Dewy, Scrooge McDuck, Daisy 
Duck, and any other duck in cartoons. He wanted his gang of pals to call 
themselves, “The Ducks.” “United we quack, divided we croak,” he said. He 
believed that losing your sense of humor was “running out of duck jokes”. 
This obsession with ducks was not shared by anyone in his circle, or his 
manager, Colonel Tom Parker, who told him to shut up about the ducks, 
already. It didn’t change his duck passion, but Elvis was socially adept, 
enough to keep it to himself. He became good friends with Mel Blanc, who 
did the voice of Daffy Duck, along with Bugs Bunny and the rest of the 
Warner Brothers stable of cartoon characters. Daffy was Elvis’s favorite duck, 
and he begged Mel to let him do the voice of Daffy in one of his cartoons. 
Mel didn’t have creative control over the cartoons, but he had the run of the 
studio where they were being recorded, and he was the one indispensable 
voice that Warner Brothers had. Elvis was with him in the studio when he 
recorded Daffy in “Duck Sloop,” a cartoon about Daffy as a famous sailor 
entered in the America’s Cup. At one point in the cartoon, Daffy had to turn 
to his audience and do an imitation of Elvis Presley saying, “Thank you, very 
much.” Mel coached Elvis is saying his signature line just like Daffy, with a 
speech impediment, slurring the words, but Elvis’s voice was too mellifluous, 
and he was almost pathologically incapable of saying it wrong. He repeated 
the phrase a dozen times, and it never sounded like Daffy imitating Elvis. It 
sounded like Elvis doing a poor imitation of Daffy. Finally, Mel stuffed a wet 
rag in Elvis’ mouth and strangled him as he spoke the line, and it came out 
perfectly. Elvis was thrilled, and even though no one ever knew it was he, he 
was extremely happy with the secret. He bought a copy of the cartoon and 
every time his line came up, he would jump out of his chair, point at the 
screen, and say, “That’s me! That’s me.” “Of course that’s you,” others would 
think, “the duck is imitating you, everyone knows that. Thank you very 
much. Everybody knows that’s Elvis,” and they would shake their heads in 
wonder at the peculiarities of such a brilliant man as Elvis Presley, The King, 
old swivel hips, himself, thank you very much. 
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Marcel Marceau: A Man of Few Words 
 
The great French mime, Marcel Marceau, was a great talker, when he wasn’t 
performing silently. He prided himself in his articulation, and being a mime 
was not a contradiction for him. He didn’t think being silent was the opposite 
of speaking. He thought they were intrinsically bound together. His 
inclination to speak came out of his silence, as it does for all of us. “Children 
are mimes by nature, content to watch the world around them and imitate it. 
The greatest achievement of our humanity is our transition, from rich but 
inarticulate silence, to articulate speech. Gradually, we become afraid of our 
silence, thinking it betrays us as stupid or foolish,” but Marcel knew it was 
the fount of his brilliance. He was able to be a mime, because he never left 
his silence behind in the common pursuit of talking all the time. His 
brilliance was to be as fascinating as any other person, even though he never 
said a word. When he spoke, his language was a performance of sound. His 
friends didn’t beg him to play the mime for them; his speaking self was not 
less than his mime self. His manner of speaking incorporated the fullness of 
stillness. It wasn’t an attempt to sound important, as some politicians and 
preachers have done, speaking slowly to impress others with their 
importance. Marcel spoke slowly, because his language was like roses in a 
garden of rich soil, not plucked and bundled like a bouquet. As a mime, he 
moved his body, his head, hands and feet with grace, not to show how 
graceful he was, but because he knew the grace of the body. He wanted 
grace to move freely in itself. His audience came to share his joy in the grace 
of the body, and then to laugh, when that grace was fumbled. His speech 
shared the grace of language and the humor of language, when its grace is 
ignored. Marcel was a mime, fully human, in a garden of silence and 
stillness, and language was one of its flowers. 
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General Douglas MacArthur: His Brass Was Polished 
 
World War II hero, General Douglas MacArthur could not believe how fast 
his nose hairs grew back, after he had so recently removed them. The general 
was a man of exacting standards. He suspected that his Commander in Chief, 
Harry Truman, didn’t have the same concern for personal appearance, even 
though he’s been a haberdasher before entering politics. Politics had made a 
disheveled mess out of him, and the General suspected time had revealed his 
true nature. He thought it showed a lack of leadership skills for a man in 
command of others to let his nose hairs grow long enough to be seen. It was 
especially important for a man who held his head up. When one’s position 
requires one to look down one’s nose at those beneath one, it is incumbent 
upon one to have one’s nostrils as clean as a latrine that’s just been policed. 
Truman couldn’t look down his nose at anyone. Good thing, too, since his 
nostrils were probably as thickly forested as the Philippines. When General 
MacArthur was told of the Japanese sneak attack on Pearl Harbor, he had 
nine hours to move the planes on the base he commanded in the Philippines 
out of harm’s way, but it was important to the future Commander of the 
Pacific Campaign, to see to his personal hygiene. Nothing is more important 
than making oneself as striking a figure as one can. After all, he was the lead 
horse in the parade. And, it wasn’t just nose hairs than needed attending to, it 
was the entire panoply of presentation; the rest of the hair on his body, the 
condition of his skin, the shape his uniform was in, the way his office looked, 
the shine on his shoes and his official car; the list could go on, and did. How 
can a general give orders that others will carry out, with the same attention to 
detail, if the general giving the orders is disorderly in any way? Before he 
gave any orders, he needed to be certain that a thousand things were done 
and done well? Once that was taken care of, it truly didn’t matter about the 
Japanese and their war machine or the salvation of his own fleet; the enemy 
was already defeated. Victory began with nose hairs; make no mistake about 
it. If one’s nose hairs are taken care of, the war is won. Except for a nail, the 
shoe is lost, except for a shoe, the horse is lost, except for a horse, the battle 
is lost, except for a battle, the war is lost. General MacArthur was going to 
make damned sure no nails were lost. That reminded him, his nails needed 
trimming. It was a good thing he remembered that. He must have been right 
about his nails, because the U.S. eventually won the war. 
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Marshall Tito: A Bird in the Hand 
 
Before he died, Marshall Tito, (Josip Broz) the leader of Yugoslavia, wrote a 
friendly letter to Saddam Hussein, the young leader of Iraq, dictator to 
dictator, about the way things were going. Both men were ruling over deeply 
divided countries, split by factions that would go to war with each other if 
their autocratic rule weren’t holding them together. Tito had been at it a lot 
longer than Saddam had, but they had a mutual respect for each other, 
especially since Tito found out Saddam was an aficionado of biting the heads 
off small birds and spitting the heads at anyone he didn’t like, just as Tito did. 
The occasion of such an insult had come to be known as “getting the bird.” 
Someone in Tito’s general staff had described it as “getting a little head,” but 
that expression never caught on, at least not in that context. Tito thought he 
had invented the practice. When Saddam assured him he’d gotten the idea 
from stories he heard about his hero, Marshall Tito, Tito was flattered, and 
the friendship blossomed. When Tito died, Saddam was saddened and 
apprehensive. He watched as Yugoslavia fell into warring factions and civil 
war, but it reassured him that his position, as the glue that held Iraq together, 
would keep him in power, especially with the United States as his ally 
against Iran and the Soviet Union. He began to institute more and more cruel 
practices he called, “Doing a little Tito on someone,” or saying, “This one’s 
for Tito,” or “It’s Tito Time.” Saddam was upset when his old ally, the United 
States, entered the Bosnian conflict and contained the ethnic violence. To 
Saddam, that was like calling the game at half-time. He was sure Tito was 
rolling over in his grave, and then he laughed, “like a pig on a spit over the 
fires of Hell.” Secretly, Saddam was glad Tito was dead. He didn’t like 
competition in the race to be the world’s most disliked dictator. His disdain 
for Pol Pot was legendary. “I bet he never spit the head of a bird at anyone, 
that weak-kneed bastard.” Tito had a soft spot in his heart for Stalin, even 
though Tito kept the Soviets from overrunning his country. “We love and hate 
the ones we admire the most,” Tito said, wondering how and when he could 
spit the head of a bird at Saddam Hussein. He never got the chance, and 
Saddam was just as disappointed as Tito was. He had a bird in the mouth in 
his own plans. 
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Gutzon Borglum: A Face in the Crowd 
 
When he was young, the sculptor of Mount Rushmore, Gutzon Borglum, was 
just another face in the crowd, and he longed for recognition. His own 
parents looked past him to his siblings. In third grade, his teacher had all the 
students draw self-portraits, and Gutzon drew a picture of a mountain. The 
teacher chided him for misunderstanding the assignment. He thought she 
meant for them to draw a portrait of something they saw themselves as. He 
leaned over and saw the girl next to him had drawn a face that looked to him 
like a cat, and the boy on the other side drew a face that looked like a truck, 
so he painted himself as a mountain with a face on the side of it. “At least, 
put more detail in the face,” his teacher said, exasperated. He was a solid, 
stubborn boy, and he grew up the same way. He was fascinated when 
anyone was said to have “a big head”, and when he heard that actors, who 
made it in the movies, were the ones with small bodies and big heads. As a 
young sculptor, he found out he wasn’t as good with bodies as he was with 
heads. Hands and feet were always a problem; he couldn’t get them right. He 
wanted to make big heads, but he couldn’t afford the materials. He admired 
the statues on Easter Island, but they weren’t big enough for his taste. When 
he was finishing Mt. Rushmore, one of his assistants thought about diverting a 
stream to run by Teddy Roosevelt’s face, because he’d been an advocate of 
the outdoors. Another assistant suggested running small water pipes to 
Abraham Lincoln’s eyes, leaking tears, to commemorate his sorrow over the 
Civil War and/or being assassinated. Borglum wondered if he wasn’t done 
making art with the help of assistants, but he had no other way of taking on 
such monumental work. One assistant suggested they grow beards for the 
faces out of natural vegetation, moss, for example, and then dye the moss, 
since nobody had a green beard. Borglum died within two years of finishing 
the sculptures, but by that time, his work had become acclaimed for its 
simple grandeur. He never got a big head about his accomplishment. 
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Anne Frank: Pie Maker to the World 
 
Hiding from the Nazis was a constant suppression of the freedoms of normal 
life; talking, moving, laughing, singing, and surprisingly, for Anne Frank, 
making pies, her imagined pleasure. As clearly as she demonstrated her 
potential as a writer and thinker, her secret desire was to enter the world of 
pies. Before her family’s confinement in their cramped quarters behind walls, 
out of the reach of the Gestapo, she had come across a book celebrating the 
pies of the world, and it seemed to her to be an avenue of discovery into the 
culinary corners of the globe. A pie can be almost anything baked between 
layers of dough, and people all over the world had found ways of baking 
whatever was available into a pie. Anne liked the idea of containing food 
within itself, so that no utensils were necessary. It stretched her imagination 
to think of pies containing almost anything. There were meat pies, fruit pies, 
vegetable pies, cheese pies; all kinds of pies to think about. The idea of pie as 
a creative expression of both poverty and wealth intrigued her. One could 
make a simple pie or a complicated pie, whether one had limited or 
unlimited ingredients. A pie made by the poorest baker could be as tasty and 
filling as one made by the finest bakers in the finest restaurants. She imagined 
the pies on display in the capitols of the world. She imagined a map of the 
world, she imagined a spot on the map, and then she imagined sitting down 
with the people of that spot for a piece of pie. She imagined bringing pies to 
those who had never seen one, but she believed that was unlikely. It was 
more likely that she could bring a pie to a remote corner of the world and 
exchange it with a pie made in that locale. She imagined standing in villages 
in Africa, South America, the United States, China, India, and exchanging 
pies with the people she would meet. She imagined slipping out of her 
family’s hiding place, and returning with a pie she had baked herself in the 
home they had been forced to abandon. Her actual history as a baker was 
limited. Her mother hadn’t had time to teach her, but she believed she could 
do it on her own. She imagined that, after the war was over, she could learn 
to make a great pie, and even if she didn’t, she thought it might be a fine way 
to explore the world. 
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Sigmund Freud: Smoke Analyst  
 
As were many men of his time, Sigmund Freud was a cigar smoker. 
“Sometimes, a cigar is just a cigar,” he said, “and a damn fine smoke.” It was 
the smoke that became his object of attention, however. He watched the 
billowing smoke from his and others’ cigars and began to imagine images in 
the dispersing smoke, as one might in the clouds. He began to keep a journal 
of the images he saw in his cigar smoke, compared to the images he saw in 
the smoke of others in his company, after dinner at his residence, or at his 
club in Vienna. He began to see that the images he chronicled in his own 
smoke were more feminine than the images he witnessed in the smoke of his 
friends and associates, by a degree of ten percent. He concluded that any 
man who is conscious of himself contains characteristics we identify as 
female. Or else, we tend to think of other men as ten percent more male than 
we think of ourselves. Both conclusions were disturbing to the decidedly 
staid and stolid paragon of his sex as the Father of Psychotherapy was, not 
only to himself, but among his peers. The idea that Freud was even slightly 
more female than other men seemed absurd on the face of it. He considered 
what might be accounting for this discrepancy. He concluded that his 
association with women was having a deleterious effect on the focus of his 
character. He was spending most of his working time, as a psychiatrist, 
talking to women, even coining the notion that women’s mental disturbances 
were “hysterical”. He thought he was becoming ten percent more 
“hysterical” than his male counterparts in other professions. His concern for 
this conclusion, he decided, was itself an example of an incipient “hysteria”. 
He posed the question to himself; “What if this ten percent alteration in 
character is an improvement?” He continued to observe the images in his 
cigar smoke. Over the next five years, he noticed a one and one half percent 
increase in these disturbing images. This, he attributed to the concentration of 
his attention on imagery, an activity he categorized as feminine in itself, and 
therefore, ought to be discounted. It was not his habit to discount any 
discovery or theory in what was a new and burgeoning field of study, but he 
discontinued the exercise, when the cigars available to him produced less 
smoke, which dissipated so rapidly that images were difficult to maintain, 
despite his remarkable intellect. The paper he was writing on the subject 
went unpublished. “Up in smoke,” he remarked, wryly, in his journal. The 
conclusion may have been accurate, but its method of study was suspect. 
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Nero: He Burned While Others Fiddled 
 
Nero, the Emperor of Rome, was a mediocre musician, and it bothered him. 
Whenever he heard a superior musician play, and that was almost all the 
time, it made him angry. Part of the reason he wasn’t able to improve his 
skills was that he thought playing music was nothing but skills. He never 
listened to the music, so he never enjoyed playing, and he never enjoyed 
anyone else’s playing. Music, for Nero, was the repetition of sounds, not their 
beauty. On the other hand, when Rome was burning, he stood at his 
balustrade and cheered the beauty of the flames. He was visual and not 
aural. He could see beauty, but he couldn’t hear it. And he was tone-deaf to 
anyone else’s opinion. Those who were decrying the destruction of Rome by 
fire had no effect on him. “Look at those reds and yellows,” he sighed, almost 
in a swoon from the force of the fire’s beauty. “Look at the backlit smoke, 
look at the distention of shapes in the burning, it’s a constantly changing 
masterpiece.” He felt so exhilarated he picked up his fiddle and began to 
play. For the first time, it sounded almost good. Those standing nearby reeled 
in disgust, as they retreated from the royal balcony. “Stop that infernal 
racket,” they begged, but he persisted, getting worse with each bar, until one 
consul general grabbed the fiddle and tossed it into the lapping flames. “You 
people have no respect for the music of the spheres,” Nero said, and fled 
with his entourage for higher ground.    
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Amelia Earhart: Winged Canoe 
 
After floating for two days on the open sea, kept afloat by parts of her own 
demolished airplane, Amelia Earhart washed up on an island, where she was 
rescued by island natives, who had never heard of her and took her to be a 
blessing from the gods. They thought she was a visitor from an unidentified 
flying object they’d seen, days before, when it flew low and fast over their 
heads like a winged canoe in the sky. It took Amelia nearly a year before she 
learned enough of the local language to be able to tell them that she was an 
ordinary woman who had been flying across the ocean. They believed none 
of what she said, it was too fantastical, but they loved her fabulous stories. As 
her proficiency in the language improved, their belief only increased, and 
they begged her for more of their new and expanding mythology. Amelia 
remembered and retold much of what another famous flyer, the famed 
humorist, Will Rogers, had said about the state of the world and the people in 
it, including all the leaders he met, many of whom Amelia had also met. She 
retold the stories of his barbed humor about the idiosyncrasies of human 
nature, and they laughed. It was all so true. The land she spoke of, The 
United Snakes, stirred their imaginations. They wished they too could see 
such a place, and it became a kind of heaven to them. They might, when 
their time came, fly to The Land of the United Snakes in the Winged Canoe, 
as Amelia had done. Her Winged Canoe had disappeared, and then she was 
reborn in their island waters, borne ashore like a baby carried by the waves 
of the Great Mother Ocean, and they had witnessed the whole thing. It was 
astounding to them that Amelia from the Heart of the Air grew old in their 
presence, but finally, they were pleased to see that even one such as she, 
born from the air and the water, could grow old like everyone else. It seemed 
to be a promise to them that their lives might be no less extraordinary. 
Amelia herself finally accepted the role she denied at first, and became the 
most famous aviator in the world, Amelia From the Heart of the Air, She Who 
Crossed The Sky in a Winged Canoe. 
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Richard Nixon: Medical Taxonomist 
 
When he got sick, Richard Nixon was able to call any illness he contracted 
by name. Lung congestion was called Walnuts. A sore throat was Pinecones. 
It was a system of medical definition he learned from his mother, who was 
not a doctor but was great at naming things. The names were helpful to 
Nixon in his self-diagnosis, but no doctor, either in private practice, or the 
military doctors assigned to him at Walter Reed Army Medical Center, had 
ever heard of his names, and the names were of no use in their diagnosis. 
Nixon was convinced the names were fundamental classifications, and he 
was frustrated by the lack of knowledge of his medical consultants. He 
insisted on telling whoever he consulted with, that the infection in his urinary 
tract was Sprinkles, and he assumed they could prescribe a treatment from 
that precise definition. The fungus between his toes was called Flakies, and to 
Nixon, it wasn’t just called Flakies, it was Flakies. The President, as recorded 
by his system of secret tapes, recorded in the Oval Office in the White 
House, spoke often of the extensive medical history he learned at his 
mother’s knee. He knew his family history, in each of the designated diseases 
and afflictions, and he loved to talk about it.  His advisors, Bob Haldeman 
and John Erlichman, said they never contradicted the President. They 
communicated with each other, with a wink and a nod, that his 
conversations about medical matters was an approriate time to pause in the 
duties of running the country, to let the president express his extensive 
knowledge of Storks (not the bird), Greenberries, Finchfoot, Smokestone, and 
the deadly Outums. Nixon was brought to tears telling the story of his Uncle 
Elbert’s case of Outums, which went undiagnosed for years. His aunt Thracia 
had tried to tell the family doctor about her husband’s Outums, but she 
wasn’t persuasive, until it was too late. Uncle Elbert and young Richard were 
very close, and his passing convinced Elbert’s favorite nephew, Little Dickie, 
to learn the names of the family conditions and their histories, for future 
reference. When the President came down with a case of Shlumps, similar in 
symptoms to depression and alcoholism, he knew that not mentioning it to 
his physician could be fatal, but he withheld the information, until after his 
resignation, when the symptoms cleared up, and he was greatly relieved.   
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John Wayne: Spy Killer 
 
John Wayne played cards at the Balboa Bay Club with other men, including 
Harry Axene, the ice cream king. Axene and Wayne were the same size, 
although most said Harry was better-looking. Wayne moored his yacht, The 
Wild Goose, a converted minesweeper, at Harry’s dock. One day, Ronald 
and Nancy Reagan were dinner guests at the Axene’s. Before dinner, Harry 
called Duke and told him he had an idea how to play a trick on Ronnie. All 
of them were archconservatives with a penchant for playful antics. Halfway 
through dinner, Duke came pounding on Harry’s front door, on Linda Isle, a 
small, gated community off Newport Beach in Orange County. Harry opened 
the door, and in came their friend, John Wayne, bigger than life, in a state of 
agitation. He said something about spies, and rushed through the house, 
across the deck, and onto his boat. Reagan and Axene stayed inside with 
their wives. Ronnie asked Harry what he thought was up, and Harry told him 
that Duke had been worried there was a plot to plant a bomb on his boat. 
Harry said he told Wayne it couldn’t be true. Reagan said he thought 
anything was possible, and Harry smiled to himself. The plan was working. 
The group in the house heard shouting and a scuffle on the boat, then shots 
rang out and then silence. Wayne came running back inside. He begged the 
two men to help him. He had shot the “spy”, but it turned out to be one of 
the actors at the studio, an ass-kisser, and a sycophant. There was a rowboat 
tied to the yacht. Wayne had caught the man climbing aboard and shot him, 
before he realized who he was. “An intruder!” Axene said, and Reagan said, 
“You were justified!” Wayne was inconsolable. “I can’t let this get out. He’s a 
True Conservative. I can’t be caught with Conservative blood on my hands.” 
“What do we do?” Reagan said.” “Get a razor,” said Wayne, “we’ll shave the 
hair on his chest, and people will think he’s a Liberal.” “Harry, where’s your 
razor?” said Reagan, instinctively heading toward the bathroom. Then he 
turned and stared at the men, standing nearby, the women still sitting on the 
sofa. Nancy was rolling her eyes. Axene’s wife, Teddy, made her way to the 
kitchen. “Coffee, anyone?” she said. At the door to the deck, stood a 
stuntman both actors knew well, smiling sheepishly. “If I’m ever Governor of 
this state, Reagan said, “you’re all going to pay for this. Mark my words.” 
“Why don’t you run for President?” Axene said, “it’s just as likely to happen.” 
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Shaka Zulu: Muscular Leadership 
 
Shaka Zulu, the great warrior and leader, had heavily muscled calves when 
he was a young man, and one day, standing with one of his best friends, 
several small boys came around them and began to marvel at the 
musculature of their legs, but the boys were fascinated more with his friend’s 
legs than they were with his. His friend, who was shorter than he was, had 
calves that were accented by their shorter length. Shaka was taller and 
stronger than his friend, but his legs were longer and looked less amazing, at 
least to small boys. The second thing that struck him was that he cared what 
the boys thought. He didn’t know he’d become vain about his physique. He 
was a boy growing up, and then he was a young man, comparing himself to 
other young men. He wanted to be thought of as the greatest warrior of his 
tribe. He didn’t notice the development of his pride, until he became jealous 
of his friend. There was nothing he could do about the perspective of small 
boys, but, from then on, he ran a little faster, and he threw his spear a little 
farther. He continued to notice the progression of his ego, as he grew into a 
great warrior leader who struck fear in his enemies. He used his awareness of 
pride and envy to challenge his warriors to better themselves, in competition 
with each other, in telling stories of the strength and prowess of distant tribes. 
He never said they were less than anyone, but he extolled the greatness of 
those they might encounter. And he allowed himself to be thought of as the 
greatest warrior. He walked among his warriors, telling them they were all 
kin and the same as he. He acted wary of those who, if they worked hard at 
it, might rise to challenge his position. His method of open competition 
diffused the envy of those who might have plotted against him in secret. 
Once they began thinking they were within reach of achieving his stature, 
they no longer thought of it as fantasy, but as work to be done, work that 
could be measured and then accepted as a reality beyond their actual reach. 
He secured the love of those who chose to follow him. They knew he was 
their leader, and it guaranteed acceptance within the ranks. Shaka Zulu was a 
great leader supported by great followers. His tribe, united behind him, 
became as invincible as he was, and his friend remained at his side. 
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Marilyn Monroe: Mountain Climber 
 
At one time, Marilyn Monroe was the most desired woman on the face of the 
planet, an odd position for anyone to be in. Not only was she the most 
desired, she was in the business of being desired, and she rose to the top, 
with skill and determination. Still, she sat in her bungalow eating cheese 
crackers and drinking vodka, alone. She had climbed to the top of her 
business, and she was alone. There is little room at the top. Like the peak of a 
mountain, it was lonely and cold, and one’s attention shifts from the climb to 
the precipitous descent. There ought to be a way back down, but none of her 
training prepared her for that stage of the journey. She knew that being 
desired and not being desired were a hair’s breadth apart. Going from being 
the most desired woman in the world to lying at the bottom of the mountain 
in a heap was more likely than remaining at the top. Marilyn loved anything 
crunchy, and she loved anything sweet and squishy. Being Marilyn Monroe, 
she had come in contact with the finest delicacies, but she loved the treats of 
her childhood, when she was still little Norma Jean. She loved the chocolates 
that came in a box from See’s Candies. She secretly loved it that only a few of 
them were truly desirable. It was part of the fun, trying to find the good ones. 
She loved the cheese crackers her mother had made for her; Nabisco 
crackers with melted Velveeta. See’s Candies had a gleaming all-white store 
on the corner, and their chocolates were considered a special treat, indulged 
in on special occasions. She could have had See’s ship her a crate of 
chocolates anytime she wanted, but she didn’t do that. She put on her 
raincoat, over an old robe, pulled a slouch hat over her head, with 
sunglasses, without makeup, and went to the nearest See’s for a box of her 
own. It was closed. Out of business. A shopping center was slated to replace 
the entire block. She went home and called her friend and former husband, 
Joe DiMaggio, and told him she was out of See’s. “Why don’t you call Jack 
Kennedy or his little brother?” he said, sarcastically, “I’m sure they’d love to 
run out and get you what you want.” “I did, already,” she answered, 
mournfully. “How about Arthur Miller? He could get another book out of it.” 
“Oh, c’mon Joe, I gotta have them chocolates, OK?” “OK,” he sighed, “but 
this is the last time. You’ll be dead to the world, when I get there, anyway,” 
and he hung up the phone.  
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Man A: The Cave Painter of Lascaux 
 
Man A, the artist who rendered the pre-historic paintings in the caves at 
Lascaux, stood, on sore feet, holding a torch, this way and that, to see if he’d 
done the work he set out to do. It was difficult remembering what animals 
looked like and painting them with the dried juice of berries, crushed earth, 
and rabbit blood, especially on the uneven walls of a dark cave, but it was 
the only adequate surface available. He occasionally found a smooth surface 
he could stand upright in front of, with his assistant holding the torch, but it 
was rare. He had to make do with uneven ground and uneven walls and an 
assistant who thought the whole enterprise was a waste of time. “Nobody’s 
going to come down here to learn how to hunt,” he said. “We’ve been 
learning how to hunt from our fathers, since before the sun was born, what’s 
the point?” Man A wondered himself what the point was. “It’s not about 
learning how to hunt,” he said to his hapless companion in the dank 
darkness,  “it’s about creating life and beauty to hold up to the unknown, it’s 
taking something from what we see, and what we are, and putting them 
together in something that doesn’t die.” “But these are just pictures of 
animals.” “To you, maybe,” he said. “And you’re an idiot,” he said under his 
breath. “Take a deep breath,” Man A said to his dense partner in art, “and 
look at the painting. What do you see?” Man E looked at a bison. “Take your 
time,” Man A said. “Do you see anything other than a bison?” “I see some 
birds. No, wait, those are cracks in the rock.” “This is hopeless,” Man A said. 
“Nevermind, it’s just a bison,” he added. “Don’t worry about it. You’re 
getting paid.” “You call two rabbits a day’s pay? I could catch more in a 
morning, than I get for doing this all day long.” Man A went back to applying 
paint to the wall. Man E slouched, holding the torch in his sore hands, and 
watched. After a while, he said, quietly, “It’s like the bison is here in the 
cave. But, it’s not a bison, it’s his spirit. Sort of.” Man A smiled to himself. 
“It’s almost human. I don’t feel as alone as I did. It’s like the bison is my 
friend, but it’s not a bison. It’s like I’m looking at my love for the bison. It’s 
how I feel about hunting. It’s not me, and it’s not the bison, it’s something 
else. Hey, that’s good. That’s good. I like that.” Man A sat down and invited 
his friend to sit with him. It was time to take a break. They’d done enough, 
for one day. 
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Vincent Van Gogh: Sunflower Rembrandt 
 
Van Gogh’s mother was not sympathetic with his choice of a profession. The 
family was in the art business, and Vincent had never shown any talent for 
business. He was impractical. He never painted anything she thought was 
any good. If it couldn’t be sold, what good was it? If you can’t make a decent 
living from it, why would you want to keep doing it? When he showed her 
what he was doing, she thought it was atrocious. Nobody painted like he did. 
His paintings were awful. “Why do you paint such ugly stuff?” she asked him, 
not to hurt him, but because it was true. She was only telling him what others 
were too polite to tell him. She was trying to help him realize the error of his 
ways, so he could begin to live a happy and productive life. She stared at 
him, “You’re not Rembrandt van Rijn, you know?” “What if I was? What if I 
was Rembrandt?” he said, realizing she was incapable of imagining her son 
as such a great painter. Not only could she not see the beauty in his art, she 
couldn’t see the beauty in his heart. Her house had paintings she had 
purchased from her brother’s gallery; mediocre landscapes, lifeless renditions 
of familiar scenes. She was incapable of seeing beyond her own experience, 
and her experience was as drained of vision as Vincent’s was bursting to 
overflowing. Vincent and his brother, Theo, stared at each other in disbelief 
and sadness, not knowing how to speak to their own mother, who’s every 
day was dedicated to correcting the failings of her sons. Theo had, at least, 
gone into the business, although he was a failure, too, in her eyes. She paid 
little attention to Theo’s successes or his failures. But she always had high 
hopes for Vincent, and she took his failure personally. He could have been 
somebody important, if only he’d listened to her. He was her firstborn, she 
knew his heart, his mind, his future, but he had ruined it, and she could 
never forgive him. Theo suppressed his anger over his mother’s dismissal of 
his existence, but Vincent still felt the desire to make himself known to her. 
She had made him her world, and then she showed her deep disappointment 
in his betrayal of her expectations. He made his world the conquest of her 
denial, until finally, he found the sunflower in his own heart. And then he 
found fields of them.  
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Britney Spears: President of the Future 
 
“I think we should run for President and Vice-President of the United States 
of America,” Britney told her sister, Jamie Lynn. “We’ve already done all the 
bad stuff we can think of, so there won’t be any scandal or bad pictures we 
haven’t already seen.” Her sister was getting ready to interview a nanny for 
her daughter, to replace the four other nannies who had either been fired or 
quit, “for no good reason,” she said, spitting an almond out of her mouth. “I 
hate these chocolates with nuts in them.” Then why do you buy Almond 
Chocolates, stupid?” “I thought it meant almond-flavored. There’s practically 
no flavor at all from these almonds. They should tell you there’s nuts in 
there.” When did you ever buy anything? Didn’t you tell your assistant to buy 
them?” “I should fire her. I said Almond Chocolates and she got me these, 
and she didn’t tell me there were almonds in them.” “You’re right, it’s so 
much easier to hire and fire people than it would be to go shopping. The 
paparazzi would be up my ass if I did any shopping. When we’re President 
and Vice-President, we can hire all the people we want to do everything we 
want.” “I don’t want to be Vice-President,” Jamie Lynn said. She was the little 
sister of a famous sister, and even thought she was getting richer and more 
famous, she was still Britney’s little sister. “We can switch, after we get 
elected. Who cares, it’s only a part-time job anyway.” “That’s cool, we could 
switch! We trade outfits all the time.” “Oh, I could kill you for wearing my 
underpants, even though I swore off underpants. You got them all skanky and 
I had to buy more, just for show.” “Why do you want to be President of the 
United States, anyway, why not the President of France or something?” “You 
have to live in the country you are President of. Don’t you know anything?” 
“I know you’re fat, and there’s never been a fat president.” “Yes, there has, 
they’re all fat, it’s practically a requirement. You really don’t know anything, 
do you, and besides, I’m not fat, you’re fat!” “I’m not fat, you’re fat!” “You’re 
so fat you don’t even know you’re fat.” “I don’t know what that means.” “It 
doesn’t have to mean anything, but it sounds good. That’s the way Presidents 
talk. They say whatever they want, and it becomes the law, and you have to 
do what the President says.” “Then, I definitely don’t want to be Vice-
President.” “Never mind. I’ll ask Lindsay Lohan.” 
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Donald Trump: Triumph of the Will 
 
Donald Trump’s father’s will made him an instant millionaire, and he hit the 
ground running. To the bank. His father was a real estate mogul, so young 
Donald thought long and hard about becoming a real estate mogul. He 
wondered if there was any other profession he could instantly succeed at, 
that would make him even richer, but with less effort. His father told him that 
the first million was the hardest, and he already had that. “The second 
hardest thing to do is to have an enormous ego without any self-doubt, with 
no compassion for others, except the kind you put on, for show. You already 
have the ego and no self-doubt, so the only thing you have to work on is the 
fake compassion.” “How do I get that, Dad, if I don’t have any compassion to 
start with.” “Son, fake compassion is not like having a million or two to work 
with. You don’t really want to start with a little compassion and parlay it into 
a lot of compassion. You don’t need or want any real compassion. It only 
gets in the way, and if you actually had some, it might grow. That’s bad for 
business. No, all you need is to be able to fake it. Nobody will care. 
Everybody loves fake compassion. Real compassion just screws with people’s 
heads. They’ll start to doubt your genuine greed. Then they’ll doubt your 
business acumen. And that’s your death knell. Stay away from real emotions. 
People love fake emotions. They’re easy to understand.” “So, how do I show 
fake compassion?” “You’re missing the point. You don’t show fake 
compassion, you fake real compassion. You’ll be loved for it. After you kick 
some poor bastard in the nuts, you say, ‘Boy, I bet that hurt,’ and you scrunch 
your eyes up like you feel the pain, but you don’t really feel the pain. In fact, 
you enjoy the pain. It’s business, my son; everybody knows that. And to 
conceal any pain you might actually feel, let your hair fall down over your 
eyes. Nobody will see what you’re feeling. And squint.” “Thanks, Dad, 
you’re the best. I mean, second best.” “Fuck you, asshole, and get out of my 
office, you beautiful bum!”  
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George W. Bush: Forgotten in His Own Time  
 
W, as he was known, before he became unknown, thought he had the world 
by the short hairs. “What happened to me?” he said to his wife, Laura, or as 
he called her, Mommy, after Ronald Reagan who had called his wife, Nancy, 
Mommy. The connotation was different with W. With him, Mommy was a 
refuge of solicitude, in times of threat from the outside world, and that meant 
everybody but Laura and a few sycophants who hung around, wanting to 
ghostwrite his autobiography. Eventually, even those few stragglers 
disappeared. W sat in his condo in Houston, Texas, considering whether to 
become the next Baseball Commissioner or get in on the upcoming Celebrity 
Collisions, a reality show about famous people who’d fallen out of the 
limelight. On the very popular show, former celebrities race around an oval 
track in Barstow, California, crashing their own donated cars into each other. 
W still had one of the presidential limousines from his tenure, and he thought 
he could reign supreme on the demolition track. “Why don’t I get appointed 
a roving ambassador like Angelina Jolie?” he cried to Laura, who’d just about 
had it up to here with W’s whining. “Bill Clinton worked his side of the street 
pretty good, after he was out of office.” “There’s your answer, dear,” she said, 
“he ‘worked’ his side of the street. All you do is sit around and complain 
about it.” “I don’t know what happened to me. I was a great cheerleader, and 
when I was in office, I knew I could bullshit any question anybody had for 
me. Hell, I could bullshit a war, if I wanted. But the punch has gone out of 
me. I lost my bullshitter’s touch.” “I don’t know about that. You bullshit me, 
all the time.” “Yeah, but I can tell it’s not working. I see that faraway look in 
your eyes. When Dick is around, you always seem to brighten up.” “You, 
too. I see how he gives you a kind of a boost, like walking around with a 
rabid dog by your side. He always freed you up to bullshit the room. The 
only thing that ever gave you that kind of boost was booze. I thought I did 
that for you, but when you quit drinking, you needed some henchmen to jack 
you up, like Carl Rove did. I miss those bastards. They made you look good.” 
“I guess this is what happens to all the great ones.” “The great ones? Even I 
don’t believe that line. Go out to Barney’s grave, and lay that crap on him, 
for a change. I’ll have dinner on the table when you get back, it’s tuna 
casserole, tonight.” “Tuna fish, again?” “You love tuna.” Yeah, but not every 
night.”    
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Osama bin Laden: Breakfast in the Clouds 
 
Osama sat on his bed in his safe-house in no man’s land, that region that 
wasn’t controlled by Pakistan or Afghanistan, laughing. He’d just been told 
an old joke that always got a laugh out of him. His visitor had just told him 
the one about the time he, Osama bin Laden, was sitting in the Windows on 
the World Restaurant on top of the Twin Towers in New York City, the 
morning of September 11, 2001, when he looked up and saw the first plane 
hit the other tower. He pulled on the waiter’s sleeve and said, “It is Monday, 
isn’t it?” He thought about what it might’ve been like if he was in the Twin 
Towers when they went down. If he’d been there on purpose, he’d have been 
an instant martyr, like the captain going down with the ship he just steered 
into the world’s biggest iceberg. Or, else, watching from the second tower, 
he could have gotten out, leading others in a heroic escape, gone on the 
Nightly News, been interviewed as a hero, and then revealed how he’d 
planned the whole thing. He would have been arrested immediately, ending 
the war in Afghanistan, before it began. Or, he could have let them torture 
him a little bit and used the occasion to foment World War III, getting the 
U.S. to believe any lie he told them. What’ a little torture when you plan on 
dying, anyway? Or he could have slipped out of the second tower, caught a 
cab and joined his family on the flights out of the country that took place, 
over the next few days, passing himself as his cousin Mustafa. What a story 
that would’ve been. MASTERMIND ESCAPES HIS OWN HOLOCAUST. 
Instead of that, he was stuck crawling from one grungy hovel to another, 
living with ass-kissing jihadists who, worse than wanting his autograph, 
wanted to die for him, right that second. “These people can be so tedious,” 
said the educated, well-read, world famous villain. His second-in-command 
was a brilliant revolutionary and firebrand, if you like talking to an old 
professor with a one-track mind. Osama wanted to shake things up, not to 
gainsay the cause; he was still its leader and a pretty good talker in his own 
right, but to walk into a Dairy Queen in Moline, Illinois, just for the hell of it. 
He was sure George Clooney had the same problem, not to mention that 
babe, Ann Coulter. How do you live when you can’t get out, even for a 
couple of hours? He had a thing for Ann Coulter. She was tall and skinny and 
dogmatic, just like he was. “My type, exactly,” he thought, and then he 
remembered his wives and kids. But, never mind that, he had stopped 
counting his bedsores for a short time. That was good. 
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Evander Holyfield: Champion of Miracles 
 
When Evander Holyfield was diagnosed with an inoperable brain tumor, he 
went to see a famous faith healer and was cured of his fatal condition. Then, 
he learned that the diagnosis was false, that he never had a brain tumor. “Do 
you see how the Lord works, his wonders to perform?” he said, “The Lord 
went back in time and messed up the evidence of his own miracle. It’s the 
same with evolution. The world was created six thousand years ago, but God 
messed with it, so it looks like it’s four and a half billion years old. It’s not 
really that old, but it looks like it is. It’s a test of faith when God lays out all 
this confusion, so we have to take his word on faith and not on the evidence. 
God can do anything. He can invent anything. He created the universe, for 
God’s sake, so to speak.” Mike Tyson, on hearing of this, bit off his ear. “Let’s 
see God put that back.” Tyson muttered to the bleeding boxer, “I swallowed 
it. Maybe it’ll reappear out my ass.” “Oh, ye of little faith,” said the new 
Heavyweight Champion of the World, laughing on the inside, but hurting on 
the outside, where a piece was missing from his ear. It never grew back, and 
Evander was sore afraid that he had blasphemed or committed some other 
abomination. Mike Tyson knew he had blasphemed and committed one 
abomination after another. He didn’t think anything could be done to erase 
his errors of commission or omission, for fuck sake, so to speak. He didn’t 
think anyone would go back in time and take away either his sins or his 
crimes. He did think someone was messing with him, though. His tattoos 
seemed to be getting all wrinkly, the older he got, and he thought maybe one 
of the tattoo artists had used wrinkle cream in his ink supply, just to mess 
with him. He knew boxers did head trips on each other. He figured everyone 
else did, too. It only made sense. Everybody wanted to be number one at 
something, and he knew that anyone who wanted to be number one would 
do whatever it took to get there, so he figured Evander was only messing with 
his head about all that God stuff. It was all about being Number One, and 
what was God anyway, but the Number One of all time, forever and ever, 
amen, messing with our heads with the fake dawn of time and fake evolution. 
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Bill Clinton: Ex-President of Nothing 
 
The former President thought, “I’m too smart for this shit. People wind me up 
and I go off, on almost any subject, shedding light, making sense, showing 
the contraries to be resolved, proposing reasonable and workable solutions, 
and all I get is, ‘He’s a breath of fresh air. It’s too bad he can’t be still be 
President. And away I go on another junket, of wisdom ignored, and 
intelligence marveled at.” No matter what his wife did, or ever would do, he 
thought he had been consigned, not to the junk heap of history, but to the 
drawing room of history, the boudoir of history, the consultant’s chair of 
history, the place where they send old warhorses in their dotage, but he was 
a stud put out to pasture, and all there was in the pasture was grass. “Hey,” 
he thought, “I’m right here. I’m not dead. I’m at least eight years wiser in my 
experience, and even wiser in the ways of the world.” There was nowhere for 
him to go, no higher office, no position of greater authority, only a position of 
higher punditry, like the wise man on the mountaintop who’s consulted only 
to help the less wise men, still down in the valley, do what they already 
decided to do, without him. He was too smart and too recognizable to start 
over. He couldn’t do Vegas or climb the Matterhorn barefoot. Writing a novel 
was out of the question; too many politicians had gone that route. He 
couldn’t become a monk; nobody would believe that. He couldn’t take up oil 
painting; Churchill cornered that game. He’d never tried anything artsy, 
except play the saxophone, and he was mediocre at that. He thought about 
doing stand-up, but he was only funny in context. Then one day, out of the 
blue, he thought, “Why don’t I shut up? Why don’t I be still?” It was a 
revolutionary thought for a charming A-type, manic, brilliant man, with the 
gift of gab, but it came up in him from somewhere he’d never felt, before. 
“What if I shut my pie-hole and let the machinery rest? What if I saw what 
other people were doing, and let them go on, without my sage advice?” 
Hillary could take on the problems of the world; he would be the oracle who 
never speaks. The minute he had that thought, his motor quieted, he dropped 
back into the stillness of his soul, and a minute later, he said, “Nah, I’m not 
ready for that. I always was younger than I am old.” He discovered his 
wisdom wasn’t ready to be wise. 
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Dan Brown: Mary Mona Lisa Magdalene 
 
During the filming of his novel, The Da Vinci Code, late at night, working in 
the Louvre, after filming the Mona Lisa, Dan Brown thought he heard a voice, 
coming from the lips of the famously enigmatic woman. He was a novelist 
and not a believer in things phantasmagorical. It sounded like a damn good 
idea. He’d made a fortune inventing stuff about the church, why not do the 
same for the art world? But what had she actually said to him? He tried to 
remember. He tried to get it right. He thought she said, “I am the way, the 
truth, and the light.” He realized he was treading on dangerous territory. 
Mona Lisa had nothing to lose, she was dead paint, no matter how famous 
she was, although he thought, “If this gets out, she’s going to be attacked with 
paint, and cut with knives, stolen, and burned at the stake.” “Great story,” he 
thought, and began to write. Was Leonardo painting the portrait of Jesus, in 
his portrait of a lady in front of a surreal landscape? Was he painting Mary 
Magdalene claiming she was the savior? Did Jesus live out his life as a 
woman? Did he and Mary travel to France and begin a monastic order, with 
a secret liaison, inside protective walls? Da Vinci was homosexual. What was 
he revealing about the founders of the Christian faith? A single man, hanging 
out with twelve other single men? Brown knew he had his hands on a 
masterpiece, a cause célèbre, a dangerous work; a best seller that would 
dwarf the sales of the “Code.” He knew he could make up any story about a 
religion, that made up stories about itself, but the people who take religion at 
face value also take new versions of it even more seriously. He decided to 
become his own Mary Magdalene and began writing the story in the voice of 
a woman, the newly discovered diary of Mary Mona Lisa Magdalene, a book 
he stumbled across in his research. He still had a problem with her words, “I 
am the way, the truth, and the light.” What if it was da Vinci’s voice? What if 
it was the voice of art speaking? What if it was the voice of everyman? What 
if Jesus meant for everyone to say the same thing? “’I am the way, the truth 
and the light’ - now you say it,” sort of thing. Now he was deep into 
blasphemy, even thought Jesus had implied as much, in some of what he 
said. He knew he wouldn’t have any problem with Jesus, only with true 
believers in the doctrine of the resurrection and with the entrenched and 
powerful church. Oh, well, in for a dime, in for a dollar. 
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Barack Obama: Navigating the Big Muddy 
 
When his daughters were young, Barack Obama told them a joke he’d heard 
from his grandfather. He told them he’d swum across the Mississippi River, 
where it was a mile wide. “I wanted to swim all the way, but halfway across, 
I got so tired, I turned around and swam back.” It was a joke his grandfather 
had told him about swimming across the Missouri River, when he was a boy 
in Kansas, and Barack had switched the locale closer to home. Even though 
he, his wife and daughters, lived in Chicago at the time he told the story, they 
believed every word of it. In fact, they believed it more than he did, making 
his mock failure into a great success. They told others how their father had 
been a champion swimmer, crossing the Mighty Mississippi under his own 
power. The stories eventually got into the partisan press, and Obama was 
accused of padding his résumé, trying to make himself into some sort of 
amalgamation of Huck Finn’s slave pal, Jim, and George Washington 
crossing the Delaware. They said he would say anything to gain and keep  
power. “It was a story my grandfather told me. He never meant it to be 
believed, and neither did I,” he said, in a contentious news conference. “So 
you lied to your constituents?” a reporter asked. “It was a story I told my 
daughters,” he responded, stunned by the shallow gullibility of the press and 
the public who believed whatever they were told. “You lied to your 
daughters?” another reporter asked, as if a man who lied to his children 
would lie to anyone. “It was a joke. I told them I swam half way across the 
river. I told them I got tired, so I turned around and swam back. It’s patently 
absurd. If I was able to swim halfway back, I could just as easily swum the 
whole way.” “Then why didn’t you? What are you saying, that you’re a 
quitter?”  “I’m not saying anything, it was a silly joke, meant to cause a laugh 
on the old man, just for fun.” “You play with the truth, you pander to your 
audience, and you fail to get the response you seek; is that what you’re 
saying?” “Wait, wait,” another reporter broke in, “You mean to say you never 
swam across the river? The entire episode never happened? And you’ve 
waited all these years to clear up this controversy?” “Thank you all, I have 
nothing more to say on the subject.” “Sir!” “Sir!” “Sir!” “Sir!”  
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Li’l Kim: Sliding Down a Slippery Slope 
 
As a girl, Li’l Kim loved sliding on her backside down the stairs in her 
grandparents’ house. It became an obsession of hers to compete in the luge 
finals in the Winter Olympics. She was never able to fulfill her ambition 
when she was a girl, but when her career took off, she thought she might 
become the sponsor of a luge athlete who could fulfill her ambition by proxy. 
When she learned the Olympics weren’t open to individual sponsorship, she 
decided to build her own luge run on her California estate, but logistics foiled 
that project. She decided to write a movie about a young girl, growing up in 
the urban sun, who dreamed of being a winter athlete. She would appear as 
the young girl’s mentor, a woman who longed to compete but was unable to, 
thanks to a terrible injury, but no matter how hard she tried to write the story 
the way she planned, the girl of her imagination wanted to sing and not sled. 
It was frustrating, as a fledgling writer with a strong idea in mind, to be 
controlled by her characters. The mother in her story encouraged the 
daughter to sing, and the mentor couldn’t dissuade the girl from pursuing a 
career in the music business. When she tried to talk the girl into joining a 
gym or run away to the slopes, the girl sang spirited duets with her mother, 
joined a church choir, and sang in musicals at her high school. An agent, 
whose son was in the same imagined production, signed her to a contract, 
which led to a lucrative career. Li’l Kim was so angry that no matter what she 
did, in real life or in her imagination, she was unable to compete in the luge. 
In desperation, she took herself to the Winter Olympics and bought tickets as 
close to the run as she could. She hung over the railing, watching the sleds in 
action. “Oh, my god,” she said, as each luge flew by, faster than the cars on 
the freeway. The ice, scattered by the blades of the luge, stung her face. Her 
next recordings had a tropical theme and out-sold all her previous work. 
Back from the Olympics, she had the spiral staircase in her mansion replaced 
with long straight stairs, carpeted from top to bottom. She could slide down 
her stairs, like a modern Scarlett O’Hara, time after time, without bruising 
herself. She lost interest in the luge. She sold the script to Steven Spielberg 
who turned it into a story about a girl skier who fell off a cliff and was 
reincarnated as a mountain lion. Li’l Kim wrote and sang the theme and won 
an Oscar for best score. Accepting the award, she thanked the U.S. Olympic 
Luge Team, and the glamorous audience stared in polite silence.  
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Michael Jordan: The Man Who Could Fly 
 
In his forties, Michael Jordan, playing in a pick-up game with other retired 
NBA starters, and kicking some serious butt, decided to fly. Not to fly in 
airplanes, but actually fly. He was called Air Jordan, and plenty of people 
believed he could fly, at least for a few seconds. It had been shown, 
scientifically, that every object that goes up, ascends and descends in a 
predictable pattern. Any prolonged time in the air was the result of certain 
tricks; arms extended, knees bent. People wanted to believe he could fly, and 
so did he. His body was aging, beyond his ability to compete at the highest 
level. He knew and accepted that simple reality, ever since his days with the 
Washington Wizards. He retired from professional basketball, but he still 
thought he might be able to fly. He studied levitation with a teacher from the 
East. After months of concentrated meditation, he was able to lift himself 
above the mat, so that a piece of paper could be slipped beneath his levitated 
figure. That amount of levitation is useless in the NBA. Night after night, in 
his dreams, he was able to fly above the rim, hover there, and drop the ball 
through the strings with graceful aplomb. It seemed so close; so inevitable. 
Then, one day, in a practice gym at the Staples Center in Los Angeles, he 
went in for one of his patented lay-ups. Switching the ball from hand to hand, 
twisting in the air, he seemed to rise, higher and higher, as he drove the 
basket, and the basket seemed to fall away, below him. So did the other 
players. So did the floor. So did the entire building. It was a nine-point 
earthquake and it struck just as he lifted off. For a few seconds, he seemed to 
rise out of the abyss that opened beneath him. His shot was hampered, 
because the basket wavered and collapsed below him, but he was able to 
finish the shot, before his feet went down with him into the parking garage 
beneath the facility. “All right,” Michael Jordan said, to whatever power he 
thought he was invoking in his attempt to fly, “I give up, I won’t try to fly, 
anymore.” He struggled to his feet and began working to extricate other 
players from the tangled wreckage. The Lakers and Clippers were out of town 
that day, so the carnage was limited to a few who survived to tell the story of 
the day that Michael Jordan, His Airness, actually flew, for the first and last 
time in his life. After that, he began spending more and more time playing 
golf. 
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Stephen Hawking: Paramour of Poetry 
 
“Man, this wheelchair is a babe magnet!” Stephen Hawking thought to 
himself, as the thirty-seventh woman came to apply for the position of 
personal assistant. He liked several, but why give up a good thing? The 
application process was a goldmine. But, by the time he hit fifty, he was 
tiring of the process. “It’s all well and good to stare at these young women 
with an eager eye, but it’s like painting naked women and not being able to 
touch any of them.” Although, he had noticed that numbers 16 and 29 had 
sat close and kept touching him. That was a mark in their favor, but it could 
lead to even greater heartache, down the line. The process got him in the 
mood for love. It had the effect of turning him into a fledgling love poet. It 
turned the thwarted energy he felt toward these objects of desire into 
something satisfying. He liked the feeling he got when he was feeling love, 
even if it was for women he might never see again, who, with the certainty of 
the dawn, he would never make love to. As long as he was experiencing this 
particular love, he felt a certain joy. It reminded him of the Italian poets who 
wrote poems of unrequited love for beautiful women they would never meet. 
It allowed him to feel what was in him to feel, even if it didn’t become 
physical. It brought a sense of his heart in tune with his spirit that was better 
than anything the brilliance of his mind had ever done. Over days of 
interviewing women and girls, he developed a lyricism in his questioning, 
and a few lines remained, like, “You are like a garden, whose beauty is 
governed by an inner growth.” When he wrote such a line, or even thought 
it, he felt less attached to the unhappiness of his desires. He began to sit in 
contemplation of the source of his words. He realized that the steady stream 
of objectified desire that came and went in his interviews wasn’t the source 
of his happiness. He was brought to a new place in his consciousness. It was 
a place that stimulated the intuitive and probing nature of his scientific mind. 
The stillness in the moment of his recognition of the occurrence of love felt 
like the immutable character of the universe. Who better than he to say so? 
The sales of his poetry paid for The Stephen Hawking Science Institute, 
which he staffed with the finest minds in the world. It forced him to hire a 
hundred new assistants. “Ah, poetry, ah, science,” he said, in his inimitable, 
artificial voice. 
 
 



145 

Rush Limbaugh: Touching His Cupcake  
 
Over the years, the rotund talk show host, and even his more svelte self, in 
leaner times, developed a taste for cupcakes. It started with Hostess 
Cupcakes, but it developed into a taste for the exotic, including cupcakes 
with elaborate designs and varieties of toppings and fillings. As his wealth 
increased, so did his experience with the types and styles of cupcakes 
available in the world to a man of means and discernment, which he prided 
himself in being. One’s affection for the confection of one’s youth remains, 
and Hostess Cupcakes and its more plebian brother, the Twinkie, remained 
high in Rush’s lexicon of sweet delights. He thought of cupcakes as somehow 
female, and Twinkies, by the nature of their design, male. It made them a 
secret sin, erotic in a deliciously uncomfortable way. Sugar is a hard master, 
too, especially when combined with textures, in chocolate, in crèmes, in 
cake itself. There is no greater temptation than one that satisfies the oral 
fixation, while pleasing the tongue and the teeth, the lips, the throat, 
combined with a glucose rush. Rush was a man of rushes. He loved the rush 
of being a stimulant for the release of passions in others. He loved the rush of 
releasing his own passions, but the one constant in his smorgasbord of 
passions was the cupcake. He became a connoisseur of cupcakes, in 
pleasures gathered from pastry capitols around the world. His travels had 
yielded storehouses of sugary satisfactions. He had his favorites flown in to 
his estate in Florida, his townhouse in New York, his pied-à-terre in Las 
Vegas, but finally he was not content with the commercial offerings 
available. He became a pasty chef, a concocter of his own treats. He was 
proud of his thousand-calorie cupcake, his two-pounder, the size of a layer 
cake, and especially the pocket cupcakes he carried around like expensive 
cigars in their own humidors. His doctor told him to cut down on the cigars, 
but the cupcakes slipped passed scrutiny. It was frustrating when his radio 
program was being televised. He was reluctant to be caught snarfing a 
Belgian Sprinkle, so he kept one hand in his pocket touching his cupcake. It 
was a soft chocolate wrapped around a crème center in a protective tube. 
Something about the deception completed his contentment.  
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David Beckham: Coming Round the Bend 
 
“Everyone’s penis bends one way or another,” the great player thought. He’d 
seen it in locker rooms; some guys bragged about theirs, some were 
ashamed, some even went in for surgery to have the deviation corrected, but 
David Beckham had it on good authority that his was a curiosity with 
immense appeal. When his patented arcing shot on goal became his 
trademark, and “Bend it like Beckham” became a cliché, he could only smile 
in bemusement. His famous wife, Victoria, aka Posh Spice, from the all-girl 
group, The Spice Girls, the perfect foil for his fame, was a willing partner in 
his life in the spotlight. It helped to have a partner who shared one’s 
experience. They fit together, and they agreed on that. They fit together so 
well, he began to wonder just how well they fit. If he was bent in a particular 
way, and children had been produced in that bent, was it possible that she 
was bent in the same way. Did they spoon in the dark recesses of their 
lovemaking? It didn’t make sense. He knew the vagina was flexible, to 
accommodate all manner of probing instrument, so to speak. Dogs and their 
owners often look alike; some grow to look more alike as time goes on. He 
wondered if Victoria was an owner who had grown to look like her dog. It 
was a ridiculous thing to wonder about, but occasionally, during the course 
of a match, his mind would wander into areas totally unrelated to the game. 
Soccer is called the beautiful game, for a reason. There is a grace about it, a 
flow, a beauty, and one of the things he’d always loved about soccer, or 
football, as the English called it, was those moments during the game, 
sometimes during a time of great concentration, without thought, during a 
play, during a shot, during a score, when his mind would open to the 
unexpected. In his not thinking mind, thoughts were welcome from 
anywhere without introduction or expectation. And so his mind entertained 
the shape of his wife’s acceptance. The delivery of children had certainly 
changed the English Channel, as he once called it, to his wife’s raucous 
delight, but perhaps it returned to his bent shape, the way elastic things often 
do. There was no way to tell the way of these things without sacrificing their 
mystery. He loved the mystery. It was mysterious how he came to bend it like 
Beckham. He knew the technique of it, but then so did every other soccer 
player. It wasn’t “bend it like someone else”. It was “bend it like Beckham”. 
Maybe his penis had nothing to do with it; maybe it was a mystery. 
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Howard Schultz: Not a Reading Room 
 
When young Howard Schultz heard the idea of the third place, a description 
of European coffee houses, he was intrigued. The third place is that place that 
is neither home nor work, a place for people who want a break from the 
concerns of the other two places. One might think that bars serve that 
purpose, but bars have another overriding agenda. Howard loved coffee, and 
his experience running a street coffee wagon gave him the impetus to open 
his first true coffee place.  A few years later, he got the bright idea to own a 
basketball team. He knew what he was getting into, but it still surprised him 
when people booed his product, when he didn’t rocket to the top of the 
heap, as he had in the sales of lattes and frappuccinos. When he gave up on 
the NBA, he considered how else he might invest his considerable fortune. 
He remembered one of his first baristas, Joni, a blond girl with a great little 
body, who was studying to be a psychic. Joni had died after making her mark 
as one of the more popular psychics in, Seattle, a city full of psychics. 
Howard decided to open a chain of psychotherapy shops, called PsyKick, in 
honor of Joni, whose innate joy and bright energy had affected many people, 
no matter what she told them in her readings. It was such a pleasure to be in 
her company, it didn’t matter how accurate her predictions and 
recommendations were. She was remarkably accurate in her judgments 
about the character of her clients, but mostly they just liked being around her 
for an hour or so. Howard thought he could recreate that sort of atmosphere 
with new age music and angel art, with the bright gypsy colors Joni had 
always worn. Young psychics would move freely and openly among his 
clientele, reading tarot cards, reading tea leaves, reading palms and scalps, 
reading the irises of patrons’ eyes, doing aura readings, all for the price of a 
cup of coffee. The flagship PsyKick Café was a colossal flop. Howard didn’t 
have Joni around to advise him. He forgot that she was also a hardheaded 
businesswoman who would have told him, with no conjuring, no calling on 
the spirits, no incantations or candles, and no crystals or philosopher stones, 
that he was an idiot. He regained his footing and settled for placing a plaque 
on the exterior wall of the building where the PsyKick Café would have 
remained, if it hadn’t been the perfect spot for a Scarbucks Tattoo and Body 
Piercing Salon, another of Howard’s pet ideas. This time, the business 
flourished, and the franchise grew like wildfire. 
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Simon Cowell: American Idle 
 
By the time he auditioned the ten thousandth bad singer, Simon Cowell had 
enough, not just of bad singers but of the music business and all forms of 
public performance, including his own. He wanted to become invisible, but 
he was too recognizable - not only by the best people, but by the worst lot of 
idlers he could have ever imagined. Everywhere he went, those of dubious 
character would accost him, either with spontaneous auditions or demands 
for money. “I spent all my money trying to get on your damned show!” they 
would shout. “Now, listen to this….” and they’d hold out their hands or 
break into song, the way petty thieves break into their neighbor’s house 
looking for a fortune and finding only a shotgun pointed at their self-righteous 
faces. He wanted to get away from everything. He had enough money to do 
that, and his production company could practically run itself, so he decided 
to go someplace where his face was unrecognizable and he could live in 
peace. He thought about moving to Uzbekistan, but Borat’s fame had opened 
up that backwater republic. He thought about Kansas, but he’d seen a 
hundred singers from Kansas and every other state in the union. His show 
was big in every country in the world, either in its British and American 
prototypes, or in some local version. There was nowhere he could go. It was 
hopeless. Then it dawned on him that the answer wasn’t external, it was 
internal. He staged a collapse at his home in the Bahamas, and using the 
power of his own promotion machine, spread the story, quickly and 
worldwide, that he’d become a deaf mute with a particular kind of blindness. 
It became widely known that he could only see objects and not people. The 
electric structure of human beings vibrated at such a frequency, it rendered 
them invisible. He didn’t become invisible in the world; he rendered the 
world invisible to him. He was able to move about as freely as he ever had, 
but he couldn’t respond to anyone who approached him. His beautiful wife 
accompanied him wherever he went, and she became a media example of 
selfless service to others. The plan worked for a while, until he passed a street 
musician, one day in Paris, and blurted out, “You are quite possibly the worst 
singer I have ever heard in my entire life.”  The jig was up, but not the gig. 
The crowd on the street cheered his harsh but accurate, sarcastic derision, 
and he remembered who he was and why he did what he did. It came as a 
great relief to get back in the saddle, again. 
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Paris Hilton: Heir Head 
 
When she found out her grandfather had left his billions to charity and not 
his family, she looked at her parents in a new light. She hoped they wouldn’t 
do anything so stupid. Her grandfather was a big old dope, but her parents 
were the hottest old people she’d ever known, except for Mike Wallace, who 
was older than time when he asked her about her plans to save the world. It’s 
great when some old guy takes you seriously, even though she couldn’t 
remember what her answer was. She actually thought she was already saving 
the world, giving young girls a role model who could epitomize good fashion 
sense and great beauty. She had learned the word epitomize, and it was fun 
to use. When she first heard it, she thought it had something to do with 
cherry pits, so the person who used it, told her it did. It was like the pit was a 
good example of the cherry, since it was where the cherry came from. So she 
epitomized the best young women in the world. She was the pit in the 
cherry. She was what came before the cherry, she was the center of the 
cherry, and she would be around after the cherry was eaten. Her friend, who 
told her about the word epitomize, said she was the pit and the cherry. It 
made her crack one of her half smiles, where she almost showed some teeth. 
She epitomized the cherry, even after she lost hers. She was the pits, 
someone said, and she almost smiled, again. Another friend said she was a 
revolutionary, like Che Guevarra, because of the videos she made of herself 
having sex with men. “You made having sex like having lunch. You made 
taking pictures of you having sex like the paparazzi taking pictures of you 
having lunch.” She didn’t know who Che Guevarra was, but he sounded hot 
with a name like Shay. Because she had lunch with so many men, it became 
a popular saying. People would ask each other, “Let’s have lunch?” and they 
would go and have sex. It was hot to be so popular you could change the 
way people said things. Mike Wallace called her personal assistant and asked 
if he could talk to Paris about having lunch, but, “Eeuuuu, that was not hot.” 
Paris knew she was hot, and she’d stay hot. Being rich is always hot, unless 
you do something stupid like give all your money to charity. She loved her 
grandfather, but he didn’t get it. The pictures of her having sex would never 
die. Being rich and being beautiful while you’re having sex is always hot. 
Paris was no dummy.  
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Vladimir Putin: Soul Brother 
 
“C’mere, soulmate,” Vladimir Putin’s wife, Lyudmila, said to him, after then-
President, George W. Bush, announced he had looked into Putin’s soul and 
pronounced him a brother he could trust. The public assumption was that 
Bush saw Purtin’s soul and pronounced it good, but Putin knew it was 
because both of them were products of the CIA-KGB brotherhood of power. 
“I have a Russian soul,” he told his wife, but my heart belongs to Big Daddy, 
and so does his.” With a wink and a nod, a gaze deep into the soul of 
kindred spirits, they shared the path toward state power, and the elimination 
of contrary forces. Vlad told W. that checks and balances sounded like a 
bank account, good for keeping petty cash and nothing more. Both were 
banking on making democratic noises while consolidating power around the 
chief executive. Putin knew it was going to be much harder for his friend to 
do that. Russia’s democracy was young, and the Russians were used to 
autocratic rule, any weak leader was rejected. He knew his people would 
support his regressive maneuvers, but the Americans didn’t have such a solid 
foundation to build on. The US Constitution was written to counter 
authoritarian rule. Russia was free of such an absurd burden. As Bush was 
leaving office, Putin pulled the old switcheroo, making himself Prime 
Minister and cutting the power of his successor. Vladimir received a call from 
his old friend, George, as he was turning his presidency over to his successor. 
“George,” he said, “I guess it’s all over for you.” “Oh, V-man,” Bush said, 
calling him a term of endearment the Russian barely tolerated, “I don’t know 
what happened. I was sure I could get another war going, and get myself 
declared President for Life. I mean, The Endless War on Terror, how cool is 
that, but they didn’t go for it.” “I told you, G-string,” Putin said, using a 
degrading nickname for his friend, so he’d know who the real man in the 
room was, “You don’t need to get them to go for it. You just do it, and they 
have to go for it.” “I tried, I really did,” Bush said, still wishing the Russian 
leader would call him G-Man, but he didn’t. It was a sore point he was 
reluctant to bring up. “You had a good run, G-string. They went along with 
your war, but term limits got in your way. Too bad. Hey, take it easy. Nice 
talking to you. Have a good one.” “You too, V-Man. Hang in there, good 
buddy. Don’t take any wooden nickels.” It was an awkward ending to a 
promising beginning, especially for W, or G, or whatever he was called. 
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Kim Jong Il: Dictator for Life and Stuff 
 
Having complete power over his nation, making himself a secular god and 
making his citizens his worshipers, had a funny aftertaste, like a flavorless 
soup. Kim Jong Il’s belly was full, but he felt oddly unfed. He could do 
anything he wanted, and nobody would object to his decisions. He rattled his 
sabers long and loud, and the world treated him like a genuine danger. The 
good-old-days of superpowers was over. These days, you could scare almost 
anybody with the mere threat of a dirty bomb in a sock drawer. It just wasn’t 
the same. It was too easy. There was no punch to it. His father, Kim il Sung 
had the best set-up. He was a petty dictator with a big army, and people were 
afraid of him. People were terrified of his son, but he knew the whole terror 
threat he posed was a big bag of farts. He did have absolute power, but it was 
like pimping out your ugly sister, the dull one with no personality. Then one 
day, thumbing through some Christian literature, confiscated from a 
“goodwill mission,” he got the idea he could be dictator, not only for life, but 
for the afterlife, too. He had himself declared Supreme Ruler of Eternity for 
All Mankind. He always admired the nerve of the South Korean preacher, 
Reverent Sun Myung Moon, who said he was the direct descendant of God 
and Jesus, who had his own newspaper in Washington, D.C. It was no good 
competing with anyone. It was better to declare yourself superior to 
everyone, and the deal was done. Since he was now the Supreme Ruler of 
Eternity, he declared himself King of the Earth, and then he had an attack of 
pancreatitis, which laid him up for three months. He had the finest medical 
care. He had declared that North Korea had the best medical system on the 
planet, and for him, that was true. It didn’t occur to him that his illness might 
be a message from God to cease and desist. He was the Supreme Ruler of the 
Universe; there was no need to listen to anyone else. He didn’t take the 
problem with his pancreas seriously. Kim didn’t like problems, except the 
ones he caused. He told his surgeon to declare him the healthiest human 
being to have ever existed, and the physician complied. He declared himself 
the handsomest man who ever lived, but when he looked in the mirror, he 
was still a squat dump of a guy. His mother had called him Kim Dim Sum, or 
dumpling, and he never got over it. Then, he tried to get the complete boxed 
set of Mariah Carey, but they were sold out. “What a loser!” he muttered to 
himself. 
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Arnold Schwarzenegger: Herr President 
 
As a young lad in Austria, Arnold Schwarzenegger saw a picture in a 
magazine of Charles Atlas on the beach, posing as the man everyone 
admired. Young Arnold had dreams of becoming the most popular man on 
the beach in California, but he had no way to get there. His father told him, 
“Son, if you want to get anywhere in this life, you’re going to have to build 
yourself up.” He meant for the boy to get an education, but Arnold thought 
he meant to get more muscle on his scrawny frame. He figured that was the 
way to get ahead, and it worked. As a body builder, he wanted to be an 
actor, as an actor he wanted to be Governor. Then he had dreams of 
becoming President, but there was a roadblock. No foreign-born citizen 
could be elected President, unless the law was changed, and that meant 
changing the Constitution of the United States - not an easy task. Almost 
everybody would have to support the change. It would take years to get every 
state to ratify an amendment. He needed to make a movie about himself, so 
his adoring public could get on board, but who could play the Governator? 
He thought about Tom Hanks, but his body wasn’t up to the challenge. The 
project became the story of a man called Alden Swarthynegger, from 
Australia, winner of the Strongman Contest who becomes an actor, a likeable 
sort with a thick accent, who then becomes governor of Pacifornica. He 
decided he’d play the role himself. No one else was qualified. He found out 
he was better at being an actor-governor than he was at being an actor 
playing a governor. He kept mispronouncing the name of the state, Passy-
forny-kaw. The image didn’t work. The movie bombed. He needed to 
become more American. His accent was cute when he was governor, but it 
wasn’t cute to have a funny-sounding President. Cute doesn’t sound 
presidential, although there was precedent, when the president was from 
Georgia, Arkansas, or Texas, but not from Austria. He took voice lessons, but 
without the accent, his voice lost its charm. Budget problems, late in his 
second term, finally scuttled his dreams. Nobody cared about electing a 
foreign-born president who couldn’t save his state from crippling debt. He 
thought about becoming President of Austria. His voice was normal there, 
and his movies were national treasures. “No daughter of a Kennedy is going 
to live outside the United States of America,” his wife, Maria Shriver, told 
him, “unless it’s Monaco.” “OK,” he said, “let’s go to Mawn-eeko.”  
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Muammar al-Gaddafi: Plans for the Sands 
 
Between the Sahara and the Mediterranean Sea, Libya has sand and seashore. 
But to its fearless leader’s mind, the beachfront was woefully short for the 
amount of sand that was available. Muammar al-Gaddafi was nothing if not 
brilliantly resourceful, if his own judgment can be trusted on that score. The 
Dutch had reclaimed their land from the sea, what if he reclaimed the sea 
from the land? What if he extended the Gulf of Sidra into the Sahara as far as 
the Chad border, making Bikku Bitti into a seaport? Qatar had created islands 
reaching into the Persian Gulf. If one Arab nation could be so ingenious, why 
couldn’t another? He had the oil money to finance the project and a docile 
populace, according to his last inquiries. He occasionally inquired into the 
state of the support he could expect for his private schemes, carried out at the 
expense of his national coffers. Since nobody knew how much money he had 
hidden away, in caves and vaults and Swiss bank accounts, it was pretty easy 
to pull the camel skin over their eyes. When Chad heard about the sea 
coming to the edge of their landlocked country, they rejoiced. They tried to 
talk Cameroon into doing the same thing with the Gulf of Guinea. That 
pissed Gaddaffi off, and he changed his mind about the project. Instead, he 
decided to write a play about the marriage of William H. Macy and Felicity 
Huffman, what make it tick, how do two such talented people share the 
limelight, what was their secret, etcetera. The unique couple stimulated 
Gaddafi’s curiosity. He thought that by writing about them, he might gain 
insight into the ways of secular Westerners, or at least lure them to participate 
in Libya’s burgeoning film industry. The International Film Festival of Bani 
Walid was gaining in stature and reputation. Moammar also thought the 
round cap he always wore could and should become a worldwide fashion 
success, and he approached several fashion houses in Paris, Milan, and New 
York, but with little success. “Screw them,” Moammar said, “they all have 
their heads up their asses, anyway.” One guy he met online, who was 
working out of Auckland, New Zealand, jumped on the bandwagon, but 
ultimately he proved unworthy, despite his promising blog. Nothing was 
going to stop the indefatigable cultural icon; he knew the time was ripe for 
his brand of ingenuity. He went back to his contemplated bio of the two 
exemplary American actors, but he couldn’t get a handle on a hook that 
would pull in an interested public. “How about calling them Bilicity?” he 
said to no one in particular. 
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Mark David Chapman: No Respect 
 
“I’m famous! I’m famous! I’m famous!” the man who killed John Lennon kept 
repeating to himself in his cell on Death Row at Sing Sing. “I was a nobody, 
and now I’m famous,” he said to nobody. There was nobody to share his glee 
with. He was alone in his fame. His jailers got dead eyes whenever he tried 
to impress them how important he was. He heard they made a movie about 
him, but he didn’t get to see it. Some deranged asshole in New Jersey sent 
him a can of peas for some reason he didn’t get. He got letters from lonely 
women who thought he was their hero, but they were nuts, or they missed 
the point. He didn’t want anybody to think he was pitiable, or loveable, or 
forgivable, or heroic. He wanted to be a nobody who changed everything, in 
one fateful moment. Unfortunately, that moment had only changed him from 
being a nobody on the street to being a nobody in prison for the rest of his 
life. He thought he should get credit for killing a somebody. It was the 
revenge of the nobodies, and he was the king. Killing another nobody 
wouldn’t have done the trick; he had to pick out a somebody. He told 
another lifer, “I shot John Lennon,” and the other guy, who had killed his 
family in White Plains, muttered, “Big fucking deal. Try killing your family, 
asshole.” It was too late for that, and the guy was missing the point. Killing 
his family wouldn’t have saved him from being a nobody. Maybe killing his 
father might have helped. The bastard always said, “Shitface, you’ll always 
be a nobody, just like your bitch of a mother.” The more he thought about it, 
the more he thought he might have made a mistake. John Lennon never did 
anything to him, except grow a beard, like his dad. “Shit,” he thought, sitting 
on his bunk, staring at his wall, smelling the disinfectant in his stainless steel 
crapper. “Why did he have to grow a beard?” Chapman had never been able 
to grow a beard. It always came out like pubic hair on his chin. He tried to 
kill his father. Well, he thought about killing his father, but the son of a bitch 
was never home at the right time, and when he was, he was so drunk, he 
wouldn’t even have noticed being killed. One day, a new prisoner came onto 
the row, and Chapman regaled him with his story of killing John Lennon. The 
young murderer looked at the old murderer and said, “Who’s John Lennon?” 
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Katie Couric: The Sinking Feeling of an Anchor 
 
Katie Couric, after being named anchor of the CBS Evening News, was 
excoriated by the critics for her poor performance in her new job. Others 
blamed CBS management for packaging her all wrong. Couric soldiered on, 
and her ratings stabilized, but it was a long time before she got the respect 
she wanted when she left “The Today Show.” On that show, her interviews 
were often hard-hitting and revealing of her surprised guests, but The Evening 
News was a snooze. Only when she was sent abroad, as a kind of roving 
reporter, did she regain her footing as a serious reporter. Then, along came 
Lara Logan, fresh out of South Africa, younger and braver, in her role as war 
correspondent, and, once more Katie found herself at odds with her new 
position. When she hooked up with Kelly Ripa, Regis Philbin’s old partner, 
the two broke free of their previous incarnations and revitalized ambush 
journalism. They recruited Lisa Ling and Elizabeth Hasselbeck, late of “The 
View”, and the four of them blew loner Logan out of the water. Supported by 
the contrary fortunes of George Soros and Rupert Murdock, they were able to 
attack the right from the left and the left from the right, striking a middle 
ground of journalistic idealism. Katie, at her desk in her new corporate 
headquarters, overseeing a cadre of young reporters with fire in their eyes, 
turned her thoughts to the one story that had always fired her engine; the 
Middle East. Who could untie the Gordian knot of the sons of Abraham; the 
Jews, the Christians, and the Muslims. Katie called her cohorts in for a 
conference. “Look, she said to Kelly, Lisa, and Elizabeth, “it’s been great 
catching the big egos of our world with their pants down, but in the end, 
what’s it all come to? It’s penny-ante stuff compared to solving the ancient 
conflict at the heart of our current conflicts. I’d give all this up in a New York 
minute,” she said, with a quick glance at the skyline, “if someone could 
come up with a solution. Ideas?” The room was silent, eyes fell to the floor, 
someone reached for a water bottle. After a long silence, Katie spoke up, 
“You want to order in, or go out? I hear that Thai place on 6th is first-rate.” 
Lisa Ling spoke next, “Does anyone actually believe that Bhutto kid got into 
Oxford without a phone call or two?” A secretary poked her head in, “It’s 
Lara Logan, Miss Couric. She’s calling from Beirut.” “Let’s eat!” Katie replied. 
 
 


