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AT THE BROOKLYN BOTANIC GARDEN 
 
A dog can live in a garden like this for years and not have any overview of it, of its winding walks and paths, 
its various trees and flowers, the impact of its totality on the human senses.  The sense organs of animals 
filter out anything not directly relevant to their lives and survival.  Only humankind can surmount what is 
most proximate, for it can detach itself from the body, release itself from the dictates of instinct, say no to its 
fleshly nature, and transcend. Saying no to its instincts, humankind introduced spirit and a wider thing than 
Earth called World.  But spirit weakens the instincts, inhibits impulses, and coincides in its development 
with the new brain; and, as the new brain loses its power, instinctive behavior returns.  There is a sense in 
which my eldering mother is getting younger and younger.  Shadows on the walls are pictures again, as in 
girlhood, and sometimes they are frightening, and she is afraid of the dark now, again, like a child, but lost 
too in the dazzle of sunlight.  I wheel her under a stand of cherries, where there is some comforting shade.  
“Listen, mother!  Can you hear the birds sing?”  She hears my voice, a vague rumble above and behind her 
good ear, but not my question, and her long look back is like a frightened child’s, and full of questions, and I 
can’t answer a single blessed one of them. 
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CÉLESTINE 
 
Louis Bertrand sought his Célestine to no avail.  She was older than Louis, and possessed a past not entirely to be 
admired; but this handsome romantic, if  tubercular, poet roused her not in the least, for he lacked wealth, 
which brought her passion to the boil.  An ugly untalented burgher with a bag of gold was beautiful and 
desirable in her eyes; a poor, sick poet, not so.  She combed the prose poems from Louis’ Gaspard de la Nuit from 
her heavy, dark hair each night.  What fizzes and sparkles as she raked the comb down!  What lapidary art fell to 
the floor!  So poor Louis, being ashamed of his down-at-heels shoes, his tattered cape, his crumpled cap, went 
into hiding, where he wasted away; but his bones were so fine that he only became more touchingly beautiful to 
behold.  In his sick bed, he brought such weeping to strong men that they became desiccated.  For he was the 
whole of romance, a wild horse leaping in a canyon.  He was the embodiment of leaping romance, yet his poor 
body was still, for he was dying.  Gaspard de la Nuit was the first of its kind: a book of prose poems.  No matter 
how minor, first is first, and bears its own golden crown.  Louis thinks of this as he sinks and searches for breath, 
one more breath, one last breath, for the air to float the heavens, to utter Célestine! 
 



THE COUPLE IN THE GARDEN 
 
What she was looking for was what to do.  She waited for him to show some sign.  He was so much bigger 
than she was, but there was no fear in  her, not yet.  She listened.  That was new too.  Wind.  A mere zephyr.  
But it filled her ears like a storm, and ruffled her hackles.  They were both furry, weren’t they?  I should think 
so.  She put her finger between her legs, but it turned out that that was not to do too, for a hiss of pleasure 
arose.  Might she turn?  She must turn to see what hissed and slithered in the green, advising her on the 
wind.  That was what it was—green—but perhaps she should not name it.  Wasn’t that his job, to name 
everything?  New rules were impressed upon her at each instant, constrictive rules.  Why should she not be 
free?  Finally, he arose.  Do it, was whispered.  It will fulfill your purpose, came a hiss.  Don’t do it, the rules 
impressed, booming the air.  Her purpose meant more to her than the rules.  How should it not?  Wasn’t her 
purpose more natural than the rules, because her purpose was what she felt, what she was?  She went over to 
him, took it, and put it between her legs, where her finger had been.  At first, he had feared her, but now he 
felt no fear, for she had given him the juicy thing to mouth.  He could still taste its sweetness.  Now there was 
about her something that he named longing, and he took her in his arms.  She was right, he felt, not knowing 
what he meant by that, only that it all brought pleasure, made him what he was.  Afterwards, they walked a 
long way together, hand in hand, until they came to a clearing.  The rules leaned out after them but the rules 
were rooted and could not follow.  The future was theirs to do with as they would.   



RIPARIAN RITES  
 
Our course was set and we were determined to follow it.  We were first mates, young and strong, and had 
each other to depend on.  True, we knew very imperfectly of what lay ahead.  Honeymoon Island, at the 
mouth of Altar Bay, in the Sea of Matrimony, seemed the perfect location from which to start our voyage up 
Truelove River.  Many mistakenly follow the opposite course, starting at the Mountain of Melancholy, where 
Fancy Free Plateau is located, and, avoiding Evasion Rapids, join Truelove River at Pity Bend.  Many go the 
wrong way from there, and, travelling up river instead of down, find themselves at the Falls of Dislike near 
the Valley of Disdain.  We had been warned about this error, and were aware of the existence of Indifference 
Knob, close by; but also of Determination Hills located to the south of Indifference Knob, and so kept our 
high spirits and unflagging hope.  Farther south was Friendship Corner, our ultimate destination, though we 
did not quite realize this at the time.  We certainly had no desire to go north as far as Indifference Knob; but 
north was our general course for the nonce, though we must first sail somewhat to the south before Truelove 
River made its great northward turn.  Convalescence was nearby, and we had to hope for the best.  Thus, we 
entered through License Channel, took the great bend, and climbed northward beyond Sickbed, which 
caused us to think of Trothplight, and what this voyage meant.  Our engine broke down at Angrysire, and we 
had to lay over for repairs; but we were soon beyond Opposition Bend, which took us south once again, and 
sailing through the Sentimental Meadow toward Kissing Ford and Tenderness Crossing.  At last, we arrived 
at Friendship Corner, where we went ashore, built our home and hearth, and raised our family.  My mate 
misses not having stopped at Rich Rival Bend, and I should have preferred to stay on at Kissing Ford, or to 
have gone on to the Evasion Rapids (there have even been times, though few, when I would have preferred 
to reach Fancy Free Plateau). But Friendship Corner has served us well, and I would say we have been 
satisfied with our lot, and think of the voyage, overall, as a success, and well worth the time and the 
unbelievable expense.     
 



THE THREATENING LETTER  
 
The letter had an official look about it.  I decided not to open it until I could sit down in the safety of my 
room, among familiar things, furnishings that offered confidence by their familiarity, advanced age and state 
of decay.  I took it up to my room, gripped between thumb and forefinger and at left arm’s length, as if I held 
the neck of a rattlesnake.  People in the elevator watched as my hand shook and caused the envelope to rattle 
some mysterious and ominous document inside it.  My aunt had served my unsuspecting uncle with divorce 
papers across the breakfast table one morning long ago.  But I was already divorced, twice.  My aunt had 
blamed my uncle for being unfaithful—and there was a question of money.  I had never cheated on my 
wives, nor was money a problem.  My crime had been my nervousness, which my wives asserted had caused 
them to become  nervous wrecks themselves.  And it was true that, as far as I knew, their nerves had been 
good until I married them, at which point they  began to show signs of neurasthenia—impatience, tooth-
grinding, insomnia, etc.—in point of fact the exact same conditions I have always suffered from.  I dropped 
the letter on my cot and looked at it.  It had landed address-down.  I went to my closet and got out my 
vademecum, a slender walking stick of good birch with silver tip and handle, a device not only useful for aid 
in walking—I have a bad knee, acquired by banging it against another knee in the subway—but a handy tool 
of protection in case of an attempted mugging.  Fortunately, I had never had to use it in the latter capacity.  It 
was sheer luck that I hadn’t been mugged by now, by which I mean by middle-age.  With the silver point of 
my walking stick I gingerly flipped the letter over, leaned the stick against the cot, and myself over to study 
the return address.  My eyes were rheumy and I couldn’t make out anything of the return address but some 
printing that suggested the blurred word borough, or buro, not clear at all.  But, come to think of it, it 
suggested some dangerous department of government, did it not?  I went to my desk, where I keep a pair of 
reading glasses and a magnifying glass, put the reading glasses on, being careful of my ears, and brought the 
magnifying glass back to the cot with me—but did I want to go on with this?  Suppose it was a death notice, 
or suppose it was some official message involving an expense, a tax I had neglected to pay, or an assessment 
of some kind—what then?  I stepped back from the cot and whacked the handle of my stick down upon the 
offending letter.  It lay crinkled and bent in half, like a pale yellow claw gripping at the aggressive but 
escaped stick.  Fear rose up through the floorboards, through the musty worn carpet, through the smooth 
soles of my patent leather shoes, and began to vibrate my legs, my torso, my whole body.  My heart pounded 
until I could see it through my glistening shirt, heartshaped, leaving my chest, pounding more and more 
rapidly, thundering, now, in my ears.  Fear had made it impossible to breathe.  Something clanged in my 
head, a death knell, accompanied by the tintinnabulation of my mad fear.  The roaring of my blood, the 
clanging in my head, the thundering of my room, made it impossible for me to think.  I could only feel—
hatred!  Hatred for this pale claw that had intruded on my solitude, my small, ordered grace of life, and I beat 
at the letter, but it only bounced about on the cot as if jovial at the condition to which it had brought me.  I 
remember nothing else, but I have been told that the landlord saw me from the door setting fire to the cover 
of the cot.  I still don’t know—was the letter from this institution?   
 
 
 
 


