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Some of the writing that appears here is Jane’s own, either from her childhood diary dated 1960-1961 or a loose sheaf of journal pages from her college years. The later fragments are mostly undated; here I place them around 1966, but that date is by no means a certainty. I have taken the liberty of altering the appearance of Jane’s writing on the page and correcting spelling and grammar when necessary. Also, although this is a “true story, ” I make no claim for the factual accuracy of its representations of events or individuals.
  




For my mother, who took the journey, and my sister, Emily Jane, who has been there all along.
  




We walk on air, Watson.

There is only the moon, embalmed in phosphorous.

There is only a crow in a tree. Make notes.



 

 
 

-Sylvia Plath, “The Detective” October 1, 1962 

  




Dear
 

I understand many people write for therapy—one’s own. 
So this epistle, addressed to no one, 
is therapy for me. What have I got to say- 
oh a lot of crazy impressions about nothing

I imagine
  




THE LIGHT OF THE MIND 
 

(Four Dreams)
 

[image: 002]
 

She had been shot once in the front and once in the back of the head. She wandered, trying to find someone to remove the slugs from her skull. She was not dead yet, but she feared she was dying. The holes in her head were perfectly round and bloodless, with burnt-flared edges, two eclipses. The passage of air through the holes felt peculiar, just dimly painful, like chewing hot or cold food on a cavity, the sensation of space where it had once been dense and full.

 

 

Sunlight shot around the circumference of each black rind, so that a long shaft of pale light cast out from the center of her forehead, and another shaft streamed behind her.

 

 

Is this the light of the mind? Is this the light of
my
mind?

 

 

So I was a genius after all! The thought made her smile, but then she wondered, Why had the light always been invisible? I must have been squandering it, I must have felt only its vaguest rotations. Now what can I do with it? If I could find a lampshade, someone could read by it. I might illuminate entire rooms, entire dungeons, I shine so bright.

 

 

But in fact she was losing the light; it leaked everywhere, unstoppable.

[image: 003]
 

She wakes up. Opens her eyes and sees peonies standing absolutely still. The window frames a solid blue mist; it is 5:30 A.M.

 

 

She sleeps next to a mirror, sits up and looks into it.

 

 

There is one slightly enlarged freckle which she cannot remember having seen before, smack in the middle of her forehead. She watches it, puts a finger to it.

 

 

Pale white skin covered with freckles, what’s one more? But the dream! What’s one more.

 

 

The air is unbearably wet with mist, and suddenly she thinks she can see the freckle growing-just as the flowers are surely growing; but slowly, slowly.

 

 

The freckle is turning purple, a miniature contusion. Then darker purple still, as the flowers begin to grow heavy with their petals. The leaves flop over the edge and begin to dangle to the floor as the spot begins to blacken.

 

 

Ever so slowly, the spot becomes a hole.

[image: 004]
 

She wakes up. The mist has dispersed. There is no freckle, no hole. The flowers, however, have opened, and they have turned to face the window.

 

 

Soon she will want something-a cup of coffee. She sets off into the day. The sky comes down in big vertical blue slabs the sun streaks through like bleach.

 

 

The flammable suitcase she was carrying without knowing the danger she was in. Just walking down the street in the middle of a spring day. Unseasonably warm. She is singing, “I Wish I Were a Kid Again.” She doesn’t care what people think. She knows she is Cleopatra. She knows her guts are spears.

[image: 005]
 

But soon the fog begins to roll in again, in fingers. For a while the sun illuminates it from the inside, makes it warm. Then slowly the sun moves to the outside, hangs on its edges.

 

 

Soon a bakery appears that she has never seen before. There are places like that, places that exist only once, or with only one entrance. Perhaps she has seen this bakery before, in a dream, or in a book still vivid from childhood, the one where a fox bakes éclairs and paces behind the counter.

 

 

There is no one else inside. The chairs and tables are strung together with black thread and wire, as if made by birds. She sits down and begins a letter to no one.
  




FIGMENT
 

When I tell my grandfather 
I am writing about Jane, he says,

 

 

What will it be, a figment

of your imagination?

 

 

We are eating awful little pizzas 
and my mother is into

 

 

the boxed wine. I don’t know 
what to say. I wish

 

 

I could show him: between 
figling (a little fig)

 

 

and figure lies

figment, from fingere, meaning

 

 

to form. As used in 1592: 
The excellencie, dilicatnes, and perfection of this figment cannot be

suffi[ci]entlie expressed.

 

 

But he doesn’t want to see. 
Besides, that meaning

is obsolete. By 1639: 
It is a sin to lie, even in God’s cause, and to defend his justice

 

 

with false tales and figments.

And by 1875:

 

 

We must not conceive that this logical figment

ever had a real existence.

 

 

I invent her, then, as a woman emerging from the sea. A tall man meets her on the black sand. You’ve come back, he says. Can barely see her in the sea-light. They make love there, and become horses. As night grows black they become weeds.


 

 

She asks him quietly in the dark to tell her about the mother of everything and he did not know of whom she was speaking. She asked the volcano and the volcano belched great streams of wet ash. She lay her head down with fatigue and found her head on a pillow of ink. Upon waking she stretched her arms around the globe and found her fingers weren’t even close to touching.




A PHILOSOPHY OF COMPOSITION

 

“‘Of all melancholy topics, what, according to the universal understanding of mankind, is the most melancholy?’ Death-was the obvious reply. ‘And when,’ I said, ‘is this most melancholy of topics most poetical?’ From what I have already explained at some length, the answer, here also, is obvious—‘When it most closely allies itself to Beauty: the death, then, of a beautiful woman is, unquestionably, the most poetical topic in the world.’”

-Edgar Allan Poe



(1966)

 

Hah! Good luck.

 

 

Too bad Franny’s mother 
wasn’t right—too bad 
I don’t just need 
a warm bowl of soup 
and a long sleep.

 

 

It’s cold in here.




TWO WRONGS

 

They say elephants can recognize the bones of a dead loved one when they stumble upon them in the wild. They will stop and wander around the huge decaying bones, swinging their trunks, braying in despair.

 

 

The voice-over on TV might say, The elephants know that these are the bones of Dolly. They are mourning the loss of Dolly. But Dolly is our name, not theirs.

 

 

It feels different to mourn something without naming its name. A fetus, a snake you call Snake, a woman with no Social Security number and the commonest of names.

 

 

She was born in Muskegon, Michigan, on February 23, 1946, and she died on March 20, 1969, sometime between midnight and two A.M.

 

 

I was born four years later, almost to the day.

 

 

Her grave has no epitaph, only a name.

 

 

I found her in the wild; her name was Jane, plain Jane.




THE FIRE

 

According to family lore, there was a great bonfire in which all of Jane’s possessions perished. Her journals, her clothes, her scrap-books, her books, her typewriter, her school papers, her love letters. Her parents supposedly set this fire a few days after she was killed, when they went to Ann Arbor to clear out her things. The way my mother remembers the story, they set the fire outside her room at the Law Quad.

 

 

The Law Quad is a grassy, public area, traversed by several cement paths and surrounded by ivy-covered Gothic buildings, one of which is the main law library. Upon returning to the spot, my mother agrees that the idea of my grandparents, two very private people, setting a large bonfire there and feeding Jane’s belongings to the flames seems unlikely.

 

 

But questions remain. Where was the story from, and where did the belongings go?




SLIPPAGE

 

One day rummaging through 
the “utility room,” I find 
a few loose pages of a journal

 

 

I assume is my own: pages 
and pages of self-doubt; 
a relentlessly plaintive tone;

 

 

and a wanting, a raw wanting 
not yet hidden in my 
poems. But I don’t have

 

 

a beautiful, hard-leaning 
script, nor was I alive 
in 1966. The journal is

 

 

Jane’s, from when she was 
twenty years old. After 
making sure no one’s at home,

 

 

I sneak into my mother’s office 
and Xerox all of it, then carefully place 
the original back where it belongs.



(1966)

 

You know, for a world that demands direction, I certainly have 
none. 
Will I be a teacher? Will I go to France?

 

 

Really I don’t know how smart I am- 
and that above all else keeps me working and working hard.

 

 

I’m not sure I’ve a good mind. 
I’m not sure I reason well.

 

 

I know I can be as confused as anybody else. 
I don’t know how I’ll do in advanced courses—

 

 

I don’t know how I’ll do on the next econ hourly. 
I don’t know if I could be a great debater.

 

 

And there are a million other things I don’t know about my 
intellectual capacities. 
Let’s leave emotional ones alone tonite-they’re in worse shape.

 

 

I want so much-to be versatile, charming, warm, deep, intelligent, accomplishing something, loving,

fooling around, giving instead of getting, cheery not driven, sure not uncertain, possessing not anticipating, answers not questions.

 

 

I’m seething lately

—but it too shall pass.




FIRST PHOTOS

 

The only photo of Jane 
I saw while growing up 
hung in my parents’ 
bedroom. She was wearing 
a long raincoat and 
standing on a stair, 
against a tacky interior 
of bronze chevrons.

 

 

Later I will find out 
that Jane was wearing 
a long raincoat the night 
she was killed. What if 
it were the same coat 
as in the picture, the one 
I looked at all those years?

 

 

I arrive at the New York Public Library 
with my two dates, the bare brackets 
of a life. I ask a librarian 
where I might find information 
about an old murder. Was it

a famous murder? she queries.

Not really, I say. It was in the family,

My answer embarrasses me.

 

 

She gives me little slips of paper 
which I fill out and roll up 
then shove into silver tubes 
as long as pinkies. After 
dropping them down a hatch 
I wait for the invisible staff 
to send up dark blue spools 
of the Detroit News from below.

 

 

Rat-a-tat, rat-a-tat, the spools 
rocket across the lighted screen. 
Ike Fights Heart Setback. Blacks

End Long Strike at College. Old Foes

Truman and Nixon Hold

a Sentimental Visit. “We’ll Be

on the Moon by July!” Then 
on March 22, 1969, Jane’s face 
suddenly fills the screen.

 

 

Her youth an aura like a 
new haircut-just blatant, 
raw, crushing. A headband 
keeps her brown hair back; 
her lips are parted slightly. 
How she wants. How she 
penetrates, her eyes set back 
in her brow like my mother’s, 
like their father’s: dark, 
obedient, devouring.

 

 

My face stares into hers, 
our thoughts frozen together 
on the cusp of a wave 
just starting to go white-cold, curl 
and fall back into the spitting green. 
When I started looking at Jane, 
she was much older than me. 
How strange her face seems now 
enlarged on this grainy screen, 
now that she will always be 
only twenty-three.




SPIRIT

 

The spirit of Jane

lives on in you,

my mother says

 

 

trying to describe 
who I am. I feel like the girl 
in the late-night movie

 

 

who gazes up in horror 
at the portrait of 
her freaky ancestor

 

 

as she realizes 
they wear the same 
gaudy pendant

 

 

round their necks. 
For as long as I can 
remember, my grandfather

 

 

has made the same slip: 
he sits in his kitchen, 
his gelatinous blue eyes 
fixed on me. Well jane,

he says, I think I’ll have

another cup of coffee.
  




HOW THE JOURNEY WAS
 




TWO LETTERS FROM SWEDISH ANCESTORS, MUSKEGON, MICHIGAN (1910)

 


 1. How the journey was (Marie)
 

I will let you know that I have come to a new land. 
I will tell you now how the journey was.

 

 

Dear you can imagine it was terrible. 
There was a war boat that drove into us

 

 

so there was a big hole in the boat 
and our trunks stood in water.

 

 

We thought we were gone. 
But we were not so far out.

 

 

Then we went with a smaller boat called St. Louis, 
a little terrible boat.

 

 

We were real glad when we came to land. 
We were in Muskegon Tuesday, October 3rd, at night.

 

 

They were nice people that Nels lives with. 
Just young people.

 

 

He was so glad when he saw his little Svea. 
You can’t imagine how fat he is. He thrives good here.

I have only my man and little Svea 
and it is of course at first I feel alone.

 

 

I don’t think we will ever come to like America 
as good as Sweden.

 

 

I wonder how it is with you. Well, 
you are probably busy with the harvesting.

 

 

Is it a nice fall there at home? 
Here it is changeable.

 

 

One day it rains, 
the next day the sun shines.



2. A hearty greeting (Nels)

 

I must also write a few lines to you. 
I have worked almost every day since I came here to America 
so I am never free.

 

 

A worker can get along better here. 
I am working in a factory 
where we make billiard tables.

 

 

There are 700 men in the factory 
so we make several hundred tables a day. 
They do everything on a big scale here.

 

 

There are 3,000 Swedes here, 
three Swedish churches, and many 
Swedish lodges. That is good

 

 

because it goes slow to learn English. 
We are too old. I wish I had been here 
ten years sooner.




THE BOX

 

My mother says she won’t leave Michigan without it.

 

 

But when her father goes down to get it, 
all he comes up with is a slim packet 
of ruled paper, bound by a piece of twine.

 

 

Jane’s Diary-Private

it says on the cover, 
Private twice underlined.

 

 

She didn’t always like her sister,

and she didn’t like her parents much either,

he warns my mother, who says

 

 

she doesn’t mind. She packs it 
in her suitcase, tells me 
we’ll look at it in due time.

 

 

About a year later, she sends me a copy.

 

 

The diary starts in January, 1960, 
when Jane was thirteen, and runs 
to October of 1961.

At this moment in my life

hate is so fierce

that I would give anything to kill my mother

 

 

she begins, already 
on her way 
to becoming a woman.




(OCTOBER 21, 1960)

 

This little book is full of my ups and downs.

On one page I am obviously happy and on the next desperately unhappy.

Such is life.

 

 

Now, well now I am quiet, happy, dreamy and listening to the hi-fi.

 

 

This fall has certainly been better than last fall and I am very happy and very busy.

I am a cheerleader now and have been practicing all the time.

Also Barb was sixteen this month and we went to Ann Arbor 
this weekend. Plus the fact that I have Latin, algebra, 
and my four other subjects. Indeed I love it! I am so pleased!

 

 

Secretly I long to be as mature & chic & sophisticated as Sandy Robertson or Gail Beatty,

but such is not possible so I shall have to be content just being Janie [M.].




GUSHING

 

Jane was a gusher,

my mother says. 
You know, a gusher—

 

 

“I really like your dress,

I really do, I mean it’s adorable,

really and truly adorable. ”

 

 

I know about gushing, how charming 
it can be, and how alarming 
when it comes on strong:I went over to Jan’s Thursday nite and really spouted off.

Heidi and Suzie were there and they objected to my ideas, strenuously.

 


 
 

I do too I just talked.

Everything I said or did, I said or did wrong.

 

 

But all those joys, sorrows, and upsets

help you find yourself, help you to build

 

 

a life of real value. Those upsets all contribute

to my character and what I’m going to be.








I love the sound of it, a girl 
surging into herself 
as she writes into the night—

 

 

I am all mixed up and these pages filled with writing haven’t helped any.

I can’t sleep. I have to write.




(MARCH 7, 1960)

 

I’ve decided to resign from the compliment club. 
This may seem trivial, but to me it’s a big thing.

 

 

I have come to the conclusion however that I am not the kind of girl

who belongs in a group such as the club and that my ideas are too strong to ignore.

Friday there will be a meeting of the club. I will not be there. 
Instead I will write a letter explaining my resignation.

 

 

I will no longer be part of the crowd listed in the front of the book. 
I will know how Gwyneth Nevins and Sally Fredericks feel when 
they are left out.

I will be an outsider.




THE DIARY OF A YOUNG GIRL

 

I’ve just finished Anne Frank:

The Diary of a Young Girl.

It too spans age thirteen to fifteen—

 

 

it too covers young love, hating 
one’s mother, and sibling rivalry. 
The new edition has restored

 

 

some passages, such as Anne’s 
description of female anatomy. She says 
the clitoris looks a bit like a blister.

 

 

She describes everything she eats 
(potatoes, rotten lettuce, fake gravy, 
the occasional glut of strawberries)

 

 

everything she reads (genealogy, mythology) 
and how the families in the attic fight 
(often, and bitterly). Anne was also a gusher-

 

 

a chatterbox, as she says. But who can guess 
what Anne would have said 
about the last place she went.



(1960)

 

I bought a record. It’s called “Cuttin’ Capers” by Doris Day and it’s real cute

and happy sounding. I love it! It makes me happy and feel wonderful too!

 

 

I’m beginning to really like music and what it adds to life and its many moods.

Life is good to me!






BARB AND JANE, PART I

 

Two sisters, fifteen months apart, sharing a yellow room.

 

 

They divided it in two; it drove Barb nuts 
that Jane’s closet was on Barb’s side of the room.

 

 

All the myths have been juggled about, so 
it’s hard now to figure out

 

 

who was messy, who was neat 
who awkward, who popular.

 

 

Barb remembers wearing a patch over her eye 
at age five, having braces, and being deeply sick

 

 

with rheumatic fever, so of course she thinks 
Jane was much cuter, with her freckles

 

 

and fresh row of bangs. But their father maintains 
Jane was wildly jealous of Barb’s social ease, her lanky body.

 

 

Barb remembers trying to steal Jane’s friends, writing her name 
on every page of Jane’s journal, and hating her sister so much

 

 

she often imagined smothering her to death with a pillow.




JANUARY 20, 1960)

 

Right now I hate my sister so. 
There is no sense of unison or understanding between us. 
I hate her so much.

 

 

She is sarcastic, spiteful, snobby, snippy, and her whole attitude is one of being better than I. I know that she is and perhaps I am jealous, but I have no companionship with her any longer.

 

 

Jealousy is a funny thing. I am jealous of Barb’s fun, dates, looks, assurance, way with parents, clothes, charm, age, etc. Yet it’s something hard to understand. I am not always jealous or always envious but just sometimes I want to have and be like her so badly that I could cry. It’s a shame for she deserves what she possesses and certainly should have it.

 

 

If she hates me that’s OK. But I would give my life for her and she doesn’t care whether I live or die.

 

 

I wish we could go to Florida. Maybe being together and having fun would help.




SLOGANS

 

My grandmother’s house was full of slogans-laminated plaques in the kitchen, teddy bears on twin beds

 

 

with T-shirts that read, God Is Love.

One of her favorites:If you can’t say anything nice,

don’t say anything at all.



 




I can hear her now, fingering the white collar 
of a pageboy dress Jane wore that day to school.

 

 

I can’t believe I raised a daughter

who lives in such filth, she says,

 

 

disgusted by the sweat stains 
on the two half-moons.



(JANUARY 21,1960)

 

I know that my feelings 
toward both parents will soften

 

 

but now the thought of these people 
being my parents sounds utterly repulsive

 

 

and I feel almost sick. 
I have come to the point

 

 

where home is unbearable 
and I will do anything to escape from it.

 

 

I feel sorry that I feel this way and regret 
that our previous good times

 

 

are spoiled. Someday perhaps 
my feelings toward my parents

 

 

will change, but until then 
I’m afraid they and myself

 

 

will have a pretty tough time.




MOTHERS AND DAUGHTERS

 

I’ve heard that Jane said horrible things to her, 
but I don’t know what they were. My mother says 
they ridiculed, patronized her.

 

 

My estimation of her has fallen sadly, Jane wrote, 
for now I no longer think she is a good mother.

I even think she is a poor excuse for a woman.

 

 

My grandmother never finished high school, she never 
drove a car. She lied about her age her entire life 
so my grandfather would marry her. While

 

 

they were dating, she never let him drive her home. 
After they married, she never talked about 
where she came from, never mentioned her own

 

 

dead mother, or the years she spent taking care 
of her drunk father, her drunk brother. 
Only once a year, at Christmas, would she visit

 

 

her brother and his twelve children; she brought 
a check and cans of food. His whole family appeared 
at my mother’s wedding reception, but they didn’t 
come in. They just hovered like shadows on the lawn. 
Years later, Grandma would refuse to take my sister and me 
to church or the mall because she said

 

 

we looked poor. We tried to tell her 
it was the style. She was very, very hard on us,

my mother now notes. But you know

 

 

how people are often merciless

on those they love the most.




(APRIL 15, 1960)

 

Why can’t I always be happy and content? Why must life get all mixed up sometimes? I just wish I could always be happy, but I know I won’t be for no one always is.

 

 

I’ve just finished writing a book report on Mrs. Mike by Nancy and Benedict Freedman and only hope that I can live a life as full of love and happiness as hers was. How lucky I’d be then! How lucky!

MRS. MIKE:
The Heartwarming Classic Story of the Boston Girl

Who Married a Rugged Canadian Mountie




 




She put me on the train in Boston, and for the twentieth time I promised I’d dress warm and keep dry and not go out into the night where there were bears.

 

 

There I was thinking of Mother. And I mustn’t. Otherwise, how could I keep going through this white world of pale sky and frozen earth?

 

 

And when would I see her? I knew Mother hadn’t the money to come on for the wedding-and Mike already had his orders; we would leave immediately for Hudson’s Hope. The pain of a separation that would be for years, and maybe forever, must run between us the length of Saskatchewan.




(FEBRUARY 21, 1961)

 

Tonight I have something to tell you that I don’t quite understand about myself and Barb. I read a theme of Barb’s entitled “A Day to Remember” and if [she] ever finds out that I did I hope or pray I can make her understand the why of it and tell her it’s not that I mean to pry-I only am jealous of the small world she lives in and I wish I could penetrate it.

 

 

I speak of her feelings for Bodie, water-skiing, and the long summer days she has spent with him and my cousin Pat. She is a different person then and all her passion, desires, and affections seem to bubble to the surface and she quite obviously adores him, even though he is 30 yrs. old.

 

 

Anyway in the theme she describes the day, etc., and then mentions that she imagines herself in love with a special someone (Bod, of course) and that he makes it all so perfect!! Why oh why is she the only one to whom such emotions come? Even as confusing and unhappy as she may be at times, she still possesses that. Exactly what occurs on those long summer days one can only guess...I envy her from the bottom of my heart.

 

 

I long for an experience similar; not the same place or circumstance but instead something that could be mine and mine alone-something apart from my everyday friends and acquaintances and my family. I have nothing like that and I have always wanted it. I am always the one that must be nice, sweet, and a family girl. Why can’t I possess the outgo that could secure for me those wonderful worlds that could be all mine.

Love and its many tributaries have never showed themselves to me. I should probably be always seeking and looking for a world I can share with just one other-just one other male person. Someone I love and someone who loves me. Like I said I shall probably keep looking for the rest of my life for the thrill and excitement of infatuation and passion. An impossible thing for me. I will stop now-how lucky Barbie is. I love her so much!




UOFM

 

There was a saying about girls 
who wanted a serious education:

 

 

If nine out of ten girls are beautiful, 
the tenth will go to Michigan.




(1966)

 

I went for a walk this morning.

 

 

My hair was tied back off my face.

 

 

My attire was a cozy-blue wool sweater, no socks, a tan trench coat

 

 

My cheeks were red and cold to the touch.

 

 

My head cleared and rejoiced. 
I thought of neither past nor future, 
but only of the cold air

 

 

the fast walk, the next curb, 
the top of the hill, 
the rain on my face.

 

 

My lips were singing 
“I Wish I Were a Kid Again.”

 

 

My destination: anywhere in god’s name 
but out-away- 
and make it exciting 






BARB AND JANE, PART II

 

After Barb left for college, things between them 
changed. In 1964, Jane was elected to give

 

 

her high school commencement address 
with a guy named Bill Street. They shocked everyone

 

 

with an unexpectedly searing speech 
on civil rights. The weekend J.F.K. was shot

 

 

Jane was visiting Barb 
at Michigan, out on a double date.

 

 

Barb was worried the guy wouldn’t like 
Jane, but he did. He really liked her.

 

 

The next year Jane joined Barb at Michigan, though 
they ran with different crowds. Jane’s friends

 

 

were political, the most serious students around. 
Jane refused to rush a sorority; Barb’s boyfriend

 

 

was in the hottest fraternity. But they met weekly 
for coffee, had each other over for dinner, talked 
about books. It was Jane who first turned my mother on 
to reading Virginia Woolf. One day

 

 

Barb and her boyfriend snuck into the back 
of a campus auditorium to hear Jane debate.

 

 

It was then that Barb realized her little sister 
wasn’t just good up there-

 

 

she was great.



(1966)

 

To Barbara

 

 

Wherever you are next year, or ten years from now 
Let’s still somehow get together for coffee!

 

 

Here’s to the hope that you’ll never stop “growing up”-

 

 

“not only for what you are 
but what I am when I am with you”

 

 

—myself.

 

 

Gratefully, 
your sister, 
Janie




A NOTE ABOUT THE BOYFRIEND

 

Within a few years, he would become 
my mother’s husband.

 

 

A few years later, 
my father.

 

 

Ten years after that, he would die suddenly, 
at forty.

 

 

Shortly after the death of her mother, Virginia Woolf 
lost her beloved half-sister, Stella.

 

 

In her memoir, Woolf wrote: I remember saying to myself after

[Stella] died:

“But this is impossible; things aren’t, can’t be like this”—

 

 

the blow, the second blow of death, struck on me;

tremulous, filmy-eyed as I was, with my wings creased,

 

 

sitting there on the edge of my broken chrysalis.




OF HER BLOOD

 

By her second year of college, her parents told Jane 
she was no longer welcome in their home.

 

 

That same year Jane wrote 
in her journal:

 

 

Mother, the Christian hypocrite

and I, of her blood. Under

 

 

her influence-how much am I-

and I love her—at least

 

 

if I can love at all

I do.



(1966)

 

Well, he didn’t call. And I, like a fool, waited for him to all evening. 
But 10 o’clock has come and gone-and hopelessness surrounds 
my tired body and sore throat.

 

 

Perhaps Jim Hudek was the best I’ve ever know- 
way too good for me—how horrid.

 

 

The young divorcée-I rather like the sound of that. 
But, in truth, how a divorcee without even a union?

 

 

You’re a good kid, Jane. Good for what?

A kid-you bet.

How does the wine taste?

 

 

Daddy...we’re not close enough—

 

 

I’m a chicken. I don’t think I have a backbone—
I don’t think I really understand very much.

 

 

I’m not really truthful. 
I’ll not make any New Year’s Resolutions—
I don’t know what I’m going to do next.

 

 

Character-what is it? Tomorrow is Monday, January 3, 1966.




PHIL

 

I know that Jane eventually had a serious boyfriend at Michigan, but I don’t know where to find him. I plug his names into all kinds of directories and get nothing. My mother finally comes up with the name of another university he might have attended in the ’70s, so I contact their alumni office. They have one overseas address for that name.

 

 

It’s hard to know what to say in my letter, so I don’t say much. If it’s him, I figure he’ll understand.




FIRST LETTER FROM PHIL

 

Dear Maggie,

 

 

I just received your letter and I’m sure I’m the person you’re looking for. At the time of her death over thirty years ago, Jane and I were both very much in love and were planning to get married. I’d be happy to share with you whatever it is you would like to know.




THE BOX

 

A few months later, Phil comes to the States, and we plan to meet for coffee in Brooklyn. Though he has lived in Europe for many years, it turns out he owns an apartment right around the corner from where I live.

 

 

In contrast to the openness of his letter, at first Phil seems quite wary. He wants to know why I’m so passionate about Jane, why I want to write about her. Why I would want to take private things and put them into the world.

 

 

We end up talking for several hours; an outsider might think we were old friends. When we get up to leave, he says he wants to give me the contents of a safety-deposit box he emptied that morning, a box that he kept sealed for thirty years.

 

 

Watching his figure recede as he walks down the street then descends into the subway, I feel inexplicably bereaved.

 

 

I climb my stairs, sit down at my desk, and slowly examine his gifts: an obituary he cut from the Detroit News, now yellow and brittle with age; a few snapshots of Jane; and a copy of a poem someone read at her funeral.

 

 

At the time, Phil had never heard the poem before—he’s not big on poetry, he explains-but this one moved him so much that he found it in a book, went home and typed it up.

Now I have a piece of his old stationery, a dead Ann Arbor address printed in the upper right; below it, the typewritten words of Dylan Thomas: Do not go gentle into that good night. l Rage, rage against the dying of the light.




SECOND LETTER FROM PHIL

 

I’d like to describe how I met your aunt.

 

 

It was in 1966 (the year she made no New Year’s Resolutions, and did not know what she was going to do next, if memory serves me correctly). I was only twenty-three years old at the time, and a second-year graduate student in economics. I had a teaching fellowship, which meant I had to lead two “discussion” sections of introductory economics per term. Jane was a student in one of the classes in the January term. I believe the course was Principles of Microeconomics.

 

 

Jane impressed me as unconventionally bright-even among a very bright student body. She was not especially extroverted and, in fact, rarely participated in class discussions or asked questions during the hour. But there was an intensity in her presence and a driving desire to master the subject matter which I found magnetic.

 

 

She was always 100% prepared, had always thought about the material, and-as was typical with her-had a basic insecurity that she never quite understood all she needed to understand. The way I got to know her more as a person was through her questions after class and during office hours.

 

 

Jane was straight as an arrow. But that didn’t stop me from being attracted to her intellect, her intense curiosity, her budding sensitivity to social issues, her ambition, and ultimately-much later-her more physical attributes.

I remember when she told me she was going to do her junior year abroad. That may have been the first time I realized I was seeing her as a potential person in my life rather than merely as a student. I knew that the study abroad experience would be wonderful for her and encouraged her to pursue it. But I strongly sensed I was going to miss her. And, of course, I did.

 

 

I will close now and give my psyche a rest.
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Tomorrow: holds France, perhaps.

Pittsburgh, of course.

Loneliness, so what.




FRANCE

 

In the fall of 1966, Jane went to France 
to study for a year at Aix-en-Provence.

 

 

She took a boat over, a crash course 
of French onboard.

 

 

At the end of the year, she 
hitchhiked through Europe.

 

 

My mother has the vague sense 
she went to Yugoslavia, maybe

 

 

even as far as the U.S.S.R., 
but she can’t say why. Phil

 

 

doubts it; given that 
he was a Marxist, he’s sure

 

 

they would have discussed it. 
No one really seems to know

 

 

very much about her trip. 
At any rate, she came home

 

 

smoking cigarettes.




LETTER FROM FRANCE, 1967

 

My dear sister Barbara,

 

 

Thank you for your lovely letter of March 15th-sorry I haven’t answered sooner...

 

 

You ask about the American exit from France, and the French attitude toward de Gaulle-I can only evaluate subjectively, but I do have a few observations, for what they’re worth-yes, the French are grateful for American aid after the war, but their viewpoint is entirely different from ours...there’s a pretty strong argument that our benevolent generosity after the war only made us richer, and more influential, so the attitude is thanks, but now is the time for you to leave-but there’s the catch, because France still needs us...it’s a vicious cycle...I understand it, cause somewhere in our American foreign policy is the idea of a moral—of imposing our way of life on the rest of the world—

 

 

Glad you saw The Blast, called The Curée over here—I enjoyed it very much-find Vadim an excellent cinema artist-would be extremely curious to know if any of it was censored in the transfer-

 

 

Exams are right around the comer, plus two ten-page French papers, but there are only five weeks left, and the summer sounds like a real adventure-have no idea where I’ll find myself, but am getting real anxious for the freedom and excitement of travel to god knows where-there’s some kind of indescribable joy about climbing on a second-class car in the railway station in Marseilles and taking off for god knows where—I have almost a mystique about it—

 

 

Can’t begin to tell you about my five days in Florence-there was too much that went too deep to relate—maybe someday over a cup of coffee. I’ll tell you all about the pain and horror of those five days-Yes, I still talk to Phil frequently-feel very close to him sometimes—

 

 

My weight is atrocious (ask Mom), but I haven’t had more than 500 calories a day for a week, so the promises for the future are good—I won’t come back this heavy, and yet haven’t minded it too much...

 

 

Let me know of your future plans, and please give me your summer address-should love to have taken a trip out to see you in the lovely city, but as the saying goes, one can’t do everything. Hello to your husband.




REFRAIN

 

“Agreeing that [Jane] was a ‘liberal,’ [a friend] said, ‘She was interested in seeing that the black students got the things they wanted.’”

 

-Ann Arbor News, March 22, 1969

 

 

My relatives all say 
Jane wanted to change the world

 

 

Then they add 
None of us can
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I’m still in revolt. 
The fury’s there.

 

 

I suspect it is Egoism with a capital E. 
Pride goeth before and all that—

 

 

People are misdirected 
compromising the finest in them

 

 

for the ugliest of the world—
me too.




THE LAW

 

By her senior year, Jane was on the pill. 
She knew that if her parents found out

 

 

they would not think her worthy 
of their money, so she cut herself

 

 

off- applied to law school without telling anyone. 
She got in, won a fellowship, and went.

 

 

Despite her misgivings about the profession 
(Lawyers are a breed-detestable at times, she wrote)

 

 

she threw herself into her work. The Ann Arbor News

later wrote, “Students at the law school described [Jane]

 

 

as a serious, studious person who liked to talk about school 
but not about her personal life.” Both Jane and Phil

 

 

shielded each other from their parents; neither family 
would have accepted the union of Gentile and Jew.

 

 

She must have been madly in love with you, I say 
to Phil. Oh, he smiles, I don’t know about that.

Well, I say, madly enough to consider

spending the rest of her life with you.

 

 

Oh that, he laughs. That’s just plain mad.




PHIL’S PHOTOS

 


 1. Motel
 

Where Jane’s journals end 
these photos begin, and

 

 

they are unlike any of her 
I have ever seen. I can’t explain

 

 

the difference—I think it’s just 
that she looks so happy.

 

 

As in this one, taken 
in a motel. She’s wearing

 

 

long underwear and tucking in 
the sheets of a double bed.

 

 

She smiles up at the camera, 
her hair a total mess.

 

 

It was probably in a motel

like this one, Phil says, 
that she lost her virginity.

He doesn’t recall it being

 

 

a big deal to her. Was it hard

to get away together? I ask.

 

 

It was just like it is now, he says.

All you need is time and money.

 

 

And, he winks, I had a car.



2. Wisconsin

 

In the spring of ’68, Jane and Phil went to Wisconsin 
to campaign for Eugene McCarthy.

 

 

Jane was passionately against the war.

 

 

They were sent to Waukesha, a small, industrial town 
where they lived with a family, and campaigned door-to-door.

 

 

Here she is in a navy pea coat, a McCarthy button 
pinned to the lapel, a pile of fliers in her arms.

 

 

She stands in front of a dark building, the words Ballroom Dancing 
on its awning, her brown hair whipping around

 

 

a baby-blue headband. Further behind her 
lies an abandoned roller coaster, a snaking scaffold

 

 

of white bones. The Wisconsin light is 
cold and ashy, the parking lot empty

 

 

except for some scattered twigs and a flattened can 
of Coke. Looking more closely, I can also make out

 

 

one car, obscured by a shadow.



3. Silver Lake

 

And here she is 
at Silver Lake, in

 

 

a two-piece 
swim-suit, navy blue

 

 

with white stripes 
up the side. She’s sitting

 

 

on a pink blanket, along 
with several books

 

 

and a pair of wet 
moccasins. Phil’s body

 

 

makes a shadow in 
the lower left corner;

 

 

it’s clear that to take the picture 
he must be standing

 

 

in the water. The space 
he vacated on the blanket

 

 

is wet with blobs of 
body-shaped wetness, 
the beach so narrow 
that the water is flooding

 

 

them, flooding Jane’s feet 
and calves, flooding

 

 

the pink blanket. 
The whole photo

 

 

is dreamy, as if washed 
in milk, Jane’s skin

 

 

a pale apricot and 
glowing. And I love it,

 

 

this lush, fuzzy sliver 
in which two people

 

 

once spread out 
on damp sand

 

 

and loved one another.



(1960)

 

There is so much now that yesterday doesn’t matter. 
I have so much and am so lucky, who could ask for more? 
I am happy. Tomorrow I may not be, yesterday I wasn’t 
but I am NOW and that’s all that matters. Now! 
I must remember that and never forget it!
  




ORDER OF EVENTS
 






LAW QUADRANGLE, SECTION C, SECOND FLOOR

 

A mallard-green glass lamp stands dark over a square of red felt.

 

 

On Wednesday night, there had been the sound of a typewriter, the rattle of a mind in motion.

 

 

On Thursday night, there was no sound from the room at all, just the ringing of an unanswered phone.

 

 

It was the start of spring break.

 

 

She had her reasons; she wanted to go home alone.




THE PLAN

 

She was going home alone 
to announce that she and Phil 
were engaged.

 

 

Phil had been offered 
a job at NYU; Jane 
would leave Michigan

 

 

and start law school 
there too. But 
she feared

 

 

fury from 
her folks, 
a scene blunt

 

 

as dead 
sticks. 
Was it because

 

 

he was 
Jewish? Was it 
because he was 
a Marxist? 
Or was it 
just because

 

 

he would take her 
to a world far removed 
from their own?

 

 

She hashed it out with her sister 
for hours on the phone. 
The plan: a night

 

 

at home, alone, 
to weather the storm; 
Phil to join her

 

 

in a few days. 
Just trust me on this one, Barb,

trust me

 

 

was the last thing 
to her sister 
that Jane would say.




THE RIDE BOARD

 

In the basement of the Student Union 
hangs a framed map of the United States,

 

 

the land divided into numbered regions. 
Each region is a faded pink or gray.

 

 

Below the map is a cherry-wood shelf 
of numbered cubbies, and a supply of slips

 

 

of orange and blue paper. It’s a good system—
you write your name and number on a slip

 

 

along with where and when you need to go, 
then stick it in the slot for that region.

 

 

Would appreciate hearing from anyone

who might be driving to Muskegon

 

 

any time Thursday (3/20/69) was the note Jane left. 
Someone who called himself David Johnson

 

 

gave her a call. Apparently he was late 
to pick her up on Thursday; she left 
a phonebook on her desk open to the page of Johnsons, 
a check mark by his name. Later on, a guy

 

 

at a frat house where a David Johnson lived 
told the police

 

 

that a girl had called shortly after 6:30 p.m. 
asking for him, saying

 

 

he was supposed to give her a lift home. 
They told her she must have the wrong numbertheir

 

 

David Johnson starred in a play every night, 
and had no plans to drive to Muskegon at all.

 

 

Was she confused? Did she feel for a moment 
that something wasn’t quite right? Just then

 

 

a honk comes from a car outside: 
she grabs her bags, runs downstairs, gets in the car

 

 

and drives off into the night.



I-96

 

That ribbon of highway stretches from one side of the 
mittenshaped state to the other, 
across tracts of flat fields, dark and bald in a March night.

 

 

 

When Jane didn’t arrive home, her father went out looking for her. 
He felt sure there had been an accident that hadn’t yet been reported.

 

 

 

He headed out alone on I-96, around ten or eleven at night. 
Somewhere on the other end of that ribbon, Jane was probably still 
alive.

 

 

 

His eyes searched the shoulder until Lansing, where 
he turned around, drove home, and called the police.

 

 

 

I don’t know if he played the radio. 
I don’t know if there was a moon, or if he could see it from the road.




THE GIFT

 

The next morning, about fourteen miles outside Ann Arbor, 
a boy found a bag on the gravel road by his brick house 
on his way to school.

 

 

There was a gift in the bag, along with a folder 
thick with typewritten pages. 
Dearest Mom-Sorry I’m late for your birthday, but

 

 

in one hundred years, you’ll never know

the difference, read the card 
on the gift. The boy brought it in

 

 

to his mother, who noticed blood 
on the side of the bag. She went outside 
to look around, and soon spotted

 

 

what looked like a body 
propped up on a grave 
in the little cemetery across the way.

 

 

Inside the box was a pair of fluffy blue slippers. 
But who opened it later? Was it 
a policeman who read 
I love you, Janie

then undid 
the ribbon on the gift?




POSITION

 

Right arm stretched above her head, 
left arm over her eyes.

 

 

One shoe on her abdomen, one shoe set beside.

 

 

Her raincoat laid out over her body, her head on a stranger’s grave.

 

 

Some later called it “a reverential display.”

“Nothing could be more crushing to any family than to have a police officer appear at the front door and grimly announce that a beloved child has been taken. Jeanne Holder had been just twenty-three. She’d graduated in 1968 from the University of Michigan in the top ten percent of her class and a week ago she’d been admitted to the Phi Beta Kappa national honor society. She’d always wanted to be a great lawyer. But now-she’d been not only taken, but destroyed. How could any father and mother, wondered Lieutenant Baker, ever be prepared to defend against such horror?

“And yet, after reeling from the first shock, Dr. and Mrs. Holder managed to make Lieutenant Baker’s job easier. Somehow they collected themselves; seeming to draw reserve strength from one another, they regrouped and retained control. It happened in a matter of seconds, before the policeman’s eyes, and it was marvelous.”

-Edward Keyes, The Michigan Murders, a “true crime” account in which names have been changed




DIGNITY

 

They knew how to mourn

with dignity,

 

 

my mother says. 
It’s the Calvinist way.

 

 

As if keening on your knees 
were somehow obscene

 

 

As if there were a control 
so marvelous

 

 

you could teach it 
to eat pain.




AFTERNOON EDITION

 

After their three-hour drive to Ypsilanti, 
the police waited to show them the body.

 

 

First they sequestered them in a small room 
and showed them photos of sex offenders,

 

 

asking if they recognized any of the faces. 
After two hours of this, my grandfather asked

 

 

if they could step across the street 
to get something to eat. At the restaurant

 

 

they saw the paper, the afternoon edition 
that comes out late in the day.

 

 

University Coed Found Slain, the headline read 
and below it, a photo of Jane.




SKIN

 

A stocking was knotted so tightly around her neck that it was no longer visible. It journeyed into the skin that far.

 

 

Skin is soft; it takes what you do to it.




SHOCK

 

When they came home from identifying the body, 
my grandfather was confused about something.

 

 

He asked Barb repeatedly, 
Had Janie dyed her hair red recently?

 

 

No, Barb kept answering. 
She had not.
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I can become a very tragic figure in my own mind if I don’t make an effort to be gay.

 

 

Treating things lightly is indeed the answer to so much.




OPEN CASKET

 

Her mother insisted on having an open casket, 
to show everyone Jane was still whole.

 

 

Hundreds of people saw her. It was Jane, but her neck 
was puffy, and her body was waxy, not cold.

 

 

It was the one thing my mother had argued against, 
and she fainted at the funeral home.




THEFUNERAL

 

The police told 
them: Look

carefully

 

 

at everyone

at the funeral,

even those

 

 

you think you

know. Then

when it’s over,

 

 

scour the pages

of the guestbook

for names

 

 

you’ve never

seen. The chance

that the killer

 

 

will be there

is much greater

than you’d think.




ORDER OF EVENTS

 

The autopsy report confirmed 
that all strangulation occurred

 

 

after she was already dead 
from two shots in the head.

 

 

I don’t know how they know.

 

 

Part of me thinks they just tell you so 
so you don’t split off-charred

 

 

flakes starting to drift 
in a bone-black madness




CRANK CALLS

 

Apparently they’re quite common 
after an uncommon death. Just

 

 

bored college kids, calling after 
getting high, or local high school boys

 

 

made bold by youth and cruelty. Strangely 
enough, the one who called most often

 

 

was a woman, a disembodied female voice 
fake-crying in a kind of falsetto

 

 

Where’s Jane, boo-hoo-hoo

Where’s Janie, boo-hoo-hoo

 

 

The police insisted 
the family answer each call.

 

 

I imagine my grandfather 
in the middle of the night

 

 

in his flannel pajamas, his eyes 
shrunken and bleary without 
his glasses. He sits on the edge 
of the bed, speaking quietly into

 

 

the tapped phone. Stop calling, 
he says. Please leave us alone.
  




SOME QUESTIONS
 




THE GAP

 

Consciousness

does not appear to itself

chopped up in bits,

 

 

William James 
once said. 
It appears to itself as continuous.

 

 

But there can be 
holes in time 
the mind tries

 

 

to ignore, holes 
that perforate 
the felt of

 

 

the night sky. 
An aching gap,

James said, trying

 

 

to describe 
the space made 
by a lost word.

To fill it up

is the destiny

of our thoughts.

 

 

What transpired 
for five and 
a half hours

 

 

between Jane 
and her murderer 
is a gap so black

 

 

it could eat 
an entire sun 
without leaving

 

 

a trace. Listen

hard enough,

James said.

 

 

You can hear

the rhythm

of the ache.




THEFUNERAL

 

It is not the time to ask why these things happen, 
but to have faith, the reverend said, 
and four hundred people wept.

 

 

Thirty years later the morning is quiet 
and faithless. It is time 
to ask questions.
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Questioning is healthy-opinions that are unstable are great. 
Pseudo-certainty is the worse crime. Nothing is absolute. 
No one has all the answers. Pretense is hideous.

 

 

This whole essay is a bunch of crap.




THE ARGUMENT

 

There was an argument going on, one with subtle terms. 
Can anyone like blood the way one likes the mountains or the sea?

 

 

Two slugs turn the light of the mind into dull meat. 
Answer me.




SOME QUESTIONS

 

If you walk late at night 
pray where you like

 

 

do you feel free?

 

 

Will I ever understand; otherwise 
am I part of this world

 

 

or not quite.




TWO BULLETS

 

The skull 
may flatten 
the metal, but

 

 

the metal 
will win. It 
wedges in-to

 

 

the seat of 
thought, uses 
the pink tissue

 

 

as its envelope. 
Two bullets: 
one in front,

 

 

one in back 
quickly speak. 
They tell the heart,

 

 

No more beats.




AT DENTON CEMETERY

 

Fresh tire tracks 
and the heel print 
of a man’s shoe, 
the only clues.




THE CALL

 

My mother remembers something about Jane 
making a call for help-

 

 

a frantic call from a public phone. 
But when I ask whom she called

 

 

or from where, my mother admits 
her memory on this point

 

 

is far from clear. 
I’ve looked and looked,

 

 

but there’s no record 
of any call. No:

 

 

when Jane disappeared, 
she disappeared whole.

 

 

It’s a fantasy, I suppose- 
a way of breathing air

 

 

into the cramp 
of that night. It gives 
my mother another chance 
to fail; Jane, a chance

 

 

to fight.




SERIALS

 

One girl in 1967, 
another in 1968.

 

 

Jane in March of ’69.

 

 

The next girl just four days later- 
then one in April,

 

 

one in June, 
one in July.

 

 

“Each of the girls was killed 
and her body left off some lonely road

 

 

in or between two towns 
whose outskirts are only two miles apart,”

 

 

explained the Detroit News.

On maps and records,

 

 

each girl gets a number; 
Jane is number three.

 

 

My family remembers the fourth 
as a prostitute, but really 
she was just a junkie, aged 
sixteen. Her body was simply

 

 

destroyed, as if 
making up for

 

 

whatever Jane was spared 
a few days before.

 

 

My grandparents had no interest 
in talking to the other families-

 

 

There were differences between us, they said.

 

 

Just as you’d expect, some wanted vengeance, 
some wanted to sue the University,

 

 

some talked a lot about God.

 

 

My family folded in on 
itself, accepting the case as unsolved,

 

 

shuttered the windows of that house 
and sternly commanded themselves

 

 

to count their blessings 
and move on.




TALLY

 

I am grateful that a three-inch nail wasn’t hammered into her head.

 

 

I am grateful that her face wasn’t beaten beyond recognition.

 

 

I am grateful that her breasts weren’t corroded with acid.

 

 

I am grateful that her fingers were not cut off. I am grateful that her toes were not cut off.

 

 

I am grateful that her forearms were not cut off.

 

 

I am grateful that her skull wasn’t cracked in three places with a wooden club.

 

 

I am grateful that she wasn’t raped with the branch of a tree.

 

 

 

These are some of the things that were done to the other girls’ bodies.




(FEBRUARY 11, 1961)

 

Bet it seems like I’ve forgotten you.

 

 

I haven’t and my thoughts go on with the same confusing never-ending pace.




ONE LINE OF REASONING

 

“Had the killer been prepared to force intercourse upon [Jane], only to abandon the effort upon realizing she was on her period? The question that this reasonable deduction did not answer was whether she was already dead at the moment, or whether it was this discovery that drove him to murderous retaliation.”

 

 

-The Michigan Murders

Retaliation: To return like for like, especially evil for evil.




REASONING, CONTINUED

 

“At least three of the slain females were known to have been having their periods when killed, and while this had not been certifiable in the other four cases, in each it was listed as possible. Could their menstrual condition have been the salient common factor, inopportune discovery of which in each instance had set the killer off? It could, if they were dealing with someone who had a paroxysmal fetish about this ‘disgusting’ feminine impairment!”

 

 

-The Michigan Murders




REVELATION

 

So they guessed she wasn’t raped 
(but maybe killed) 
because she had her period;

 

 

the newspapers reported that 
her “sanitary napkin” 
was found in place.

 

 

So what blood 
is blood- 
head-blood, cunt-blood

 

 

Black clots, 
red streams. 
How we’ve fooled ourselves,

 

 

we who’ve split blood 
into that which pollutes, 
and that which redeems.




(1966)

 

Anger is a terrible terrible thing. 
It causes hate.

 

 

I wish I could talk this over with someone.

 

 

There’s no one to talk to lately 
and my heart and chest are tense with anger too often.




DEMOGRAPHICS

 

“All the victims have been independent and politically liberal,” 
the paper said, i.e. girls who would be God.

 

 

Three “coeds,” a graduate student in art, an eight-grader, a runaway, 
a law student.

 

 

The world is ours, but we walk in it 
noticed.




NEVER WALK ALONE-NOT EVEN IN THE DAYTIME

 

“Some coeds did not seem so concerned that they might be raped or robbed, but only that they might lose their lives. ‘Just as long as we don’t get killed, the rest is not so important,’ one girl explained.”

 

 

-Michigan Daily, student paper, March 26, 1969




A CASE THAT TURNS OUT TO BE UNRELATED
for Margaret Phillips

 

A sociology student is helping an ex-convict get back on his feet.

 

 

One night he comes by her apartment, shoots her in the head and leaves; somehow she manages to call the police.

 

 

Alive but incoherent, tomorrow she’ll be dead.

 

 

When he gets home, he tells a friend: 
I keep seeing small brown holes

 

 

coming from nowhere

but landing in her head.




(APRIL 15, 1960)

 

I’ve not written for awhile and it’s unfortunate for I’ve been 
filled with happiness. 
No troubles.

 

 

I’m getting along well in school, don’t sass Mrs. Ingalls any more. 
The girls have been nice to me, happiness at home, 
a feeling of oh-I don’t know-

 

 

I feel like reading the Bible. 
I’m interested in it and of knowing more about God and Jesus.

 

 

I’m glad spring is coming, glad Easter’s here, glad to have a family and friends-

 

 

Glad to be alive! Happiness!

“All agree that in an extremity we are to seek God’s guidance and help. There probably are not only one or two, but hundreds upon hundreds or even thousands upon thousands of Christians here in Ann Arbor who would be willing to make [apprehending the killer] a matter of prayer.”

 

 

-Letter to the Ann Arbor News, June 17, 1969




GOD’S COUNTRY

 

I had not quite a dream though it was something equally sinister. There was a large church behind closed doors and a gate. I knew this church promised salvation at the hands of a row of white preachers and a choir of black singers who mooned into the evening. It’s guaranteed, the preacher screamed. Behind the closed doors I could hear the shouts of people in rapture, see the shadows made by the legs of running children. I walked by with my collar pulled tight around my face; I was wearing a thin blue jacket that could not keep out the cold. Read the red parts! a woman guarding the door whispered to me. Read the red parts! And it would be there that love would redeem, and that redemption would be love.

 

 

I stay outside the gates. The dirt of the street is bone-white. I hang out with some hunchback mourners, eating seeds, rolling marbles between our fingers.




LEFORGE ROAD

 

It was an abandoned barn off LeForge Road 
the kind of place where teenagers go 
to drink and fuck

 

 

where the police found traces 
of “fairly fresh, human blood.” 
Also found:

 

 

one girl’s plate-gold earring; 
another’s mohair sweater; 
strips of another’s “drip-dry” white blouse;

 

 

and the cut end of a black electrical cord 
used to strangle the fifth girl 
a few days before.

 

 

Soon after the barn is staked out 
it burns down, and someone lays 
“five plump lilacs”

 

 

in front of the smoking debris. 
A local kid later confesses to the arson; 
the flowers remain a mystery.




ASIDE

 

I am copying all these details 
from The Michigan Murders, a book

 

 

that sickens me. Its subtitle: 
The Most Barbaric Sex Crimes of the Century!

 

 

Somehow I need to make it clear: 
none of these details belongs to me.




STAKEOUT

 

After the seventh girl was found dead in a gully, 
the police chose not to notify her family immediately.

 

 

Instead they replaced her body 
with a mannequin from J. C. Penney

 

 

in case the killer returned to the scene, 
an apparently common activity.

 

 

A man did appear in the woods that night, 
a young man in a loose light shirt.

 

 

But in the August downpour, the police fumbled 
with their walkie-talkies

 

 

as the man ran to his car, his headlights 
disappearing into the woods.




HEADLINES

 

The case gets stranger and stranger. 
A group called the Psychedelic Rangers

 

 

brings a psychic in, who says things like, 
Her face was beat, beat, beat. It was wrinkled like a monkey’s.

 

 

A curfew is imposed on all local college women; 
the governor finally asks the FBI to step in.

 

 

Then on August 1st, 1969 
a photo of a man walking on the moon

 

 

appears on the front page 
of the Ann Arbor News.

 

 

The caption: 
“Two Apollo 11 astronauts romped

 

 

in an eerie, unreal world of tortured gray terrain.... 
Above was a coal-black sky.”

 

 

But above this photo was a much bigger headline: 
SLAYING SUSPECT HELD:

 

 

Collins Is Called “Quiet, Nice Guy.”




ONE MISTAKE

 

John Collins was a junior at Eastern Michigan University. 
His major was education.

 

 

His uncle was a police sergeant 
who, after returning from a family vacation,

 

 

noticed some large patches 
of black varnish

 

 

sprayed on his basement floor. Curious, he scraped 
the stains up, and found

 

 

what he thought were spots of blood.

 

 

They weren’t, but an investigation had begun.

 

 

Before long, the police did find blood, 
over by the washer.

 

 

In time the police also realized 
that the thousands of short hairs

 

 

littering the basement floor 
from clipping the family’s hair 
might match those found on 
Karen Sue Beineman’s underwear

 

 

which had been found stuffed deep inside the vagina 
of her dead body.

 

 

John had been the only one in the house 
while the family was gone;

 

 

he had been feeding the dog.

 

 

A year later, at his trial, the assistant-prosecutor 
closed his argument by saying

 

 

Collins made “one stupid mistake...he sprayed black paint 
on that basement floor to cover up

 

 

what he thought was blood.”

 

 

Or, another way to put it:

 

 

the imaginary is what tends 
to become real, and when it does

 

 

there’s no paint black enough 
to cover it up.




COLLINS’S STATEMENT

 

“I have two things to say, your honor. One, I honestly feel that this community tried to give me a fair trial and that the jury did not take this matter lightly. But in view of the prevailing mood of the community, I feel that the events presented during the last six or seven weeks have been blown all out of proportion. I think this was a travesty of justice. I hope someday that error will be corrected. Second, I never knew a girl by the name of Karen Sue Beineman. I never held a conversation with Karen Sue Beineman. I did not take the life of Karen Sue Beineman.”

 

 

-New York Times, August 29, 1970




JOHN COLLINS

 

“Collins was implicated, at least superficially, in fifteen murders.... Conversely, there is some doubt that Jane [M.], the third presumed victim, was actually slain by Collins.”


Joseph C. Fisher, Killer Among Us:
Public Reactions to Serial Murder

 

 

 

His name sounds like a drink. 
He looks a little like a guy I used to know.

 

 

He was handsome, and once posed half-naked 
for Tomorrow’s Man, a quasi-pornographic magazine.

 

 

Looking for his “dark side,” one book notes that he had “unusual 
tastes”—
i.e. sometimes “dressed with a flair to stand out in the crowd.”

 

 

In retrospect, some girls said that he could be “moody” or 
“sexually aggressive.” 
That maybe he liked riding motorcycles more than he liked them.

 

 

Others recalled that he hated women with pierced ears, because 
“the holes defiled their bodies.” Psychiatrists told an old story:

 

 

“boundless rage against the female sex, a particular coldness 
to his mother.” Some traced his “psychopathic ideology”

to one of his college English papers, in which he wrote: 
“If a person holds a gun on somebody-it’s up to him to decide

 

 

whether to take the other’s life or not.... It’s not society’s judgment that’s important, but the individual’s own choice of will and intellect.”

 

 

Nothing ties him to Jane’s death except 
some shells of a .22 found in his room;

 

 

a rumor that he used to do target practice 
near Denton Cemetery, where she was found;

 

 

and the fact that the murders stopped 
once he was no longer around.




FILTHY

 

My grandfather thinks 
they got the right guy.

 

 

For years my mother thought 
the police gave him reasons why

 

 

that no one else could know. But 
when we ask him now what they were

 

 

he tells us a story about visiting Jane 
several years before her murder

 

 

in a filthy dorm, with long-haired guys 
gunning their motorbikes outside.

 

 

It was a filthy place, he says. Just 
a filthy dive. And John Collins,

 

 

one of those filthy guys.




CONVERSATION

 

I ask my mother if she thinks 
John Collins killed Jane.

 

 

I really don’t know, she says, 
but I don’t like to think it through.

 

 

If he didn’t, she says, I come back 
to the more terrible thought:

 

 

It must have been someone we knew.




CONVERSATION

 

I imagine us talking 
somewhere safe, like 
the afterlife.

 

 

It’s just casual conversation, so I say, 
John, level with me.

Didyou kill her or not?

 

 

He looks out the window 
and sighs. Does it 
really matter anymore?

 

 

Or maybe he smiles coyly, 
lights a cigarette, and says, 
What do you think?

 

 

Or maybe he looks me straight in the eye 
and says, Yes, Maggie, I killed her. 
I killed them all.

 

 

Then it’s my turn to sigh, 
Now John, what did you go

and do a thing like that for ?

“I’m in the middle of my seventeenth read of this book, having first acquired a copy about ten years ago. [...] I have been trying to find out more about the background of John Collins that would cause him to hate women so much that he would murder seven of them, but have been unable to find anything.”

 

 

-A reader’s online comment about The Michigan Murders at Amazon.com



(1966)

 

Perhaps we’re all fools, 
none of us able to see-

 

 

Down with people, dammit.




MAIL ORDER

 

I order a copy of Collins’s jail admission card, 
made when he was twenty-three.

 

 

Prisoner number, right thumbprint. 
Build: Slender. Complexion: Ruddy.

 

 

Religion: C. Term: LIFE, 
for Murder, 1st Degree.

 

 

I wish it did, but none of it seems 
all that extraordinary to me.

 

 

Instead I feel a space growing 
between this man

 

 

and Jane, a space 
like a windy corridor.

 

 

This corridor exists 
to separate murder

from murderer. From here I see 
it is Jane’s murder 
that interests me. 
His crimes do not.




CONVERSATION

 

Hello, a man says. I’m calling from the Michigan State Police. I’m just checking out your Freedom of Information Act request for your aunt’s file.

 

 

They check out all inquiries about the Collins murders, he explains, because they could fill their basement with requests about them.

 

 

There are a lot of freaks out there, he says.

 

 

Look, he says. If you put the entire Michigan State Police in a room and asked them about your aunt’s murder, 95% of them would say Collins is your guy.

 

 

5% seems a rather sizable dissent, I say, after a pause.

 

 

Well, he says, that’s why we still have suspects.

 

 

Oh, I say.

 

 

Yeah, we brought in a guy for questioning just last year. A local guy, he says. A dentist.

 

 

Oh, I say again. I hadn’t expected him to say that.

 

 

He promises to send more information, but I never hear back. When I call to check, a woman says someone has scribbled, “no longer needs the information” across my request.

[image: 006]
 

About a month later, I find an elaborate site on the internet posted by some guy who is intent on solving Jane’s murder.

 

 

He sends and posts letters to officials enumerating the reasons why there’s no way Collins did it, insists the public is still in grave danger.

 

 

He seems to think her murderer was most likely a police officer.

 

 

His theory is that whoever killed Jane is “really a decent guy,” whose only problem is that he is a “Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde.”

 

 

He mentions details I haven’t heard before-granules of detergent? A towel used to catch her blood? Strange handwriting back in her room at the Law Quad?

 

 

My interest seriously wanes, however, when he starts using the terms “cold cucumber” in her “vaginal vault.”

 

 

I know this talk, just like I know police talk-

 

 

She probably hadn’t been a bad-looking girl, but that stocking round her neck could’ve choked an ox.

 

 

I lock my door and go to bed. For the time being, the case is closed for me.




(1960)

 

If only life and death were better understood by me. 
I dread and fear death and yet am uncertain of life and the why of it. 
I have yet to have real faith, believe and follow without question.

 

 

When I can accept time, life, and death, 
I will be ready for the responsibilities of adulthood 
and will step into them easily and with confidence.

 

 

Now I am but a wondering, confused individual.
  




TWO ECLIPSES
 




TWO ECLIPSES

 


 1.
 

We don’t really live 
in stories or scenes,

 

 

not at all.

 

 

The fan whirs, 
the tea boils,

 

 

old men shout 
outside a Puerto Rican social club.

 

 

Inside the loop of 
the mind, it’s

 

 

a different story. 
The detective and the dreamer

 

 

cobble things together 
from whatever lies

 

 

nearby, like 
plumbers fixing pipes 
with rags and string 
in a poor country.

 

 

Inside the loop of 
my mind, I find

 

 

a lone egret 
standing on one leg

 

 

at the edge of a lake, preternaturally 
still, listening

 

 

for something.



2.

 

The lake is round and quiet-

 

 

just a few small waves 
crested with sugar

 

 

when suddenly a stone 
is thrown

 

 

into the fresh- 
water. Gloop.

Then another, 
gloop. And another,

 

 

gloop, gloop.

 

 

Rings grow, 
shudder through

 

 

the cattails, come widely 
toward shore. I can’t see

 

 

the stones sinking 
to the deep, but I know

 

 

that they are.




MY MOTHER STILL DREAMS

 

of her sister. Jane appears, 
always holding her head.

 

 

My head hurts, she says. 
What happened to my head?

 

 

It’s too late to help her; 
my mother wakes with a start.

 

 

It’s too late to help her, but the want 
still cripples the heart.




BARRICADES

 

It was in the summer of 1969 
that my mother began barricading doors.

 

 

It started in Europe.

 

 

She and my father had gone ahead with plans 
to spend the summer abroad, just as Phil, broken,

 

 

had gone on to New York alone.

 

 

Throughout the summer, they found short paragraphs 
about the murders in English-language papers.

 

 

It was news, even in Paris or Rome.

 

 

By August, the case was eclipsed 
by another killing spree, the one eventually tied

 

 

to the Manson Family.

 

 

When they returned from Europe 
they moved to California, and from then on

 

 

whenever my father went away on business, my mother 
would flit around the house, moving the furniture, saying, 
It’s no big deal, girls. It’s just time to barricade the doors.

 

 

I remember barricade being a new word for me, 
one I was proud to have in my vocabulary.

 

 

And she made it seem like fun, explaining how 
you have to wedge the chairs tightly below

 

 

the doorknobs, how you have to place 
the breakables on top, so they can crash

 

 

to the ground like an alarm.




EMILY

 

My grandfather was a small-town dentist 
famous for his cleanings- 
thorough, and rough.

 

 

He’d been a dentist 
in the war, put men’s faces 
back together. Said

 

 

he learned then 
if your bowels are moving 
and you don’t have a fever

 

 

you’re pretty much fine. 
That doesn’t hurt, he’d say 
while working on our mouths.

 

 

That can’t hurt at all.

Six months after Jane died 
my mother sat reclined

 

 

in his chair. Suddenly 
he said, I hope 
all that has happened

hasn’t made you decide against 
having children. The truth was, 
she hadn’t planned on it

 

 

before. Two years later, 
her first daughter 
was born.




STACEY AND TRACEY

 

Whenever we visited Michigan, 
Emily and I would lie

 

 

in that same yellow room 
in those same twin beds

 

 

each clutching 
a doll. I got Tracey

 

 

(who had been Jane’s) 
and she got Stacey

 

 

(who had been Mom’s). 
Stacey’s hair was a lush,

 

 

curly red-brown; 
Tracey was a stringy

 

 

platinum blonde. 
Hard little bodies

 

 

with sad, shellacked faces, 
black eyes, daubed mouths.

I’d give anything to know 
where they are now.




LIES

 

I told my first real lie to my friend Courtney, because she wanted to play in the basement of 31 Palm, the big house where I lived. We were seven years old, and sitting at the top of the basement stairs, looking down into the dark brown pit of rafters and passageways that terrified me. So I told her that we couldn’t play down there because I had a younger sister who went down there to play years ago and never returned.

 

 

It worked-it scared Courtney enough that she never asked about it again. Unfortunately it also scared her so much that she went home and told her mother. It wasn’t long before her mother was on the phone to mine, greatly concerned about the fate of my younger sister.

 

 

I don’t even know if I knew about Jane yet. The imaginary younger sister I had in mind was a small brown elfish thing named Hillary. And I can still feel her with me, even though I created her and murdered her in the same instant.



(1960)

 

I am lately childish and immature. I make so many resolutions, but they are always easily broken, leaving me with a sense of frustration.

 

 

Lately I’ve been tired and easily irritated for no reason, especially with my friends.

 

 

I long for peace and inner satisfaction.

 

 

I seem only happy when I’m eating or reading.




LIES

 

One day walking home from third grade I became increasingly convinced that the driver of each passing car was slowing down beside me, about to ask me to get in. I began walking faster and faster; by the time I reached home, I was running and in tears. Upon seeing my mother, I immediately felt embarrassed that I was so frightened, so I told her that a man had tried to convince me to get in his car.

 

 

The rest of the episode is a blur-I remember my mother taking me back to school and demanding that I tell my story to my teacher, a short, tan wisp of a woman, Mrs. Swing. They pressed me to describe the man; I don’t remember what I said. When there was talk of calling the police to file a report, I broke down, humiliated, and told them I was lying.




(OCTOBER 21, 1960)

 

Sandy commented a while back that I had brought my upsets in 8th grade upon myself.

 

 

Of course I had!!! But what she can’t see is why!!

 

 

I wanted to be noticed.

 

 

I wanted attention!

 

 

I wanted to know my own mind.




GHOSTS

 

The house on Palm was haunted. Emily had ghosts, she named them and talked to them and insisted no one else could see them. They were male ghosts, like Bloop, who lived in the closet on the stairwell, and there were spirits that infested objects, like George, the pool-cleaning device which floated in the water and chased Emily when she swam, its long plastic tentacles trailing to the bottom.

 

 

My ghosts were cowboys who lived in the unused saloon, vampires who chased me up the stairs, and my murdered sister Hillary in the basement. I also remember a bathroom off the stairs of the saloon piled seven feet high with dirt. If you could climb the pile, you were privy to a ceiling entrance to a network of tunnels that connected not only to the big house, but also across time.

 

 

Emily retained her ghosts for years. After our father died it became more acute-even as a teenager she dragged around stuffed animals, T-shirts, pillowcases, anything that smelled like the people she loved. Any object could become host to the scent of the dead or the invisible.

 

 

I also saved a few things. The most precious was a gray cable-knit sweater of my father’s that I kept balled up in a drawer next to my bed, having decided that it carried the most potent scent. One day my mother found it and washed it, saying that it was filthy, that it wouldn’t smell like him forever. But she was wrong. It would have.




(APRIL 15, 1960)

 

I reread all my other notations and regret all I’ve said about my parents,

for I love and need them. I’m full of so many moods! Why, I wonder?

 

 

Perhaps I must blow off steam in the process of becoming a woman.

 

 

Who knows? Not I. 
Someday perhaps I shall.




SPITFIRE

 

While growing up, Emily and I tried not to ask questions about Jane; we didn’t want to make our mother cry. But if Jane ever came up in conversation, we tried to coax her into telling us what she was like.

 

 

She was a spitfire, my mother always said. She obeyed foryears, then started to talk back.

 

 

I went down to my room and looked it up in my thesaurus.

 

 

“Spitfire: Big, tough woman; Amazon; giantess.”




JANE-EMILY

 

Often I wondered what it would be like if Emily and I could go visit Jane, this eclectic aunt we never had. Would she be a free spirit, without children, who would take us to museums? A Communist in a black turtleneck who would let us smoke? Or, more likely, an impassioned, overworked civil rights lawyer, living in New York?

 

 

I became jealous that Emily’s middle name was Jane-I felt it connected them unfairly. Plus at the library Emily had found a young-adult /horror novel called Jane-Emily, about a young woman named Jane who goes to visit her grandmother and becomes possessed by the ghost of Emily, her aunt who died in the house years before. “The gothic meeting of two worlds-the living and the dead!” the back cover promised.

 

 

I was too afraid to read Jane-Emily, but I liked to look at its jacket. 
Jane’s face hovered beside Emily’s, the latter looming out of a 
large crystal ball.




WHITE LIVER

 

We lived on a beautiful mountain

 

 

but for two years it was wrecked 
by the Trailside Killer. Next came

 

 

the Night Stalker, to terrify white folks 
in one of America’s richest suburbs.

 

 

At school they gave out a flier 
about him, told us to bring it home

 

 

to our parents. But our parents 
were never home. Instead

 

 

my best friend and I stayed up late 
drafting fake security alarm signs

 

 

to tape to all the prominent windows. 
When I was twelve, the big movie was

 

 

The Jagged Edge, and I stayed up countless nights 
replaying the first scene in my head:

 

 

a masked intruder breaks into a home 
on the California coast, slices off the breasts 
of a woman asleep in bed 
and writes BITCH on the wall

 

 

with her blood. It was a good thriller,

that’s all. Now you can find me

 

 

away from the money, down 
by the fire, my white liver

 

 

on a stick, the fear 
roasting out.



(1966)

 

Fears and doubts don’t disappear 
just because it’s your birthday-

 

 

Are you certain the direction you’re taking 
is the best for you-will make you happiest-

 

 

You’re too damn status quo oriented anyway- 
where’s the spirit?

 

 

You who have been so wary 
have much to offer. Try it-strike out-please-

 

 

The whole person you are 
needs only empathy

 

 

to make you a mind- 
and a woman—




THE BEAUTIFUL MOUNTAIN

 

I walk to a house set into the steep hillside, a stone staircase 
leading down to it. 
There’s a man in the house; I want him to see me.

 

 

I am wearing a nightgown, pink and blue. 
I look attractive in a childlike way.

 

 

The man will know who I am. 
He says he will drive me home.

 

 

Then I realize, I have come to tell him I love him.

 

 

He reaches down to kiss me, but suddenly I’m stung 
by a bee, a loud buzzing sound throughout my head.

 

 

I fall backwards on the dense foliage, next to 
a big, moist, orange flower. An orange gardenia,

 

 

I think, losing consciousness. 
I never knew such a beautiful thing existed.




THE BURN

 

As a child I had so much energy I’d lie awake and feel my organs smolder. To fall asleep I counted the pea-green polka dots on my wallpaper; there were thousands of them. First I was “hyperactive,” then “a spaz,” then “an accident waiting to happen.” I broke bone after bone, became most comfortable in a cast. My elbow first, at age two, then fingers, toes, a foot, a wrist.

 

 

Was Jane waiting to happen? In my imagination, she was the most driven person I knew. A woman who did what she wanted. A woman who wanted.

 

 

But it was my father who burned before me like a little maniac. It was he who shot up from nothing and nowhere and became a top lawyer. He made partner. It was what he’d always wanted. The only one in his family to find the money. He whipped around the beautiful mountain in a little orange Fiat convertible. He laughed often, played the guitar late into the night, traveled around the world, threw big dance parties, suffered keenly when my mother left him, later dated scores of women, adored his children, had his eye on working in Washington, DC, then had a fatal heart attack one night in his sleep. At his funeral, nearly everyone used the phrase “burned brightly.”

 

 

On my first day back at school after his death, one of my friends took me aside to tell me that she had seen my father jogging in our neighborhood a few weeks earlier. I remember thinking be looked really, really red, she told me gravely. Like he was about to burst.



(1966)

 

This whole world has problems-and I?

 

 

How am I going to stand this place? 
What else is there?

 

 

Too much in the wrong order? 
And what do you feed upon?




SISTERS

 

For quite some time, I felt I was my sister. That was before I just wanted to be her. We liked to tell people we were twins. I spoke so quickly as a child, my speech distorted by my lisp and my speed, I had to spend hours in after-school speech therapy, watching close-up videos of my mouth’s defective workings, or playing board games in which you couldn’t advance until you said Sally Sells Seashells by the Seashore slowly and impeccably. Emily didn’t see the problem-she could always understand me; often she was the only person who could translate me. Later, when she became too shutdown to order in restaurants or talk to sales clerks, I was proud to be her conduit to the outside world.

 

 

Thus it was quite a surprise when she left me. First, she left for boarding school. Then, expelled, she left for reform school. Then she ran away. Every day she was missing, my mother said she was going to throw herself off the Golden Gate Bridge. I tried to stay very quiet, very still.

 

 

After they tracked her down with the help of a private investigator, Emily spent time in juvenile hall. Then they sent her away again, but this time they hired someone to pick her up and take her away forcibly—child-lock doors in the car, etc. It was early in the morning, and neither Emily nor I understood what was happening. She tried to hide in my bed, she held onto my feet. For a moment I thought time might stop, and we could live together forever under my sheets.




PRETTY GIRL

 

Pretty girl beside 
a blue pool.

 

 

Drugged-out, she 
slips into

 

 

the water 
like paper.

 

 

Shall I follow her?

 

 

Down we go, past 
the white

 

 

ladder, past 
the black numbers,

 

 

their paint flaked 
by chlorine.

 

 

Down, down, 
down

 

 

to the drain.

She will die here; 
she means to.

 

 

Later, her 
swollen body

 

 

lies in my tub. I can’t 
make myself

 

 

get her out. 
I call my lover

 

 

for help, but 
when I try

 

 

to explain, 
no words,

 

 

no breath 
comes out.



(1966)

 

Cigarettes-one after another-why?




REPEATEDLY

 

Repeatedly I dream that a woman 
has been dismembered, her body parts strewn

 

 

around a huge mansion and glistening 
like pieces of a pomegranate.

 

 

I can’t remember if my boyfriend did it 
or if I helped him do it; either way,

 

 

I feel it is my duty to help him escape. 
But he is always too fucked-up on drugs-

 

 

glazed, then comatose, out of his body. 
Eventually I alone manage to get all her parts

 

 

into a wooden chest, though in doing so 
I make a bloody mess.


 (1966)
 

Careless dribble-again

 

 

Strange, lying in bed 
unable to sleep

 

 

That’s all familiar 
but the thoughts inside me 
are not

 

 

Questions, over and over 
home too long, back too soon

 

 

alone, really alone

 

 

What are you like when you’re alone

 

 

ugly, heavy, disreputable 
unsure, awake, useless

 

 

This room is hideous




HIDEOUS

 

Unable to sleep, surrounded by 
her words. Afraid, truly afraid

 

 

to tell you about my brain 
chattering with cruelties-

 

 

When did she know 
she was in danger;

 

 

the terrible little gun 
flat against her head;

 

 

which shot first,

the front or the back?

 

 

The fear, 
her fear

 

 

but I cannot imagine that.

 

 

Why keep trying?

I can hear you say. Well

 

 

I can’t help it. I just do. Then 
to stop the thoughts, I imagine 
two quick, dull shots 
that come as a sort of relief. Don’t you know,

 

 

I recognize this 
as hell.

 

 

I try to use of the tricks 
I’ve learned to get through this—

 

 

Meditate on a wrathful deity.

Watch it melt into light.

 

 

And so I do, and find 
that not even Kali

 

 

with her mouth full of blood 
nor Thor with his hammer

 

 

can take me away from here, where 
your breath spouts out of you

 

 

and I listen.




GETTING SERIOUS

 

I dream he comes via parachute 
and lands in a flickering canal.

 

 

I’m on the phone with my mother. 
He’s here, I tell her. I’ve got to go now.

 

 

He climbs toward the shore, dragging 
the tissue of his chute behind him.

 

 

I get a knife, a long one, 
and as he approaches me

 

 

I stab him. He droops a little, 
then bounces back to life.

 

 

It won’t be so easy, he says. 
We take a moment to discuss it.

 

 

Are you some kind of Rasputin?

No, he says, you just have to get

 

 

more serious about it.

More specific.

So I stab him again, then again, 
once in each kidney, two clean

 

 

deep thrusts in his back. 
He’s dead now, truly,

 

 

and my knife bears a pale red glaze.

 

 

He knew what he’d come for, 
and I knew what I had to do. So

 

 

it wasn’t really a nightmare, 
and in my next dream I flew

 

 

over some gorgeous silk dunes.



(1966)

 

There’s plenty of time-why should I worry?

 

 

You shouldn’t, but that’s no rationalization 
for your need to contact people-to know

 

 

them—and share yourself and vice versa 
And it certainly doesn’t cure-altho it helps-

 

 

the feeling of loss when people you like are cut-off—
or cut themselves off-from you. But the optimism

 

 

is in the knowledge that whereas you may 
lose a few, there are plenty more to win-

 

 

And, like I said, there is plenty of time.




THE SCRIPT

 

I am performing in a play as a child star. The play calls for me to run away on a horse that comes galloping in from upstage left, to throw my body onto it. The horse is a little off, but that’s OK, it makes for good dramatic tension. The script then calls for me to have a huge accident. After the crash, I wake up in my childhood bed, and find I have obliterated the back of my head. It feels terrible, I can’t touch it, all I can do is lie in the bathtub and let the blood unclot in the water, let the water sift through the matted hair and blood and brain. After I’m all cleaned up I get tucked into bed: fluffy pink sheets, a yellow bedroom. I accept flowers, people come to see me. They assure me that this is all part of a larger plan, the plan for my return to the starring role.




THE ORACLE

 

Go down to the dumb 
oracle. Bring an offering

 

 

of sorts-a pear, a cuticle, a block 
of quartz. Kneel down

 

 

on the cold slab of marble 
wedged in the dirt.

 

 

Concentrate. Let the sun vault 
over its dial.

 

 

After a while a question 
will come. But as

 

 

I already mentioned, the oracle 
is dumb. So trudge home

 

 

to your room where 
candles make shadows

 

 

of fruit. Ask the shapes, 
ask the dark city, 
Am I to live this life

with a blameless ferocity?

 

 

Then wait 
for morning to bring

 

 

the bright sediment of things 
into focus. It

 

 

comes clear.
  




A SIMPLY STATED STORY
 




THE LIBRARIAN

 

When I tell my mother 
I’m going to Michigan

 

 

to trace the end of 
Jane’s life, she

 

 

surprises me, says 
she wants to go

 

 

with me. Says 
it’s about time.

 

 

As we’re planning the details 
of our trip, she repeatedly insists:

 

 

I don’t want you to get obsessed with this.

 

 

I dream I am in the library 
doing research on the Manson Family.

 

 

I try not to let anyone see me, but 
the librarian is onto me. When 
she confronts me, I desperately 
try to explain that it’s part

 

 

of a larger project, it’s not 
just about the Manson Family.




A TRIP BACK

 

Our plan: to meet in Chicago, 
fly together to Grand Rapids, 
then rent a car to Ann Arbor.

 

 

But huge thunderstorms strand me 
all day at LaGuardia. Didyou think

it was going to be easy? I can hear Jane say.

 

 

There’s no way to get in touch 
with my mother, so when 
I don’t arrive at the gate

 

 

she goes on without me, stays 
the night in Muskegon with 
her father. When we finally talk

 

 

on the phone, I tell her, 
This whole trip feels fatally

flawed, and some god’s

 

 

telling us not to inquire further.

But I go back to the airport 
at dawn, get to Chicago OK, 
then board a little propeller plane 
to take me the rest of 
the way. I watch the woman

 

 

I take to be our flight attendant 
as she pulls in and secures 
the door; I’m shocked

 

 

when she climbs into 
the cockpit-I’ve never flown 
with a female pilot before.

 

 

Once we’re airborne 
everyone moves 
to sit by the windows,

 

 

but I stay in seat 1A. 
From here I can see 
all the controls, how

 

 

simple they are, and 
how she uses them.




IN THE MOVIE VERSION

 

I am chic, smart, and ambitious—
a young CIA agent who likes

 

 

to run alone in the woods. 
A city slicker, I come to a small town

 

 

and unintentionally prod 
old wounds. I order martinis

 

 

in the local bar; the regulars 
don’t like me. I learn more and more

 

 

about her murder, though no one 
really wants to talk to me.

 

 

What I don’t know is that 
I’m increasingly in danger—

 

 

the killer’s hot on my trail. 
One night I come home to find

 

 

a toothpick shoved in my lock; 
as I fumble with my keys, he abducts me 
into a truck, then traps me 
in a dark cellar

 

 

where I am forced to play the cello 
in a sexy black outfit

 

 

and confront my feelings 
about the death of my father.

 

 

In the end I kill my captor, 
even though my back-up

 

 

doesn’t arrive on time. 
In the parting shot

 

 

I look safe, happy, and tan 
but the audience knows

 

 

I’ll be forever haunted 
by the crime.




RESTLAWN CEMETERY

 

My mother drives our rental car right to it, though 
she wasn’t sure she’d remember the way.

 

 

She used to come here and sit for hours, tell her sister 
about all that had happened, about her two children.

 

 

Jane’s buried next to her mother now; 
both graves are extremely plain. Just

 

 

flat granite plaques in bright green grass. 
And Jane’s marker says Janie, not Jane.

 

 

I remember when we buried Grandma, 
sneaking looks at Jane’s grave. I never dreamed

 

 

I’d be sitting cross-legged on it today, my mother 
facing into the sun. As we sit and talk

 

 

I get a sunburn I will have for weeks 
on the back of my neck and my arms.

 

 

We leave three white peonies 
we bought at the local supermarket- 
two for Jane, one for her mother- 
before continuing on our way, stopping

 

 

to pick up some wrappers from McDonald’s 
the wind has scattered over their graves.




LEFORGE ROAD, REVISITED

 

There are still barns out here, solitary red barns 
suspended in the fields. Each one

 

 

has a dirt road leading to it, cutting white 
through the rib-high grass.

 

 

Every so often, a pickup drives up, 
trailed by a ball of dust.

 

 

I tell my mother to turn off 
onto one of those dirt roads.

 

 

Suddenly it’s marshy and quiet; 
a corridor walled in by blades.

 

 

The sun weirdly dappling the road.

 

 

I directed my mother to drive here, 
but I can’t manage to tell her why.

 

 

How dark it must get, I say instead, 
out here at night.




A SIMPLY STATED STORY

 

“Small dots simply state the story of tragedy which has unfolded in the Ann Arbor area over the past two years.”

-Ann Arbor News, July 28, 1969

 

 

Imagine a map 
studded with 
numbers, each

 

 

corresponding 
to the location 
of a dead girl,

 

 

the words Figure 4.1: 
Death Map Expands

at the top of the page.

 

 

Such a map 
I am holding 
in my lap,

 

 

thirty-odd years 
after the fact, 
navigating 
our way. We 
head east on 
Route 12, a road

 

 

lined with dismal 
strip malls. None of this

was here before,

 

 

my mother swears. 
It gets more rural 
as we get farther

 

 

from the cluster 
of other numbers 
and closer

 

 

to Number 3. 
Suddenly I see 
an old metal sign

 

 

tacked onto a chain-link 
fence: Denton Cemetery. 
Turn here, I say quietly.




KOAN

 

Not yet, says 
a scrap of garbage 
floated by

 

 

the wind. 
Not yet, says 
a limb of

 

 

lightning, 
shrouded by 
clouds.

 

 

A girl in a boat,

the boat full of holes.

Closer.

 

 

A slit sky.

A slit sky and a bowl.

Almost.




(OCTOBER 28, 1961)

 

Masque gave a play tonight-Diary of Anne Frank.

 

 

I worked backstage on costumes. Got to know the cast very well.

 

 

The star was Gwen Giubord. She was wonderful. She was Anne.

 

 

I feel like I became a friend of hers. I don’t quite understand it-there was a bond there. Maybe it was just the play, the lights, the mood; but oh she was so sweet.

 

 

She was sad, happy, triumphant, subdued. And I think I, in a way, understood. Maybe that was it.

 

 

In any case, it was fabulous. I loved every minute of it and I love Masque with all my heart.

 

 

I hope someday I can star-but it’s too early to even consider that.

 

 

All I can say is that I was thrilled to be a part of it all and thrilled to just be there, amid the activity and fun. You can’t truly enjoy or understand this until you’ve been there...

 

 

Humor, gratitude, and joy overflow and brim and yet I know no words to describe it.

 

 

The spirit of this play has touched deep into my heart and I know I shall never forget it.

I can only imagine what the players must have felt-if I feel like this and was only a costume committee member...

 

 

I’m so happy-!




A PHILOSOPHY OF COMPOSITION (REPRISE)

 

Does it matter if I tell you now 
that Jane was not beautiful?

 

 

She was not beautiful. Her skin was 
white and chalky, her eyes

 

 

set close together, recessed 
with disappeared lids. In my new favorite photo

 

 

she is fifteen, around the time 
her childhood journal falls into scraps,

 

 

then silence. Her face and torso loom up 
against a deep blue sky

 

 

a great, momentary albatross of cloud 
hovering nearby. A bright block of light

 

 

bleaches out half her face, whitening 
her forehead and her tough, freckled

 

 

nose. The whole picture 
is beautiful.




DENTON CEMETERY

 

Parallel to the highway, there runs a narrow gravel road 
that used to be a lovers’ lane.

 

 

The road empties out to a field of corn, home 
to a huge red barn, once flanked by white silos.

 

 

Along one side of the gravel road, ten houses or so, 
a big brick one at the end of the way.

 

 

On the other, just a few yards away, lies Denton Cemetery- 
a square cluster of no more than thirty graves.

 

 

The cemetery opens out to grass, then the highway.

 

 

It’s so quiet here, this gorgeous June day 
and the whole world feels shrunken to this:

 

 

sun, big clouds, green fields, red barn.

 

 

So much talk about the possible significance 
of the name on the headstone where her body was found

 

 

but “William Downing, Sr.” 
turns out to be just the grave 
closest to the entrance, the first inside 
the chain-link fence. So there’s

 

 

no plot. Here is just where 
he dumped her, on a night of cold rain

 

 

and where my mother and I stand today, 
listening to the birds.

This kid doesn’t know anything.

She’d like to sleep the childish slumber of a baby and yet live in a world of complexities.

 


 
 

Now she’s going to bed-to wake up to Monday-to go home Wednesday-to come back to school Sunday.

 

 

Think of summer days gone by and dream of you.

 

 

Thank you. Therapy is over.

 

 

Love, Janie.



  




EPILOGUE
 

[image: 007]
 

Quiet now. Done with her letter she claps the notebook shut, stuffs it in her bag. As she wanders out of the bakery, the entrance seals up behind her, and is gone.

 

 

Along the road, she picks up the perfectly round pebbles, impressed by the luminosity of their everyday gray. Feeling the return of the slightest ache in her head, as if it were the end of a long day of fresh pollen, she tries pressing a stone to her forehead.

 

 

Feels good. Pushes it further.

 

 

The stone sticks, like a third eye, a moon with the pocked memory of its seas. That’s good, for here she can polish it. Not with gauze-with breath.

 

 

And she may need to, for the world in which she moves can threaten blindness.

 

 

Indeed, she no longer sees it, but the last of the light is dribbling out in thick, sticky drops of phosphorous.

 

 

I go on and I don’t know whether I’m going into darkness or into light and joy, she thinks as she walks further down the road.

 

 

Above her, the sun is still trying to burn through the mist. Strange, she thinks, how the sun so often appears as a pale circle, not the orgy of unthinkable fire that it is.
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