
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
II.  DEMETER'S DESPAIR  

My friend decided her family lived by a code, 
a motif:  betrayal. 

The world had cheated them of capacity, opportunity,  
expansion, journey.  If they were different people--smarter,  

funnier, better looking--they could have changed, 
but they had been conspired against. 

 
It is my habit always to weigh my life, 

its restrictions and its benefits, against that of most everyone  
else. 

I prefer to find my life not as bad. 
Usually it compares favorably.  I may not have money, for  

instance, but I have a dog. 
(Some rules of thumb here:  Never accept anything at face  

value, really pry 
into another's life, and never read the "Alumnae Notes.") 

   With this in mind, I decided my family didn't pattern their lives  
on betrayal.  Besides, I wanted a motif of our own.  A writer's  

family should have a motif.  But my mind was blank. 
Writer's block. 

 
I concentrated.  I took a peek at them--mental snapshots, family  
photos--but couldn't put it together, not into one characteristic,  

encompassing . . . something. 
It fell apart in my hands. 

My friend interrupted:  I don't think betrayal is it; your family  
doesn't seem resentful enough.  I think it's despair. 

 
Normally, I don't put up with that sort of thing. 

No one defines me--out loud. 
Still, despair sounded right.  All except for my Irish  

grandmother.  And I could live with an 
exception. 

 
How then, I wondered, did our lives describe despair? 

I guessed it was this:  the surety of destruction while still taking  
pleasure in a meal. 

 
 



Testaccio, Rome.  October 1987.  That particular night, I carried an old letter with me.  After my mother's death, one of her British cousins returned a 
packet of her correspondence, from 1945 to 1965, twenty of forty years; the letters of the last twenty years, the cousin said, were too sad to send.  I 
walked to my usual bar for coffee and to buy a carton of milk.  Impossible to tell what distinguishes one bar from another in Rome.  The aroma of coffee 
is everywhere and everywhere the same.  You must choose a favorite place.  And with regular patronage, you become a friend to the place and have 
your reason for choosing it (so justly) from the start: the people are friendly.  There, I reread the letter.   

February 3, 1953.  Arlington, Va.  Has mother written to you recently? When I was home for the Xmas holidays, she said she was going to 
write and send you the clipping of my engagement announcement.  But I imagine she's been too busy.  Daddy was hurt in a mining 
accident--his right hand was crushed and he lost two fingers.  It was bizarre; Dad said it wouldn't happen again in a million years.  He and 
his men were taking all the heavy machinery out of the mine, and Daddy was helping them by dismantling a pump.  There are large 
battery boxes which furnish the power for the pumps (they weigh about 1500 lbs.); while Daddy was dismantling the pump, the battery 
box tipped over and caught his hand.  It took the ring finger off immediately; they amputated the third finger in the hospital.  There was 
only a skeleton crew working at the time so there was no one to administer first aid.  The men were just dumb struck because Daddy has 
worked 35 years in the mines without an accident.  So he told them to put an ove rcoat around his shoulders and another around his head 
because of the terrific updraft in the shaft and he was losing a lot of blood.  Gripping his right hand tightly with his left, he walked almost 
two miles up the slope.  This all happened 2 days before Xmas, and since I was coming in on Xmas Eve, they didn't want to tell me until I 
arrived, particularly since I was to receive my ring on Xmas Eve and they didn't want to spoil it for me. 

By the 1930's the anthracite fields were doomed; by the 50's they were in their last throes of production.  My grandfather was losing his work and his 
last child.  I think a part of him had to be left behind.  My grandmother, I've been told, muttered something about a ring finger for a ring--that it was a 
bad sign.  Was it a way to say good-bye, or a way to stay behind?  Things did not go well for the newlyweds in either case.  Later,  I dreamt about a man 
who was writing a book which consisted primarily of subscript.  And suddenly everyone realized that there, in the subscript, was the sunny side.  It was 
there all along.  I can't tell.  I only wish it was a woman writer typing in my unconscious. . . .  So, I drank a whiskey (along with my espresso), in memory 
of my grandfather who I knew would appreciate the thought, and walked home.  A local festival with music, food, and dancing seemed to have 
spontaneously generated in the small park near my apartment, a block or two from the Tiber.  The band was f rom South America and played salsa.    
 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

* 
"Old bones, oh old bones . . .  

O Papa Legba, O can't you see I have no bones!" 
*  

I think I hear them say:  Papa Legba, we have no 
bones. With what will we play? 

+ 
"Begin with the salute 

to the guardian of the cross-roads,  
 

Legba 
the old vagabond, who likes hats 

 
Pour cool water at his  

cross-roads in Cuba, in Brazil 
light a  

votive candle at any  intersection." 
+ 



In this old Roman neighborhood, I was surprised.  It was a clear night and a half moon shone through the cypress trees.  I practiced the night and the 
moon into my memory.  But all that has truly stayed with me is the aroma of coffee and softness of the yellowed letter's pages.    

* * 

The "Buried Valley of the Wyoming" lies deep in the Pocono Mountains, torn from the earth when a glacier receded with the last Ice Age.  In this place, 
they found riches, one of the earth's greatest deposits of hard coal.  The first settlers called the Valley "St. Anthony's Wilderness."    
 
St. Anthony is the one who followed instructions to the letter.  The gospel said, "Do not be anxious about tomorrow."  So, as insurance against worry, he 
sold all his worldly goods and headed for the city limits.  Just one problem.  What to do with a younger sister?  In those days, taking a girl into the 
wilderness was bad form; she was sent instead to a "house of virgins."  God rewarded this saint with a promise:  His name would be famous throughout 
the earth.  In the eleventh century, a plague was called "St. Anthony's Fire."  Like smallpox, it brought inflammation, skin eruptions, fever, death.    
 
The Indians hadn't heard of St. Anthony, though they experienced the fire.  Smallpox came with the blankets that the British and French offered in 
exchange for furs.  The Indians called the Valley, "Towamensing," the wild place.  They did not go there often.  The Indians were called Delawares or 
Lenni Lenape.  The Lenni Lenape now live on reservations in Oklahoma or in Moraviantown, Canada.  Long after they paddled away, the shape of the 
northern coal field is still compared to a canoe.    
 

* 
 
"We never go anywhere anymore, except to the shrines," Sophie repeats.  She doesn't expect her sister, Mari, to argue.  The coal has burned itself out in 
the stove.  Mari is cold and comfortable with silence.  The silence after the whistle blasts from the works, signaling the beginning of the wait, the wait 
for news, who died, who didn't.  This should be respected.  It is a call to the future, pointing in only one direction.  Like fruit waiting to ripen.  On the 
windowsill.  The acrid smell of sulfur, the ripe smell of pitch, come and sit themselves in lumps there.  Where it's certain they belong.  Where the railway 
cars out back stir and nudge one another on the track beds.  Where the rails themselves settle on fallen coals.  Where the hushed sound of running rats 
lingers between the train wheels; rats always the first to escape a cave-in.  From the caverns below.  Where the dull thudding of the breaker 
echoes.  Below all the houses in the Valley, something shudders, trembles. 

I showed my friend the family snapshots.  Interesting word, snap/shot.  Capturing the passing moment in a snap seems to lend a certain insubstantial 
quality to the result.  You are led to believe that all those snapped souls are still living -- someplace else.  There, my grandfather and his brother, 
Theodore, dressed in overalls, holding lunch buckets, on their way to the mines.  I point out my grandfather's beautiful hands, the long tapered 
fingers.  There, my grandmother, nine years old with her face swollen by a toothache.  Someone wrote on the photograph, "Forty years ago."  With no 
date to orient you, forty years from the date of your choosing -- anytime.  There, my mother riding a horse, playing tennis, graduating from college, 
getting engaged, having babies.  Two daughters.  There, I am . . . giggling.  Sometimes, pouting.  My friend says, "Patience and endurance are the 
hallmarks of women's art.  We work with real material, not abstract stuff, weaving, sewing, embroidering, quilting, crocheting.  Piece work, all of 
it."  Work that goes on and on in increments.  Then she told me about these arrogant male archaeologists who actually claim agriculture was invented 
by men!  On the one hand, they present their evidence that the males went off to the hunt while women kept the hearth fire burning.  Then they say, 
"Yes, but they came home on weekends and learned all about seeds and genetics."  They never stop to wonder what women were doing while they 
waited for their aspiring geneticists to return from the hunt, hopefully untrammeled.  What women did is too hard to imagine. 

 


