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A painting on a wall is an attitude ...It says this is the way it is according 
to a given sensibility ... this is a way of viewing what is to be viewed. -
Richard Diebenkorn 

It's one week after 9/11, and you're on the phone with United, trying to 
get a flight home to the west coast from New York. You're at your 
parents' house upstate, leaning against the kitchen door frame, looking 
into the living room where your father watches the news. 

"I'm still checking, ma'am," United says. 

In the kitchen behind you, your mother puts together a salad. You hear the 
newsman interview people who suggest we might respond to the attack 
with love and nonviolence. 

Your father bats towards the screen. "Buncha nuts." 

On the wall in the dining room, you see a pen and ink drawing of a 
chickadee you did for him for Father's Day one year. In the living room 
beyond his chair hangs your lithograph of the lake in winter. Above his 
bureau in the bedroom is the calligraphy on yellow parchment of the 
serenity prayer that you made for him when you were fourteen. You 
spend several minutes on hold, watching the TV screen, and silently 
agreeing with the pacifists. 

Friends of your parents come to dinner. Your father says responding to 
the terrorists with love and peace is ridiculous. Foolish. 

"Let me tell you something about those people, they'll do anything to get 
what we have. They're thieves." 

All the guests agree, and so you don't respond. You give the chicken 
breast on your plate a stab. 

How many times have you stood before your lecturing father, speechless? 

How many opinions did he hand down to you at the kitchen table, starting 
when you were very young? You were nine, ten, eleven, just an observing 
consciousness, just a couple of breath's weight to his heavy step, his 
deeply creased brow, the blade of his white collar pressed against the back 



of his ruddy neck, listening, listening to him talk at you about Right and 
Wrong. b 

Shaking his finger at you for emphasis, he leaned forward in his chair 
leaned back, the muscles in his face tensing and relaxing. A fly worried 
incessantly at the window sill. He slapped the table, drove his index finger 
straight down on the Formica during the important part, the lazy lid over 
his right eye sliding fully open. You were not asked to respond. When he 
was done, he excused you, and you, your head spinning a little, found an 
old mayonnaise jar and went to catch tadpoles in the brook next to the 
house. 

About having a strong parent who rarely asks you to speak, think- this is 
what it must be like to not exist.... sew the leg to the collar, said the poet 

u. y Ru'z- Put the garment on. Sew the mouth shut. The longer vou lived 
with him, the more invisible you became. You stopped speaking, the 
muscle atrophied. But you did exist. You existed in some kind of limbo 
some kind of liminal space. And like other liminal beings, you became ' 
haunted, and in danger of haunting. 

You help your mother with the dishes, and then bid the guests good night 
and go to bed. As you get ready to sleep on the couch in your father's 
home office, you notice the artifacts that surround you: awards and 
certificates from New York University and the National Cash Register 
Company, a citation from 1945 framed in black, praising your father for 
his sniper abilities in Italy, his bronze star, his purple heart. 

As you lay in the dark, you think about your father's conviction about 
using military force, and yours about the power of nonviolence He says 
our military is the reason we have a good life. You know how real this 
relationship is for him, as real as the weight of the M-l he hefted through 
the Po Valley, as real as the time it took him to figure out how to shift 
rom a life of daily tear and dread to one of hope and expectation back at 

home. You understand this in your mind only; you admit you take this 
freedom for granted. You have no practical experience with either war or 
nonviolence, but a question twitches inside of you, like a phantom limb, 
or a vestigial flipper: Is war the only way? You turn try to get 
comfortable. ' 

Prom the small, single bed, you notice the moon. It shines clear and bright 
through the black woods, but looks stuck in the tangled tree branches. 

ou *ee' a again> as you often do in his house. Nothing you say 
can compare to his memory of dragging his friend Tex - leg blown off-
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to safety, or to the months he spent living in cold camps watching other 
buddies die, all the while believing that he was fighting to help preserve 
goodness in the world. You can't stand up to Riva Ridge. You are 
dwarfed by Mt. Belvedere. Be humbled by the star. Kneel before the 
heart. 

You remember holding up a charcoal gesture drawing you did of your 
boyfriend, the one where he's sitting on a couch with his left leg 
foreshortened, so your father could see. The rice paper made shushing 
sounds as you handled it. 

"He looks like he was in a car accident," said your father, rapping his 
empty water glass on the table. 

You were home from college showing your parents the art you made in 
school. About art, you and your father's tastes diverge. In the living room, 
he hung a realistic painting of a mountain with a lick of white frosting on 
its peak. You like Ocean Park #27 by Richard Diebenkorn, the one where 
the blue goes off the right side of the canvas and the yellow off the upper 
left. 

You feel something shut down in your gut and you put the charcoal 
drawing and the other pieces back in the black portfolio he bought you. 
You feel shut down even as you feel grateful to him for the portfolio, and 
the charcoal, and the rice paper. 

You forget to take your prescription and you get up to find the orange vial 
in your suitcase. On top of your clothes you see a large black and white 
photograph of the art critic Clement Greenberg. The photo is in a program 
from an art exhibit you recently attended. 
In graduate school, you became obsessed with Greenberg and his once-
famous 1939 essay, Avant Garde and Kitsch. You fell in love with the 
complete confidence of Greenberg's voice, "...folk art is not Athene, and 
it's Athene whom we want: formal culture with its infinity of aspects, its 
luxuriance, its large comprehension." His prose harbored no allusion, no 
innuendo; nothing lurked or smoldered in Greenberg's prose. As the 
imperious, logical sentences marched to their inevitable conclusions, you 
felt the urge to go change into something crisp and navy blue. Because 
you wanted your own writing to sound more authoritative, you studied his 
word choices must," "simply," "no accident" - and noted the breadth 
of his references: Picasso, Yeats, Dwight MacDonald, Aristotle, Repin, 
Mallarme, Gottfried Benn. Your mind fizzed. 
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For months, you kept the essay on a corner of your desk. You made it 
your bearing tree, the thing you used to test other writers on aesthetics. It 
seemed larger than an essay, it promised answers. What does Greenberg 
say? What would Greenberg say? For a time, you let these questions 
direct everything you read and wrote. 

You remember that in the exhibit of Greenberg's art collection, there were 
large text panels on the gallery walls screened with Greenberg's opinions. 
It occurs to you that, when you were growing up, it was as if there were 
text panels on the walls of your house emblazoned with your father's 
opinions. 

In the living room: "When a young man takes you out on a date, he 
should treat you to a nice dinner." 

Above the fish tank: "Protesting the government is wrong." 

And above your bed: "Don't invest in insurance annuities." 

In the photograph in the exhibit program, Greenberg stares directly at the 
camera, unsmiling. He resembles your father (eyelids, schnoz), and there 
are other minor similarities - they were both New Yorkers, both children 
of European immigrant stock - but it is the authoritative stance, the 
certainty about their opinions, their power to name things for you, that 
makes you blur them in your mind. You realize, staring at the photograph, 
that even though you've moved far, far away from your father, you've 
been entertaining his spirit for years through an art critic who looks and 
sounds like him. 

You get back in bed, shiver under the covers, and realize that it isn't just 
Greenberg. You've always been drawn to highly opinionated and well-
spoken men. You weep at the sound of a southern preacher even though 
you've never been to the South and were raised Catholic. In your twenties 
you found a confident and eloquent boyfriend who showed little interest 
in your life. You stood before him, speechless. After seven months with 
this boyfriend, you developed a stutter. It occurred to you, for the first 
time, in that small office bed, that perhaps this was not solely his fault. 

The next morning, you get up, and in the light see another artifact in your 
father's office: the paperweight you made for him when you were a kid. 
It's a rock with pasted-on green and blue felt letters spelling "Dad." You 
pick it up, enjoy the weight of it in your hand. Even though you don't 
know how to defend your idea about peace, especially against the clear 
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and weighty facts of your father's soldier's life, you know that you have 
to speak. You must say something. You tell yourself: Just say one thing. 

The brown wooden stairs creak and pop as you climb them to the kitchen 
where your parents are drinking coffee. You choose a cup, till it, and sit 
down. The yellow cloth napkins are still on the table from the night 
before. Your mother's blue sweater vest matches her blue eyes; she smiles 
at you. Your father, dressed in gray sweats, clears his throat loudly, and 
wipes his mouth with a small square of paper towel. 

"How did you sleep down there?" 

After you answer, you sit back with one arm crossed over your stomach, 
play with the yellow napkin, and try to think. 

You smooth the napkin. 

You turn to your father and say your one thing: "I felt angry when you 
were ridiculing the pacifists on the news last night." 

The house does not come crashing down. 

And then, after the lecture about America, the one you have heard all your 
life, blasts from the engine of your father's mouth, an extraordinary thing 
happens. He asks you a question. 

So what would this love and peace look like? That's what he asked you. 

You have no answer. You haven't even eaten breakfast, and it's been a 
full day for you already. The conversation sputters, comes to a halt. But 
you eat heartily, and feel the sun on your face later when you sit on the 
porch. 

Later, much later, remembering this question in a place of quiet, a piece 
of art comes to mind: a green and gold copper bas relief you savy in 
Ireland that shows several pairs of faces, side by side, each sharing an eye 
with the face next to it. Each face is complete in and of itself, yet each 
face's right or left eye also belongs to the face next to it. And so on down 
the line of faces. They are separate and together at the same time. Each 
would be limited without the other. No doubt, each is limited with the 
other, too, but it's this separate-and-together theme, this suggestion of 
empathy that interests you. 
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Next time you talk to him, you'll say, "That's what my idea of love and 
peace would look like, Dad." 

But wait, you've got the paperweight, too. Maybe you should have 
brought that paperweight upstairs that morning, and said: "Here, Dad, 
here is a paperweight I made for you. Remember? See how it contains 
both of us? See how I made it, and see how you keep it? What part of this 
rock is not me, or you, or the two of us, together?" 

These questions are for another day, if it ever comes. Right now, you just 
have to remember that you can talk to ghosts, and it doesn't really make a 
difference whether they listen or not. It's the talking to those who scare 
you that matters, because talking to them will eventually make them go 
away. 
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