Letter from the
JJLS President
Hello! Once again,
we offer our latest
Journal for James Jones
Literary Society
members. Thanks again,
to Laurie Loewenstein’s
diligence on seeking
articles and to our
members for providing
those stories and
updates. Thank you,
also, to Ray Elliott,
Vickie and Jerry Bayne
for proofing and adding
to those words.
The newsletter
captures the work of the
part year as well as the
ongoing initiatives for
the Society. Read an
excerpt from the James
Jones First Novel
Fellowship. Hear about
From Here to Eternity,
the musical, playing in
London and catch up on
the Society and more in
this issue. We hope that
you will read these news
stories and updates and
you will feel free to
contact me or any board
member with any
questions or suggestions
you may have. We
welcome such a
dialogue.
Looking forward:
Save these dates: Oct.
8-10, 2015, when Wilkes
University will host the
next JJLS conference.
Please consider offering
a paper, a discussion or
workshop idea and
coming to Wilkes-Barre,
to meet as a group.
All best,
Dr. Bonnie Culver,
(570) 408-4527
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Fall ‘13
Symposium:
panels, tour
highlights
Sharing their experiences at the
Handy Writers Colony during a tour
of the remaining grounds are Don
Sackrider, second from left, and Jon
Shirota, fourth from left.

See page 6 for a re-cap of the JJLS fall gathering

The 1943 fight for Sims Ridge
By Paul Maggioni
o in! Go in!’ Gaff cried, and in a moment all of them were on their
feet running. No longer did they have to fret and stew, or worry about
being brave or being cowardly. Their systems pumped full of
adrenaline to constrict the peripheral blood vessels, elevate the blood pressure,
make the heart beat more rapidly, and aid coagulation, they were about as near to
automatons without courage or cowardice as flesh and blood can get. Numbly, they
did the necessary.”
These sentences are the beginning of the climactic fight for the bunkers in James
Jones’ seminal World War II novel, The Thin Red Line. After C-for-Charley
Company’s attack on the Dancing Elephant complex of hills is held up by the
Japanese strongpoint, Lieutenant Colonel Tall’s aide, Captain John Gaff, in addition
to five enlisted men from C-for-Charley Company, Bell, “Big ‘un” Cash, Dale,
Doll, and Witt, rush the Japanese machine gun emplacements, killing with
grenades, M-1 Garands, and, finally, bayonets.
What Jones wrote in describing this battle is very much based on historical fact.
Jones’ F-for-Fox Company of the 27th Infantry Regiment, along with the rest of the
Second Battalion, had indeed been stopped by a strongpoint on what would become
known as “Sims Ridge,” part of a complex of hills called the Galloping Horse.
It was January 12, 1943, the third day of the XIV Corps’ January offensive on
Guadalcanal. By the afternoon of this sweltering tropical day, it was evident that F
Company’s attack was held up by an unseen Japanese strongpoint which covered
nearly all the approaches to Hill 53, the regimental objective. Captain Charles

“G

Davis, the battalion executive commander, volunteered to scout the position. The Thin Red

Continued on pages 2-3
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Sims Ridge …
Line’s Captain John Gaff is
based on Davis, a
strapping, athletic
Alabamian, who looked like
the Hollywood model of a
war hero. Davis also had the
virtue of possessing “the
right stuff” when leading
soldiers into battle. Gaff is
the only character in the
novel whose real life
counterpart can be
confirmed as part of the final
assault party. Of the other
characters from the novel,
Bell, a former officer, was
based on a man named
Olson. From my reading of
Jones’ WWII and accounts
from other members of the
company, Cash, Dale and
Doll were also based on real
The Galloping Horse area of operations, 12-13 January
people, although I have not
1943. The action described in this article occurred on
been able to confirm their
Sims Ridge. Map from Smith, 1949.
actual identities.
Along with Captain Paul Mellichamp and Lieutenant Weldon Sims, Davis had scouted
out the bunker earlier in the day after F Company’s attack on the ridge had stalled.
Unfortunately during this reconnaissance a Japanese machine gunner shot Lieutenant Sims
through the chest, mortally wounding him. The Division would name the hill Sims Ridge
in his honor.
For the second day of the battalion’s attack, on January 13, Mitchell would send F
Company north into the jungle to take Hill 53 behind the Sims Ridge strongpoint, while E
Company would attack Sims Ridge from the north. The Japanese stopped E Company’s
attack cold. While this was happening, however, six volunteers from F Company crawled
up the ridge towards the strongpoint. The leader of this group was 2nd Platoon Staff
Sergeant Willam “Chubby” Curran. “Chubby” Curran appears in The Thin Red Line as
“Skinny” Culn, described by Jones as “a round, red-faced, pugnosed, jovial Irishman of 28,
an old regular… an amiable, easygoing sort of man, willing to live and let live, usually
laughing, but he was also a careful, well grounded soldier with nine years experience.”
With the exception of being slightly older and more experienced than the real Curran, the
description is accurate, although his fictional counterpart does not take part in the assault
on the strongpoint in the novel. Curran, like Davis, was a highly capable leader of men.
Curran’s patrol got to a point 25 yards from the position when the alert Japanese
spotted them. In Curran’s account, “After we had gone over the crest of the hill a machine
gun opened up preventing the rest of my platoon from coming up. We were in the high
grass on the saddle. Snipers hidden in ‘spider holes’ then opened up and got three of my
men right through their helmets. Two were dead and Holliston was wounded. We were
within 25 yards of the enemy strongpoint and then ran out of pineapples [grenades]… so
Strassman started relaying them by lobbing them to us. Then he got hit in the arm so I took
Holliston back and asked for volunteers to go back up there—with more grenades.”
Lieutenant Mitchell and Captain Davis came up with a plan to break the stalemate.
Mitchell would take a portion of E Company behind the shelf on the east slope, east of the
strongpoint, while Davis and the four survivors of the F Company party (Curran, Sergeant
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Russell A. Ward, Private Oren Lee
Woodard, Private Joseph Steck) would
crawl up the opposite (west) slope, and
knock out the strongpoint with hand
grenades. When the position was
taken, Davis would blow a whistle,
which would be the signal for E
Company to attack.
Davis led Ward, Woodard, Steck,
and Curran along the west slope,
crawling low, partially hidden in
patches of tall grass that hadn’t been
stripped away by artillery fire.
According to one account, at this point
in the action Davis at least was going
into combat bareback, wearing nothing
but a pair of cutoff shorts and
his fiber helmet liner. The Japanese in
the strongpoint spotted them ten yards
away and threw a volley of hand
grenades, which landed in the midst of
the assault party. The Japanese
grenades didn’t explode. The GIs
pulled the pins on their grenades and
threwthem at the strongpoint. The
Heroes of Sims Ridge. Left to right: Davis, Curran, Ward,
American grenades exploded. Davis
Woodard, and Steck. Photo courtesy of Kirk Davis
stood up with his M1 at hip level,
followed by the four enlisted men, bayonets fixed. He squeezed the trigger on the Garand but it jammed at the first shot.
Not losing his stride he threw the M1 aside and drew his .45 pistol in one motion. The charge forward, and Davis’
physical act of throwing his M1 to the side and drawing his automatic, was witnessed by the Division commander,
General Joseph L. Collins, who relates: “As he led this charge, Major Davis was silhouetted against the sky in clear view
of the bulk of the battalion, as well as the Japs. His action had an electrifying effect on the battalion.”
Thus inspired, E and F Companies surged towards their objectives. Simultaneously, Davis, Curran, Woodard, Steck,
and Ward wiped out the Japanese defenders in vicious close-quarter fighting. Years later, Curran recalled, “We… on
signal, threw our grenades and charged the enemy machine gun nest. Enroute a Nip popped up out of a spider hole and
this was the first time I ever used a bayonet. What a mess!” By 1200, organized Japanese defenses had been eliminated
on the Galloping Horse.
Davis received the Medal of Honor for his actions on Sims Ridge. Initially the four enlisted men who were with him
were recommended for the Distinguished Service Cross, second only to the Medal of Honor.
Later these were downgraded to Silver Stars.
Paul Maggioni is currently working on a combat history of the 27th Infantry Regiment in World War II. The author
wishes to thank Kirk Davis, Charles Davis’ son, for his support on this history project. It should be noted that Kirk is
also currently working on a book—a biography of his father and mother based in part on letters sent to his mother during
the course of World War II. Contact Paul Maggioni at: paul_maggioni@yahoo.com
SOURCES:
Jacobs, Bruce. “Tropic Lightning: The Story of the 25th Infantry Division.” Saga Magazine, October 1954. Print.
Jones, James. The Thin Red Line. New York: Dell Books, 1998. Print.
MacShane, Frank. Into Eternity: The Life of James Jones, American Writer. Boston: Houghton Mifflin Co., 1985. Print.
Miller, John J. Jr. Guadalcanal: The First Offensive. New York: BDD Promotional Book Company, 1994. Print.
No author. Operations of the 25th Infantry Division on Guadalcanal, 17 December 1942-February 1943. 1943. MS, US
Army Heritage and Education Center. Print.
Zoller, Robert. Wolfhounds History, unpublished manuscript, author’s collection. N. D. Print.
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Big cats and two unreliable narrators
By George Hendrick

S

itting alone in a
bar, the “I” of
James Jones’
unpublished poem
“Bloody Claws,” views a
scene through a mist, the
cloudy mist, of whiskey.
The “I” is certainly
James Jones himself. The
poem is undated, but the
manuscript and typing
indicate it was written
after Jones was wounded
on Guadalcanal early in
1943 and then sent to a
hospital near Memphis,
Tennessee. Once he
began receiving short
leaves from the hospital,
he would go into
Memphis street scene 1943 – as it looked during James Jones’ time there
Memphis and check into
a hotel, where he had drinking and sexual binges. Combative, depressed and angry at the world, he would also
drink in the Memphis bars and get into fights. “Bloody Claws” is probably set in one of those seedy Memphis
bars.
What does the drunk, unreliable narrator see? A huge black panther with a white face, bloody mouth and
white, bloody paws, along with a beast of unknown breed. A juke box is screaming with agony. The two
creatures are slowly drinking beer, but all the time the panther is stroking and digging bloody claws into the
other animal’s back.
“I” is struck dumb, excited and afraid, as he watches the panther draining away the life of the beast, who
does not know he is losing, is dying. Finally, the panther sucks from the other creature the remaining blood.
“I” turns away and finishes his drink. He has seen things that should not be but which no person could change.
Then a voice speaks from the jukebox: “You have seen – Now understand.” “I” then declares he understands.
The panther is a woman with scarlet lipstick and red fingernails. The beast is a sailor in a tight-fitting uniform.
The solution in the poem is too easy. Why did “I” have this hallucination? What is the story (or at least a
story) behind the surreal events? The explanation most likely lies in the story of Jones’ family life. Jones was
born into a family of wealth and local social standing. His grandfather, George, a prominent attorney in
Robinson, Illinois, grew rich from oil discovered on his farm. George’s son, Dr. Ramon Jones, was a well-off
Robinson dentist; his wife, Ada, had been a beauty. She lost her looks and became obese. The easy life of the
entire Jones family began to falter with the Wall Street collapse in 1929. George Jones’ fortune was swept
away; patients couldn’t pay Dr. Jones. The Ramon Jones family was forced to move into a rental property and
take in boarders. Dr. Jones turned to alcohol, Ada turn to religion and the two began to quarrel bitterly.
Ada Jones sucked the life from her husband and from her second son, James, who became a novelist. When
James was a boy, she found him masturbating and told him his hand would turn black if he continued. He did
stop for a time, then started again and was discovered again. Ada, while James was asleep, painted his hand
black with shoe polish. Ada also believe her husband was seeing other women and wanted James to spy on his
father. Jones said of his mother that she was “totally selfish, totally self-centered, and totally whining and full
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Big cats …
of self-pity.” Ada was bleeding away the life of her husband, who retreated more into alcoholism, and her son
James, who escaped into the Army in 1939 as soon as he reached the age of eighteen.
In the poem, the “I” saw what happened – the woman having drinks with the sailor – but, in his drunken
state, did not understand that he had seen the troubled life of the Jones family being played before him.
On the night of Saturday, February 25, 1956, Sylvia Plath, a recent Smith College graduate studying at
Newnham College, Cambridge University, had a date with Canadian-born Hamish Stewart to attend a party
celebrating the publication of the first issue of the magazine Saint Botolph’s Review. That afternoon she had
acquired a copy and had read or memorized the three poems by Ted Hughes. Sylvia and her date stopped at a
bar before going on to the party; by the time they left the bar, Hamish had to help his drunken date. They went
on to the Women’s Union at Falcon’s Yard in Cambridge, where the party was alcohol-fueled and noisy. She
sloshed her drinks, not always finding her mouth. She wrote an account of the party in her journal the next day.
Sylvia was interested in men and had had numerous sexual experiences while she was at Smith. When she
entered the Falcon Yard party, she asked who the “dark, hunky boy” was, but nobody then gave her the name
Ted Hughes. Plath mentally measured this big man, but without specific knowledge then about what lurked
between his legs. She knew many of the men there, and in her journal called them by name. Women at the party
remained nameless.
All the revelers, including Hughes and Plath, were drinking heavily. Hughes came over and introduced
himself. Conversation was difficult because of the noise, but she did quote lines from his poems in the
magazine. He moved her into a quieter room, where he kissed her hard on the mouth. He then took her muchloved red headband and her silver earrings. When he kissed her on the neck, she bit his cheek and blood flowed.
(Years later, Hughes told his sister that he merely dislodged the headband and earring when he kissed Plath).
On Sunday morning, as she wrote in her journal, she believed he was as big as his poems. When he took two of
her possessions, she realized he could take what he wanted. Hamish told her that Hughes was the biggest
seducer at Cambridge. Did she not recognize that her bite was an invitation for rough sex? She envisioned
giving herself to him after crashing and fighting. Her account of the party is by a drunk, unreliable narrator.
The next day Plath wrote a draft of her poem, “Pursuit,” included in her Collected Poems. The “I” of the
poem is not drunk. In the poem, a male panther is stalking her, but it is unclear: would he kill or seduce her? His
greed for women is insatiable. His ardor ensnares her, but he is in full pursuit. She throws him her heart, but that
does not slow his pace. She shuts and bolts the door, and he is coming up the stairs. Murder? Love conquest?
The end is hidden. In Plath’s version, the stalking panther and his ensnared victim is a primal story. Did the
poem also suggest the later Plath-Hughes relationship, ending with her death which was, some of her supporters
believe, caused by Hughes’ infidelity?
Hughes tried to make contact with Plath in the days following their meeting but failed. She clearly wanted
this pursuit, but he was not successful. Then, on March 23, she took the train to London where she spent the
night with Hughes in a grungy room. According to Paul Alexander’s Rough Magic: A Biography of Sylvia
Plath, they had sex all night. On her calendar she wrote that her face was battered with bruises and her neck was
injured. What scratches and bites Hughes had are not known.
James Jones never specifically wrote the back-story of “Bloody Claws,” but the accounts of his
dysfunctional family are well-known. Plath wrote her unreliable journal recollections of her meeting with
Hughes the day after it happened. In both poems, the fear and danger of the situations are almost gothic in their
horror. The reader is mesmerized by the panthers who are ready to suck life away.
For information about the Jones family see Frank McShane, Into Eternity: The Life of James Jones. Boston:
Houghton Mifflin, 1985. The typescript of “Bloody Claws,” is archived at the Beinecke Library, Yale University. For
Plath, see Paul Alexander, Rough Magic: A Biography of Sylvia Plath. New York: Viking Penguin, 1991; Ronald
Hayman, The Death and Life of Sylvia Plath. New York: A Lane Press Book, 1991; Carol Rollyson, American Isis: The
Life and Art of Sylvia Plath. New York: St. Martin’s Press, 2013; Anne Stevenson, Bitter Fame: The Undiscovered Life of
Sylvia Plath. Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1989; Collected Poems of Sylvia Plath, ed. By Ted Hughes. New York: Harper
Perennial, 1992; and The Unabridged Journals of Sylvia Plath, ed. By Karen V. Kukel. New York: Anchor Books, 2000.
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‘13 symposium examines censorship, war, creative process

M

ore than 400 members of the James Jones Literary Society, local high school students, college
students and area residents sampled from a full slate of events during the 2013 JJLS Symposium that
included discussions on Iwo Jima, censorship, and the creative process.
The three-day event began with the annual presentation of the James Jones WWII Chair Lecture Series at
Eastern Illinois University,
Charleston, Illinois, attended by
about 200 people on Thursday
evening, Nov. 7. Leighton Willhite, a
member of the 5th Marine Tank
Division on Iwo Jima and Jim Baize,
a Naval Boatswain’s Mate who
served on Iwo Jima shared their
wartime experiences
with the audience.
Willhite’s Sherman tank was the
At the Marshall Library are, from left, Ray Elliott, Jon Shirota,
first off the landing ship on Iwo
Don Sackrider, Laurie Loewenstein, Bonnie Culver, Dan Crews,
Jima, a five-mile long island south of
George Hendrick, Warren Mason and Jerry Bayne.
Japan that was the scene of the 1945
battle. Since the island was covered in volcanic ash, and not sand, the tanks stuck. Willhite, age 19, was then
ordered to join the Marine division assigned to take the mountain. “It was my first experience in combat,” he
said. Seventeen-year-old Baize’s transport ship was blown up by a mortar as it approached the island. He was
the only survivor. Both men stated that they wanted young people of today to “understand why they have their
freedom and what people had to go through for them to get it.”
Censorship was the theme of the symposium’s opening talks on Friday, Nov. 8 at the Quail Creek Country
Club in Robinson, Illinois. Besides members of the JJLS, students from Robinson, Mt. Carmel and Marshall
high schools and Lincoln Trail College were among the 125 in attendance. Dr. George Hendrick, author and
James Jones scholar, discussed Jones’ literature and letters. Hendrick described how Jones’ publisher, Scribner,
compiled a lengthy list of profanity and entire scenes it wanted removed from the manuscript of From Here to
Eternity. Jones vigorously disagreed with the editors but the two sides eventually reached a compromise with
Jones’ primary goal to keep his vision intact. It was not until 2011 that a version with Jones’ original language
and plotting was published. The success of From Here to Eternity led publishers to use a lighter hand on his
manuscripts. But in his later works, Hendrick said, Jones also seemed to be more conscious of potential
conflicts with his publisher and perhaps toned down some language.
During her presentation, Kaylie Jones, daughter of James Jones, said she believed there is a new kind of
censorship today. Not only censorship based on language, imagery or topics considered “inappropriate” by
society, but censorship based on economics.
“If a novel is too quiet, if the author is unknown, if it doesn’t fit in the current trend, you can’t get published.
All the publishers want is the next Fifty Shades of Grey. When we formed the JJLS, one of the first things we
did was to set up the first novel fellowship in honor of my father’s legacy of helping other writers.”
Jones herself has now established her own imprint, Kaylie Jones Books, for many of the same reasons.
The symposium concluded in Marshall, Illinois, on Saturday, Nov. 9 with a panel discussion at the Marshall
Public Library by members of the former Handy Writers Colony followed by a tour of the remaining colony
grounds.
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Valentine
winners
The JJLS sponsors an annual
essay contest open to senior
English students in Illinois’
Crawford County and Marshall
High School. The essays discuss
James’ short story, “The
Valentine,” a right-of- passage
story about an 8th grade boy
mustering the courage to give his
secret love, the most popular girl in
the class, a box of chocolates for
Valentine’s Day, believing the gift
will win her affection. Jones wrote
the story based on a real-life crush
he had for a classmate.

Marshall High School winners of The Valentine essay contest in 2014 were,
second from left: D.J. Hibschman, Brandon Sanders, Ellie Vondohlen, Kelsey
Beckman. Also pictured are, far left, Mrs. Amy Gard, English teacher, and
Nancy Claypool, far right, Marshall Public Library Director representing the
JJLS.

From Palestine High School, the winners were, from left: Sam Calvert, Logan Carr,
Tyson Vennard, Elaina Cornwall and Treyver Ferguson.

Robinson High School winners were, from left: Bowe Cravens, Matthew
Buercklin, Kinsey Fear, Karnell Bowen and Sonnie Givens.
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Board meeting summary

T

he Board of the James Jones Literary Society met during the fall symposium on Nov. 8, 2013, at the
Quail Creek Country Club, Robinson, IL. A summary of actions taken follows:

● Treasurer’s Report: Treasurer Warren Mason reported on the 2012 Operating Fund and 2013 Operating
Fund as of Nov. 1, 2013. The balance as of Oct. 31, 2013 in checking was $4, 594.22. The Emergency CD
balance was $4,270.97. Investment CD balances are $30,250 for the 49 -month CD maturing in March
2014, and $40,500 for the 30-month CD which the treasurer reported had just been renewed.
● Board dues: Jerry Bayne initiated a discussion on board obligations as was adopted by the board in 2005
and revised at the Board Retreat in 2008. One element in the board obligations suggests a minimum of a
$100 a year contribution. A suggestion was made to send invoices to members of the board. After
discussion, it was suggested to include a box for marking “in-kind” service. President Bonnie Culver agreed
that board members feeling their duties should be considered “in-kind” payment need only to send her an
explanation. A suggestion to send a reminder in January was discussed. A motion was made by Diane Reed
and seconded by Mike Mullen to do so, including the option for directors to notify the President if they feel
their duties should be considered “in-kind” for the dues. The motion passed with only one opposed.
● Election of Board Members: The following members were re-elected to three-year terms: Nancy Claypool,
Ray Elliott, Kaylie Jones, Mike Lennon, Wood Lewis, Laurie Loewenstein, Tena Russ, Don Sackrider and
Tom Wood. After resignations from the board, four seats remain empty. A discussion also found agreement
that a smaller board is appropriate for the Society at this time. Dan Crews was subsequently appointed to the
Board by President Culver.
● Election of Officers: The following slate of officers was elected to a two-year term: Bonnie Culver,
president; Laurie Loewenstein, vice-president; Diane Reed, recorder; Warren Mason, treasurer; and Tom
Wood, archivist-historian.
● Stipend for Office Assistant: President Culver noted that formerly the JJLS had been paying a $1,500
stipend to a Wilkes University graduate assistant for his/her work (mailings, membership lists, etc.) on
behalf of the Society. Currently this work is done by the President’s office assistant. Her proposal that a
$2,000 stipend be paid from the novel entry fees was accepted.
● Stipend for External Judges: After a discussion, members voted to pay persons who are not members of
the JJLS and who are invited to be a final judge for the First Novel Fellowship receive a stipend of $1,000.
After a brief discussion, it was decided to increase the submission fee from $25 to $30, to cover the stipend.
The change in novel entries fees is to be left up to the First Novel Fellowship committee.
● Symposia VHS tapes: VHS tapes of past JJLS symposiums currently housed at Lincoln Trail College
should be digitized, members agreed. Jerry Bayne, Warren Mason and Tom Wood will oversee the project.
● 2015 & 2017 Conferences: President Culver noted that the JJLS conference at Wilkes University in 2015
will follow the Norman Mailer Society’s conference there in 2014. Discussion then commenced on possible
locations for the 2017 conference. Noting that a desire to go to Miami had been expressed for many years,
Board members agreed that it would be the conference site if feasible. Kaylie Jones and Don Sackrider will
contact faculty and/or administrators at Florida International University where James Jones once taught.
● Helen Howe Remembrances: Diane Reed read to the board the tribute written and delivered by Episcopal
Priest Ann Tofani at Helen Howe’s gravesite. Mrs. Howe, who died Oct. 7, was a founding member of the
JJLS and taught creative writing at Lincoln Trail College. Members agreed to honor Mrs. Howe’s
significant contributions to the JJLS by incorporating her name into the annual “The Valentine” contest ,
which she initiated. Donations made to the JJLS in her name would be used as prize monies for the contest.
● Novel Fellowship prizes: The Board voted to raise the runners-up prize amount from $750 to $1,000.
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First Novel Prize
The JJLS 2013 Symposium
included readings by the
2012 and 2013 winners.
From left are: Margo
Singer (2013), Kaylie
Jones, JJLS President
Bonnie Culver and Lise
Brody (2012).

From Here to Eternity: The Musical coming to US cinemas

T

his October, U.S. movie-goers will have the chance to experience
From Here to Eternity: The Musical during select showings
nationwide. The stage production was recorded live in London with
the cast of 33 accompanied by a 15-piece orchestra.
All showings will be on the following dates: Oct. 2 (7 p.m.); Oct. 5 (12:55
p.m.), and Oct. 9 (7 p.m.), local time.
The film will be shown in almost every state.
A complete listing of all states and specific theaters can be found on the
James Jones website (http://www.jamesjonesliterarysociety.org/J.HTM) and
the Cine Stage website (http://www.cinestage.co.uk/eternity.html).
Cities and states where the film will be shown include:
Illinois: Barrington, Bloomingdale, Bourbonnais, Chicago, Crystal Lake,
Deer Park, Joliet, Lincolnshire, Lombard, Naperville, Niles, Rockford,
Warrenville, Woodridge.
Indiana: Evansville, Fort Waye, Indianapolis, Mishawaka, New Albany,
Schererville.
Massachusetts: Bellingham, Boston, Dedham, Foxboro, Framigham,
Hadley, Lowell, Marlborough, Millbury, Randolph, Revere, Swansea, West
Springfield.
New York: Albany, Buffalo, DeWitt, Farmingdale, Flushing Holtsville, Ithaca, New Rochelle, New York,
Rochester, Stony Brook, Syracuse, Victor, White Plains.
Pennsylvania: Bensalem, Erie, Harrisburg, King of Prussia, Lebanon, Monaca, Monreville, Moosic, Oaks,
Philadelphia, Pittsburgh, Scranton, Tarentum.

Short story winner reads at symposium banquet
Betty Wachtel, right, won the 2014 Lincoln
Trail Writing Award , presented annually by
the JJLS and Lincoln Trail Community College
for excellence in short story writing. Diane
Reed, left, LTC English faculty member,
coordinated the contest. She is a member of the
JJLS board.
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The Art of Fugue excerpt from ‘13 First Novel Fellowship
By Margo Singer

T

hey find the stranger wandering along
the seaside road near Sheerness:
dripping wet, barefoot, dressed in a
formal suit and tie. In the foggy light of dawn,
he looks blurred around the edges, drained of
color, a charcoal rubbing in tones of gray. He
walks with his head tilted, carrying his shoes.
In the windy stillness, the sea and sky
hang gray along the shadowline of the coast.
From here the North Sea stretches eastward to
the rim of the horizon and beyond it to the
continent: Oostend, Zeebrugge, Dunkirk. Only
on this day there’s no horizon, just one flat,
unbroken surface, water indistinguishable from
air. There’s just the throaty hiss of waves on
pebbles, drawing near and then receding like a
lapping beast. A few pale points of light flicker
on the headland. Gulls wheel overhead. The
grayness hovers: an erasure, a wiped slate.
Reproduction of a ship’s figurehead in Sheerness, U.K.
No one sees him fall or jump. No one sees
him swim, his shoes awkward in his hands,
stretched above the swell. No one sees him splash onto the shore, the shingle giving way beneath his feet. He simply
appears, as if from nowhere, a lone figure rising through the grayness along the strand.
The squad car slows, the driver’s window opens, an arm extends. A head cranes out.
— Oi! You! What’s your name?
The man half-turns, continues walking. He’s a piece of flotsam, washed up, mute.
At the police station in Sheerness, he shivers beneath a blanket. He’s as unyielding as a wave-washed stone. He has
no identifying scars or birthmarks, fillings or tattoos. Even the labels have been cut out of all his clothes. On the inside
collar of his suit jacket: two stubs of fabric, looped with thread. At the back of his shirt: a jagged hole.
All identifying marks have been rubbed
off his shoes. On the waistband of his underwear, there’s just the perforated outline of a square. His pockets contain
nothing. His nails are bitten to the quick. His gaze slips sideways. He has no language, no memory, no history, no name.
In the photograph that will run in all the papers, he is standing before the camera in that black suit, that white shirt,
unbuttoned at the neck, his expression withholding, blank. He has cropped hair, a pale prickling of beard. The sun is at
his back, whiting out his head and shoulders in a blaze of light. He takes on the colors of his surroundings, like a
container made of glass.
Instead of speaking, he plays the piano. He plays and plays, his body swaying, his fingers tracing endless patterns
across the keys. The notes form and dissolve and form again: chord progressions, arpeggios, halftones, quavers,
counterpoint.
Listen: everything you want to know is in the music.
Listen to the voices: rising, falling, calling, taking flight.
Esther
The plane circles Heathrow on a cold, gray April morning. On the TV screens suspended throughout the cabin,
airplane icons hover above green maps, flashing data: Altitude, Outside Air Temperature, Ground Speed, Distance to
Destination, Time. Esther presses her forehead to the scratched plastic of the window. Square green fields bisected by
hedgerows, snaking subdivisions of redbrick houses, rain-wet motorways, tiny cars. It is just past six a.m. in London. She
has traveled through the night, shed five hours of it over the Atlantic, and now her eyes feel loosened in their sockets and
her feet are swollen and everything is vibrating with fatigue. The landing gear whirrs. The flaps adjust.
She folds her arms across her chest, crosses her fingers, tucks her thumbs into her palms for luck. A useless
superstition. The man seated beside her doesn’t seem to notice. He is an American, a petroleum engineer, he told her, back
in the friendly moments at the beginning of the flight before he fell asleep. He is on his way to a rig in the North Sea,
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something to do with pressure control valve design. He hated traveling, he told her. Didn’t like to be away from his wife
and kids. He barely fit into the coach class seat, overlapping its borders like an adult wedged into a child’s chair on
parents’ night at school. He fell asleep quickly, the dinner trays not yet cleared away, the cabin still abuzz. His jaw fell
slack; his right arm, covering the entire armrest, lay practically in Esther’s lap. His arm wedged against her arm, his thigh
against her thigh. At one point in the night his head lolled onto her shoulder like a child’s, heavy as a melon, in the strange
intimacy of strangers on transatlantic flights.
Overhead the blinking numbers steadily descend.
Altitude, Distance to Destination, Time.
Esther used to love to fly. She loved the promise of the city names clicking over on the departure board, the
notion that you could go anywhere you wanted—Dar Es Salaam, Helsinki, Riyadh, La Paz, Berlin. She loved the
weightless lift of takeoff, the earth dropping away and spreading out below, the parting quilt of clouds, the sun appearing
like a gift. She misses it, that lightness she once felt at thirty-six thousand feet, the substance of her life below as unreal as
the vanished earth beneath the sea of clouds. She’d mistaken the illusion of lightness for possibility. She’d believed that if
you kept moving forward, you could leave the past behind.
Rain spatters against the windows. They are low now, nearly there, the squat hangars growing larger, the ground
coming into scale. The blue blink of runway lights. Then the thump of the wheels on tarmac, the chest-slam of the
reverse-engine thrust. She uncrosses her fingers and arms. On the ground the jet lumbers, awkward, on its too-small
wheels.
Altitude: zero.
Distance to Destination: zero.
Time: 6:23 a.m.
The cabin lights blink on. The engineer lifts his carry-on bag onto his lap. He has to connect to Aberdeen, he has
told her, then hop a helicopter to the rig. She’s seen pictures of those wave-battered platforms, men in orange coveralls,
the men who keep the oil pumping, the oil wars were fought for, that viscous bloodline deep beneath the sea.
The engineer turns to her and nods. “Good luck,” he says.
Esther has come to London because her mother is dying, her death a matter of time—of weeks or months—not
luck. Her mother is eighty-three and has lived her life, Esther knows, but still the word, dying, drops inside her like a
stone. Since she was last in London, Esther has lost her son, left her husband, quit her job; the world has changed. One by
one, the moorings have been cut free.
The jet jerks to a stop, the cabin lights blink on, and then everyone is standing, reaching overhead for coats and
bags, pressing toward the doors.
Esther takes a taxi to her mother’s house, a semi-detached Victorian a few blocks off the Finchley Road. The two
halves of the redbrick townhouse are mirror images of one another. Matching windows aligned beneath twin dormer
peaks. Parallel steps lead to side-by-side blue doors. Inside, the houses adjoin along the upstairs hallway and downstairs
along the living room wall. In back, there are two matching gardens separated by a brick wall. The right side is her
mother’s. The Last Resort, Esther dubbed it years ago, a little joke that stuck.
She presses the doorbell and waits, anxiety swelling in her chest. It hadn’t occurred to her that her mother might
not be able to come downstairs. A woman Esther has never seen before opens the door. For a moment, the familiar
doorframe shifts. Esther takes a half-step back. “Oh, I thought—my mother—is she—?”
The woman’s moon-face is shiny, blond hair pulled back tight. She is wearing a blue smock with white piping
around the collar and sleeves. An ID badge hangs around her neck. “I fetch her, a moment, please,” the woman says. The
hospice nurse. Of course.
Esther lugs her bags over the threshold. Indoors the air smells of mildew and furniture polish, as always. There is
the couch with the crocheted afghan folded over the back, the green-tiled hearth, the mantle clock, the vitrine with its
crowd of china cups and figurines, the piano, the Persian carpet worn to threads. Through the French doors at the far end
of the living room, the branches of the weeping mulberry waver in the wind. A gray cat is crouching on the garden wall.
Slate-tiled rooftops, knobby with chimney pots and satellite dishes, and beyond, the faint green scrim of Primrose Hill.
The stairs creak, and when Esther turns, her mother is there. She is wearing a cable-knit cardigan and slacks, her
glasses hanging on a cord around her neck. Her white hair has been brushed and set. She walks slowly, but she is smiling,
her arms outstretched. She looks the same, Esther thinks, as they embrace. She looks the same. Her mother feels smaller
and more fragile than she expected, or remembered, loose skin over jutting bones. She is shrinking, in old age,
consolidating into herself. But she smells the same—a powdery scent. You wouldn’t suspect them, those unstoppable
cells—malignant, metastatic—dividing, multiplying, spreading through her blood and lymph.
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