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Tomorrow, in the cold light of day, sober and seeing clearly, he’ll drive up to her
mother’s house and offer to help out. Maybe he can drive her to church and thank her
after for her lovely organ playing. Maybe clean the leaves out of the gutters before the

snow comes. That would be doing something.

“That is what men ), they act,” Anne had said, back in Vancouver when he
stupidly brought her flowers to make up for something he’d done. Noah looks himself
straight in the mirror and repc s to himse something she had said, a prayer that it will

be enough to sustain them: everythi: is what it is.
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into buildings, into the lives of others,: 1away to Toronto. He’d pretty much forgotten
about her, stayed home and worked quietly at a dead end job and his writing, until he'd

seen her wings across the bar two years ago.

“You'll never be happy back home, will you?”

“I could ask you the same fucking thing, b 'y,” she replied. “You really don’t know

what It’s like.”

“What?”

“To be me,” she said, and she got up and left. He chased after her and just as she
was about to be offered a ride across the bay on a felucca he grabbed her by the arm. “I’'m

sorry, let’s just forget about it.”
They made it back to their table on the barge and sat quietly.
“Can we talk about it?”
“It won’t do any good. It’s just need more, [ don’t know, space.™

When the food came Michael steerc the conversation back to how much they had
seen: The City of The Dead. Ti Valley of The Kings. He talked of the quest for eternal
life that Queen Nefertiti and King T  had sacrificed so much of their kingdom for.
“What a waste of life to use it all to prepare for death,” she said. He recited Shelley’s
line: “Look on ye mighty and des ir.” She talked of how the American archeologist
Carter had found King Tut’s tomb in the last place he was supposed to look, and breaking

into the tomb that night, alone, he must have taken a little something for himself.
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On this night in Aswan he awoke and puttered around the room restless. He
decided he would go out for a smoke. The stairway rambled down through the 1940’s
colonial hotel, which, as he had said to Hadley earlier that day looked “like an abandoned
film set from Casablanca. S| s, spies everywhere,” he said, doing a Peter Lorre

impression.

At first they had used the elevator, but subsequently each time took the eight
flights of stairs, fearful of being stuck in it like prey, years of dust and debris coating the
elevator cage like a spider’s web. W zn they got to their room the second time, tired
from the climb, he'd said: “Well, you wanted a view, right?”” It reminded him of the first
night that she had come back to his place on Gower Street; she had marveled at the view

as he removed her hand-made wings.

The taxi drivers casually put out their cigarettes and hauled out their mats for
kneeling. He wanted to know how they felt, to be one of them: to know pure faith: to
know what he and Hadley and their ilk always intellectualized. But his mind could see it
was “all foolishness.” He recalled H ley’s father had used that phrase at dinner once,
refe 1g to the idea of anyor  (he was clearly directing this at her) running off to go tree

planting in B.C.

Finally down the stairs  d in the lobby he said “Assalaamu alaikum™ -- he loved
saying it -- to the night watchman, a teenager who wore a long blue shirt, the kind of
uniform shirt he had worn in grade school. It wasn’t tucked in; slouched over, he looked

rather sad and incapable of protectir much.
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"Great song," Angel says.

"Ewan likes to be the center of attention."

“A drama queen like yourself.”

Angel takes her by the arm and they dance close. It reminds him of his first dance
with his sister Marcia in the seventies, dancing to Lef it Be, his arms around her in a
Frankenstein-like reaching awkwardness, his head resting tenderly on her bosom. When
he and Mike had gone to their first parish dance alone, and finally. near the end of the
night Angel got up the nerve to ask a girl to dance, he'd rested his head there again. He'd
gotten slapped. Soon everything had changed anyway, and a year later in high school
slow dances were out and he and Mike donned extra high-heels and powder blue shirts
with big collars under their jean jackets to do the bump or the hustle. For Angel, every

dance feels like the first one.

“There’s Margot again, fucking around with the wrong guy.”

“Yeah, | hate weddings.” he says.

“It’s not exactly my style, but I love people. They’'re my friends, don’t =t

crooked tonight.”

When they get back downstairs the guys are all so drunk they can barely stand.
Guys Angel knew from around town, now men in their thirties, standing around and
talking of other times they got drunk and how foolish they were, and will be later tonight.

It reminds Angel of Bell Island. A party for Angel is a shutter opening up on an ugly part
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It’s a moment like one of Madeline’s black and white photos. He surrenders to the

moment, ignoring the desire to come up for air.

77

























































by an earthquake, visiting Hiroshima, and being alienated from her environment all
awaken her to the need to let go of the hard physical reality of the world and face up to
the loss of her brother. I also wanted to portray some of the banal physical limitations that
can have an impact on us: for example, the fatigue Sheila feels after the flight, the
constraint of living in a small Japanese apartment, getting trapped in a hotel room, getting
sick because of her pregnancy. The physical miniaturized world of Japan restricts her; she
also clings to the physical memories of her brother and her identity. She is always holding
onto things: the bottle she won’t throw, the pot for George’s ashes, the kite. In the end,
she must learn to accept the transience of life. [ was thinking about some of the
differences between Western and ern thinking when I developed the symbol of the
kite, as in the following passage: “I  irn that in Japan [kites] move across latitudes like |
have done, they move up into the mountains and into the sky, their prints and ceramics all
have story lines that are read  m the bottom up™(30). The narrator comes to a Zen
understanding of her circumstances and accepts that everythii  outside the present

experience of the physical world is a temporary construction.

[ tried to emphasize the ideaint e stories that history is read differently in different
places and reflects the character’s rc itionship to the moment as much as anything; if the
author of the text is dead, the author of any single constructed history is a fiction. This is a
theme of “Ancient History.” In a place so full of history, Michael comes to recognize the
nature of his relationship to history 1 place: “If the past was rigid and limiting, why
was he so drawn to exploring everything that happened back home, years ago? While no

man was an island every man from his island seemed to be alone and pondering the past,
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ceaselessly™ (55). His journey away m home to a remote place filled with history
forces him to do a personal inventory of what’s important. Alienated from home cultures
and homelands, many of my characters are trying to find permanence in an impermanent
world, and some kind of greater meaning in a life that ends in death. To borrow a line
from T.S. Eliot’s Four Quartets, there is a sense that when “you are where you are not™

you have a chance to see yourself and your place more clearly (12).

Regardless of place, we are all “born into this,” in the words of Charles Bukowski, but
every person’s story is different and everyone belongs to his/her own set of islands of
identity (319). On an existential lev.  all writers are writers of place, since place is often

defined by the stories they tell.
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