WHEN THEY ADAPT PHILIP ROTH'S "LETTING GO" INTO A NOVEL FOR YOUNG ADULTS, THERE WILL BE CHAPTERS COMPRISED OF DIARY ENTRIES, AND THEY'LL PROBABLY READ SOMETHING LIKE THIS:

History of this book, the Black Diamond Minstrel Book: who had it? i saw it in the bookstore in ABQ once, didn't buy it, came back a year later, managed to find it again. The first time it was on the "new " shelf, so I guess someone had just brought it in? How'd they get rid of it? Embarrassed? Was it inherited from a box of dead relatives belongings, then found, receiver became horrified (or similar emotion), and promptly sold it?

When I bought it, it was in a box at the bottom of a shelf with other pamphlet books. It was relatively hidden. Maybe it's something you don't want lying around? Why do I always assume that the history of this book is so acrimonious? Maybe because I'm the one embarrassed by it.  I always worry people will think less of me when they see it in my possession.  But they don't, really.


When I bought it, I immediately met up with friend from high school that I'd run into and didn't want to see. I didn't have a bag, so I carried the book, questions question: what is that book? Oh; well it's the Black Diamond Minstrel Book, of course.  Puzzled looks. Everyone was already wondering why I wasn't s peppy.  Why I wasn't being as lewd and irreverent as they remembered,.  Well, guys, I've changed, I'm a different person.  More sullen, and a reader of racist artifacts from 1930.


When I bought it, the man at the counter said that I was a later period minstrel book and that I wasn't as (what was the adjective?) intense, *maybe) as some earlier period books. That made me hesitate, because the book was 15 dollars.  But, hey, right, it's form 1930! That’s an old book. !


So who ought it before me? Was it ever used by anyone or was it always an artifact, always a conversation piece, bought because it's a really weird thing to buy?


How many people owned it it's a question that can be asked of any book in the house but not many books make you embarrassed?

I bought Letting Go in Albuquerque, at a different bookshop.  I bought it because of the typeface on the cover, knowing that it would look good on my shelf next to all the other books I owned of Philip Roth’s.

Two books: Black Diamond Minstrel Book, and the complete works of Philip Roth.  What are the connections? None.  None apparent. I sit and I read Philip Roth and I sit and I think about the Black Diamond Minstrel Book, but I don't read it, Not anymore.  It sits in my room, propped up against another book, staring at me.  Occasionally I will pick it up to put it in my backpack to bring it to class but I never read it.  I am careful and protect it, but only because it is from 1930.

    I wonder why people decide to become novelists.  And then, if they become prolific, you know?  It just seems like you couldn't keep the stories straight.

    My window is open, and I will be wearing my cardigan to bed.  This has as much connection to the above as the above have to each other.

I haven’t read the pleasure book in a while.  Now I am reading it and it's almost hilariously windy outside.  The book is giving me the viewpoint of a central character that we haven't had before.  It’s revealing, without announcing itself to be.  As usual, it's fairly upsetting; this character is whiny (like everyone says), and more or less insane.  Funny I guess, then, this character is totally different than the character that I had made up for what I was using, even though they have the same name.  (Libby)
it reminds me of when I read this comic and it was upsetting and had young people getting pregnant in it, and I was thinking 'Jesus Christ I never want to have sex again,' but then my girlfriend at the time read it and her thought was 'I used to work in a flower shop just like her!' and I inwardly smacked my forehead.  It’s just like a character in any of these Roths would say.  Be flippant and dismissive towards his less learned other.  I’m not trying to do this! Was I like that before I started reading him?  Meh, I don't know.  It’s a needless worry.

I am putting away the other book.  If I feel poorly enough reading this and enjoying it, then I just won't read the other one.  I can't use it anyways; I can't make anything with the other that makes me feel worthwhile.  Like when I wanted to perform the plays that Seung-Hui Cho wrote.  They were so bad.  It would have been a big deal, but not really worth it. I would have had to make up a reason why, but I just didn't have it in me.  The chapter ends with a character screaming at another.  I feel manipulated, and wishing I could feel sympathy for more than one character, and feeling like less of a human being because I can't.  Then I roll over and think about Bob Dylan in whiteface, which is never as offensive as blackface.  Remember when Antony said that Sean Penn in Milk was basically blackface? That was a great quote.  It’s amazing that there is only one thing that still has the power to be shocking on a wider scale.  How about that, blackface?!

this book is really really long, but I am over halfway through.  pat on the back, now i'm going to bed.

Reading on the train.  Marked by balance difficulties.  No one called. Pages read marked by an awkward dinner party and arguments, reminding me never to get married.  Squawky characters named Libby.  Mind is a crow.  Out-of-breath from explaining it.  Ink spills on every god damn thing in my backpack EXCEPT for Letting Go.  Apparently, Philip Roth is a genie and his books spell to me.  The morning also contained a desire to read The Wheel Of Time.  I was unsure if I wanted to keep on with my re-read-thru, or just read book 11.

Children given away.  Does the book influence my feelings towards others? if so, then it certainly will do so more now. Am I apathetic towards loved ones because the characters are? Does this book make me not believe in love? Whoa whoa whoa, take that back before you actually mean it and don't think it's stupid.

Train reading. I paused to write a scene down. More whining characters and more silence.  Everyone is weak in these books. Here’s the scene: feel less and less empathy for these characters (it's like that time i changed the letters on my b-day cake to spell "apathy") I hate (whatever) myself for enjoying this book.  Or am beginning to.  It’s that i can relate to all these despicable traits.  Interesting.  s'probably why i enjoy reading this book, these books.

The book here it's like my mind, got all my worries I'm like I'm leaving my "wife" (?equivalent) and so is Paul Herz and but they never go through whit it, and neither do I.  I read through the plans, I make them myself. I hate it I hate it.  And I read the characters having sex and I think "if she gets pregnant I'll probably hang myself" and I wonder how much of an asshole that make me and I keep reading and I wonder if I care.  Oh.  Abortion too, what a doozy that chapter was.  Long past, that one.  I'm getting to the end, my mind doubles back, remembers all.  Oh such a memory, can't handle it.  Nearing the end, I can't let myself think about the end.  Finishing books I get close to feels like dying.  It's like I am this book, by now. I'm enough of a failed-hearted individual to be in it.  To be it.  Got no nothing left.

And just like that, children mind, kid viewpoint.  Easy enough, sounds convincing, I am thinking about how there aren't really any clichés in this book, it's just long.  It’s not bad long, just really long.  And then she pushed her brother onto the ground and he cracked his skull open and died.  I mean, Jesus, it's like I wrote this book.  No, really, it is.  It’s as if P. Roth was sitting up in his office, and thought "man, this book is okay, but what's really fucked up that could happen?" then he chews his pen (even though he's using a typewriter), and says "Oh MAN, I’m going to have Cynthia push Markie off the bed and he'll crack his skull open and die."  That way no one gets off easy.  Except Cynthia, I guess.  Until later.  

THE SEQUEL: "Letting Go II: When Cyn Was Good."  But I'm lying to myself, because I am reading this part of the book open mouthed and slackjawed, because I am stunned and utterly depressed.

Huddled, collapsed on the floor, weak, emptied, like me in my mind, often I've been tracing my malaise through the corners of this book.  Or whatever set of calculations I want to affix to it.  There’s a part of me that's always wanted to be on the ground like that, totally limp.  I suppose it actually has happened once or twice, and everyone hated me for it.  I think that's what you're supposed to do, right? Hate everyone in the book? I don't know who I'm supposed to feel sorry for.  If anyone.  Probably no one? I certainly don't know anymore.  It’s like — More happens, more people are left alone, left behind.  Poor decisions, and I can see the pattern over my vision.  It's not a pattern, I’m just starting to see nooses on everything, and if I look again I see myself on it.


—let's think.  This book is called Letting Go, and I’m at a place where it would certainly be a good idea to engage in some serious Letting Go, but I'm sitting here and not thinking about the book because I'm thinking about the same things I've been thinking about for Four Years (the things that have nothing to do with school or whatever).  I'm still (and will continue to be) making work about drowning fathers (not mine), and wondering about the same things, being so concerned with myself.  Whatever, you know? Here's the thing: one time I saw a "missing child" report that said "age 17, date missing, two weeks ago, last seen in a grey shirt that says "WHATEVER.""  This is true.  Also true, I don't know how I could engage in some Letting Go.  Do I have to get married first? Nuts to that.  I'll hold a pillow over my head like Libby pretended to do.  I'll be pretending too.  It's more fun that way.  Whoops.

and it ends with a letter, like it began.  Both letters are subtly insulting.  Or smartly so, clearly written so that the other wouldn't know they were being insulted.  But here's the thing.  Last time (not the last time, that's a lie), when I read When She Was Good by Phil (we're on a first name basis.  If I’m hanging on the trees I see he's going to be on the branch next to me, Cosimo-style), and when I finished it, I threw it across the room out of anguish.  That was the most distressing thing I’ve ever read.  I was lucky though, because I read it in a haze of wisdom tooth numbing drugs.  Now I’ve read this, and I’ve got straight nothing to keep me from it.  It’s not like I see the trees for hanging over the pages.  I can read.  Yet I didn't throw it across the train car (going across (not across) the country (I’ll lie to myself until I turn blue, or throw my self across the room when I’m finished. phhht).

but i didn't throw it across the room, i just set it down slowly and tried to sleep.  the last part of the book was so trying, so whatever.  the only solace i had was that it was dark outside and i couldn't see trees, but here's the thing: whatever.  

What I mean, or what I am realizing now, is that the characters start and end in one place, but no one really "Wins." which is to say that everyone wins, because it's just life and you know that's how it goes.  Sometimes we adopt children and have a weird friend your wife kissed once, sometimes you're way Jewish, sometimes you're not, and sometimes your kid dies, but then you get a new husband who was better than your boyfriend who I guess is the main character-sure he is-but where does he end up? Ah—like you, (me), the reader.

ALONE WITH A PIECE OF PAPER IN HIS HANDS, HAVING LIVED LIFE AND ENDED UP NO BETTER FOR IT.

IAN MCDUFFIE • 2K9

-www.violetmice.com-

(violetmice@gmail.com)
