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Mr.	 Leopold	 Bloom	O’Boyle	 ate	 with	 relish	 and	 a	 dab	 of	 bright	mustard	 the	 inner
organs	of	beasts	and	fowls.	That	is,	he	chewed	slowly	and	with	pleasure	the	first	of
two	 frankfurters	 bedded	 in	 the	 warmed	 piths	 of	 lightly	 greased	 and	 grilled	white

bread	rolls	served	up	by	Charlie	in	The	Tasty	in	the	heart	of	Harvard	Square.	He	chewed
and	swallowed	and	tasted	timelessness,	hot	dogs	being	his	humble	madeleines.

He	said,	“You	know,	Charlie,	frankfurters	…”

“You	mean	 ‘dogs.”	Charlie,	 spatula	 lifted	 like	 a	 baton,	 back	 to	 the	 counter,	 did	 not
approve	of	‘dogs	for	breakfast.

“Indeed,	 ‘dogs.	 I	mean,	when	you	stop	and	 think	about	 it,	 ‘dogs	are	 little	more	 than
reconstituted	flesh.”

Leopold	or	Leo	or	L.	B.,	as	he	was	variously	referred	to,	spoke	ostensibly	to	Charlie
and	to	Marty,	one	of	the	irregulars,	who	was	seated	on	the	stool	next	to	his.	You	could	say
anything	to	Marty,	who	wasn’t	always	lucid,	who	shuffled	in	his	pockets,	and	who	looked
a	 squat	 Robert	 de	 Niro	 having	 a	 bad	 face	 day.	 Ostensibly.	 Because	 L.	 B.	 O’Boyle’s
peripheral	vision	and	range	of	voice	took	in	a	young	woman	with	shapely	legs	wearing	a
skirt	 so	 short	 it	might	 have	been	 a	 stylized	 loincloth,	 of	 a	 piece	with	 a	 belted,	 high-cut
jacket	 and	 dark	 pixie	 hair.	 She	 perched	 on	 one	 of	 the	 stools	 against	 the	 narrow	 wall
counter,	near	the	cased-in	map	of	the	world	stuck	with	pushpins	emblematic	of	missives
from	Dublin,	Nome,	Rome,	Arusha,	Tel	Aviv,	Udaipur,	Dachau,	Magadan,	Antofagasta,
and	 North	 Chelmsford,	 among	 many	 others.	Which	 meant,	 in	 the	 confines	 of	 the	 tiny
eatery,	almost	within	touching	distance.	She	was	sipping	an	honest	cup	of	bad	coffee	from
one	 of	 the	 establishment’s	 thick	 mugs	 and	 smoking	 a	 filtered	 cigarette	 she	 held
downwards	 between	 fingers	 tipped	with	 inch-long	nails	 lacquered	 scarlet	 red.	From	her
look	of	attentive	distraction	she	might	have	been	a	recent	arrival	on	the	scene,	possibly	a
tourist	stopping	to	imbibe	some	local	authenticity	as	tourists	do.

Thought	 L.	 B.	 O’Boyle,	 who,	 not	 so	 mutely	 craving	 to	 adore,	 had	 proffered	 this
sample	 of	 badinage	 as	 an	 example	 of	 local	 authenticity.	 That	 she	 appreciated	 his	 effort
appeared	evident	from	the	half	smirk	on	lips	rouged	to	match	her	talons	and	from	a	quick
glance	of	eyes	too	large	and	luminous	to	need	the	mask	of	mascara.

“Don’t	 ask	 and	we	won’t	 tell,”	 said	Charlie,	 unsmiling	 behind	 the	 counter,	 flippant
with	customers	and	their	eggs.

“Don’t	ask	what?”	asked	Marty.

“What	they	put	in	the	hot	dogs.”

L.	 B.	 O’Boyle	 chewed	 and	 swallowed	 what	 they	 put	 in	 hot	 dogs.	 “Or,	 to	 quote
Bismarck,	the	making	of	sausages	is	not	a	pretty	sight.”	Then,	like	his	namesake,	prattling
on	about	the	grinding	of	meat	and	the	making	of	laws.

“Who’s	Bismarck?”

Not	 that	Leo,	some	while	now	in	 the	married	state,	knew	why	he	wanted	 to	 impress
this	striking	example	of	young	womanhood.	A	bit	of	male	display	brought	on	by	her	show
of	 gams?	Force	 of	 habit	 to	 play	 the	 authentic	Harvard	Square	 character	 in	 an	 authentic
Harvard	Square	milieu?	The	dawning,	inescapable	terror	of	…	Because	at	this	juncture	in



his	life	he	was	not	inclined	to	give	chase	even	if	he	were	to	interpret	the	acknowledging
glance	as	encouragement.

So	why	today,	of	all	days,	this	sense	of	irrevocable	loss,	of	possibilities	foreclosed,	of
unacted	desires,	when	she	slid	off	the	stool,	snubbed	out	her	cigarette,	paid	for	her	coffee,
smiled	a	“ciao	bello”	at	Charlie,	and	paraded	her	unmercifully	beautiful	rump	out	into	the
warming	September	morning?	Venus	Kallipyge	aside,	why	did	her	leaving	and	the	manner
of	it	leave	behind	an	audible	silence	in	that	landmark	hole	in	the	wall?

A	 silence	 into	which	 L.	 B.	O’Boyle,	 clearing	 his	 throat	 and	 quoting	 his	 friend	Alf,
intoned,	“The	beauty	of	women	makes	good	men	suffer.”

“How	 would	 you	 know?”	 Marty,	 too	 lucid	 by	 half,	 even	 laughed	 like	 de	 Niro–
downwards,	privately.

L.	B.	heard	the	rue	in	his	own	voice.	He	chewed	more	of	the	reconstituted	organ	and
non-organ	meat	and	pondered:	Ari	Krasnick	would	not	have	let	her	walk	off	like	that.	Ari
Krasnick,	 friend	 and	 co-conspirator,	would	have	 followed	her	 out	 the	door,	would	have
stopped	her	on	the	sidewalk,	oblivious	to	annoyed	pedestrians	having	to	skirt	them	as	he
entreated	her	with	his	Spaniel	eyes,	importuned	her	with	a	fusillade	of	words,	telling	her
he	had	to,	just	had	to	talk	to	her,	meaning,	naturally,	another	kind	of	intercourse.	Women
found	his	ardor	either	hilarious	or	convincing	and	ended,	 figuratively,	doubled	over	one
way	or	another.

That	was	no	longer	tenable	for	L.	B.	O’Boyle,	who	forebear,	who	let	diffuse	to	mere
regret	 the	 lust	 in	his	heart.	Not	out	of	 any	 invocation	of	 conscious	morality	 as	out	of	 a
fidelity	 compounded	 of	 marital	 inertia,	 a	 dash	 of	 the	 uxorious,	 and	 a	 recurring
enchantment	he	took	for	love.	Leopold	Bloom	O’Boyle—yclept	thus	by	a	deceased	father,
a	devout	Joycean	who	had	gone	slightly	daft	and	finally	died	while	attempting	to	commit
Finnegans	Wake	to	memory—was	married	and	on	the	verge	of	getting	more	married	than
he	already	was.	To	a	Protestant.	To	a	Protestant	preacher.	To	a	more	than	likely	pregnant
…	They	would	know	for	sure	today.	Which	prospect	rounded	on	him	spasmodically	with
strange,	exhilarating	terror.

“Ellbee,	don’t	be	calling	me	a	preacher.	I’m	a	minister.	Preachers	is	what	they	got	in
the	south.”	Going	full	Cracker	on	him.	It	was	not	what	he	anticipated	some	several	years
back	when	 he	 took	 up,	 during	 a	 brief	 infatuation	with	 the	 notion	 of	White	 Trash,	with
Annabel	Folsom	Chance	of	the	Deep	South.

She	 deceived	 him.	 Right	 from	 the	 start.	 From	 that	 first	 glance	 in	 the	 aural	 and
atmospheric	miasma	of	The	Plough	and	Stars,	that	species	of	desolation,	to	quote	the	bard
Heaney.	Gotten	up	like	a	cheerleader,	she	was,	breasty	in	a	rolled-top	sweater	of	dubious
pink,	 flared	 miniskirt,	 soft	 boots,	 everything	 but	 the	 pompoms.	 Which	 went	 with	 the
coquettish	swing	of	straight	blond	tresses	and	a	voice	that	got	to	him	when	the	organized
noise	abated.

He	 had	 stood	 one	 back	 from	 the	 bar	 stools	where	Annabel	 and	 a	 female	 friend	 sat.
There	was	noncommittal	talk	of	sharing	the	ashtray.	A	flit	of	a	smile	on	shapely	lips.	Be
my	guest,	her	inflections	such	that	he	inquired,	as	perhaps	he	was	meant	to:	“Where	are
you	from?	If	you	don’t	mind	my	asking.”



“Montgomery,	 Alabama.”	 Drawling	 it	 out	 as	 though	 it	 didn’t	 already	 have	 enough
syllables.	“And	ya’ll	…	?”

Y’all	…	Jesus.	“I’m	indigenous.”

“That’s	a	big	word.”

“It	just	means	local.”

“Does	local	mean	Irish?	I’ve	noticed	a	lot	of	Irish	around	here.”

“A	regular	infestation.”

“We	don’t	have	any	real	Irish	in	the	South.”

“Indeed?”

“They’re	all	Baptists.”

“Except	Scarlet	O’Hara.”

“Yes,	that’s	true,	isn’t	it?	My	name’s	Annabel.	This	here	is	Dorothea.	She’s	my	special
friend.”

“I’m	L.	B.”	Handshakes,	neutral	smiles.

“Elll	…	Beeee.	And	what	does	Ellbee	stand	for?”

“Leopold	Bloom.”

“Then	you	must	be	Jewish.”

“In	a	fictional	sort	of	way.”

“Yes	 …”	 As	 though	 she	 didn’t	 know	 but	 pretended	 to.	 Or	 wanted	 to	 give	 that
impression.

Dorothea	had	 turned	 to	 talk	 to	 the	bearded	gentleman	next	 to	her.	Nominally	 fictive
Israelite	Leopold	Bloom	O’Boyle	pointed	at	Miss	Annabel’s	nearly	empty	glass	and	spoke
with	mock	chivalry,	“May	I	be	so	bold	to	offer	you	a	recharge	of	what	you	are	imbibing?”

Smile	showing	brilliant	teeth,	pantomime	flutter	of	eyelids,	“Why	kind	sir,	I	do	declare
I	would	be	honored.”

The	 voice	 and	 then	 the	 eyes.	 What	 did	 he	 see	 in	 those	 blue	 depths?	 Dawning
attraction?	And	we	are	attracted	to	what	we	attract.

A	moment	later,	“Would	you	mind	if	I	called	you?”

“Called	me	what?”	Toying	with	him.

“On	the	telephone.”

She	took	out	a	pen	and	tore	a	piece	of	paper	from	a	spiral	notebook.	She	had	sensible
hands,	which	should	have	alerted	him,	and	a	deliberate	way	of	block	printing	the	letters	of
her	first	and	last	names	to	go	with	the	seven	numbers.

“Annabel	Chance,”	he	mused	aloud,	reading	her	legibility.

“The	very	one.”



She	 deceived	 him.	 Turned	 out	 to	 be	 Wellesley,	 Class	 of	 ‘84,	 and	 a	 student	 at	 the
Harvard	Divinity	School	writing	her	Doctor	of	Divinity	 thesis	on	Karl	Barth’s	 influence
on	the	fiction	of	John	Updike.

For	Christ	sake.

Leo	 O’Boyle	 stopped	 consuming	 his	 second	 hot	 dog	 and	 put	 the	 remainder	 on	 the
plate.	He	stared	at	his	nearly	empty	mug	and	pondered	a	refill	of	 the	alleged	coffee.	He
pondered	as	well	taking	out	a	small	notebook	in	which	to	write	notes	about	a	novel	he	felt
particularly	 anxious	 this	 morning	 about	 not	 writing.	 Or,	 more	 accurately,	 about	 not
finishing.

Leo’s	wandering	 glance	 caught	 and	moved	 away	 from	 the	 small	wall	 clock	 but	 not
before	registering	the	time:	8:11.	He	had	a	watch	on	his	left	wrist,	but	he	had	yet	to	use	it
that	morning	to	tell	time.

Outside,	 through	 the	 glass	 door,	 upright,	 blond	 Jim	 Block	 went	 by	 holding	 a	 large
model	 in	 his	 arms.	 An	 architectural	 model.	 Great	 guy,	 Block.	 Upstairs	 in	 the	 bend	 of
windows	 among	 a	 nest	 of	 fellow	 practitioners.	 Building	 the	 built	 world.	 Friend	 of	 Alf
Brooks-Denny’s.	Nice	family.

Family.	The	frightening	word.

Because	Leo,	as	his	mother	called	him,	suffered	from,	among	other	things,	a	persistent
case	of	Philip	Larkinism.	That	is	to	say,	what	he	took	to	be	the	poet’s	aesthetic	of	futility
appealed	 to	 him	 in	 the	 form	 of	 an	 easy,	 lulling	 nihilism.	 Might	 say	 the	 anesthetic	 of
futility.	They	fuck	you	up,	your	mum	and	dad	…	and	all	of	that.	Though	in	Leo’s	case	he
had	done	most	of	the	fucking	up	by	himself.

Stately,	plump	L.	B.	O’Boyle,	 the	well-known	 travel	writer	and	 the	 less	well-known
chronophobe,	 stood	 up	 from	 his	 leftovers	 and	 glanced	 at	 the	 push-pinned	 map	 of	 the
known	world.	Another	wince	of	disquiet.	Petra,	his	next	assignment,	had	no	pin.	Supposed
to	be	there	two	weeks	from	tomorrow.	Copy	due	no	later	than	…	He	paid	his	bill,	said	his
good-byes,	and	issued	out	into	the	mild	September	day.

Not	really	plump.	Well	fleshed,	he	would	concede.	Even	full	bodied.	But	not	plump,
not	even	stout,	certainly	not	corpulent,	a	word	he	associated	with	crapulent.	Well	fleshed.
And	not	un-stately.	For	which	he	relied	on	his	voice,	which	was	comfortably	bass	 in	 its
testicular	 resonance	 and	 adept	 at	 a	 facetious	 formality,	 traces	 of	 a	 year	 spent	 knocking
around	Dublin.	The	oft-squinting	eyes	were	more	shy	than	sly,	hazel	green	and	humorous
under	heavy	lids;	the	mouth	expressive	even	in	repose,	becoming	fuller	and	authoritative
with	 articulation.	 Of	 late	 he	 was	 given	 to	 keeping	 his	 chin	 up,	 out	 of	 its	 encroaching
double.	Of	course,	you	couldn’t	keep	your	chin	up	and	your	nose	down	at	the	same	time
so	that	he	appeared	to	some,	given	the	voice,	as	just	a	bit	sniffy.	In	his	sniffier	moments,	L.
B.	O’Boyle	liked	to	think	he	possessed	the	pseudo-Celtic	good	looks	ascribed	to	Humbert
Humbert	by	his	creator.	Not	so	pseudo	in	 that	he	had	also	been	likened	in	physique	and
physiognomy	to	The	Dying	Gaul—a	rather	fleshy	dying	Gaul—what	with	the	strong	nose,
shapely	mouth,	and	noble	brow,	but	without	the	moustache	or	the	knobbed	torc.	Curly	and
ginger	with	a	tendency	to	bush	outward	if	not	given	a	monthly	shearing	at	LaFlamme’s,
his	hair	had	a	pronounced,	tapering,	upward	sweep	towards	the	front,	an	Elvisian	touch	he
cultivated	because	the	Reverend	Annabel	Chance,	Doctor	of	Divinity,	thought	it	was	cute.



He	stood	 five	 feet	eleven	 inches	on	a	good	day	 though,	what	with	 slackness	of	age,
having	 turned	 thirty-six	 in	 July,	 and	perhaps	of	 character,	 he	 seldom	 reached	more	 than
five	feet	ten.	He	wore	vaguely	pressed	chinos,	a	button-down	white	Oxford	shirt	from	the
Coop,	loafers,	and	a	gray	brown	nearly	new	wide-wale	corduroy	jacket	from	Keezer’s,	the
used	clothing	purveyor	near	Central	Square.

From	his	shoulder	on	sturdy	straps	depended	a	bag	of	a	species	somewhere	between	a
purse	and	briefcase.	Its	reddish	brown,	un-tooled	and	slightly	abraded	leather	rendered	it
fashionably	unfashionable.	Not	for	him	one	of	those	trim	little	knapsacks.	They	appalled
him,	especially	on	the	back	of	a	smartly	dressed	woman.	Why	not	go	all	the	way?	Get	an
alpenstock	and	learn	to	yodel.

For	Christ	sake.

His	hanging	bag	contained	the	unfinished	novel	that	kept	tapping	him	on	the	shoulder
with	some	persistence	on	this	particular	morning.	Titled	Ice	Object	13,	it	constituted	in	its
extant	state	approximately	one	hundred	and	thirteen	pages,	single-spaced	in	twelve-point
Courier,	each	page	with	a	two-and-a-half-inch	margin	to	the	right	on	which	to	make	notes.
These	pages,	some	close	to	a	finished	draft,	others	little	more	than	narrative	scaffolding	or
verbal	doodling,	were	punched	with	holes	and	secured	in	a	three-ring	binder	along	with	a
growing	volume	of	post-its,	 foolscap,	 sheets	of	A4	 from	Easons	on	O’Connell	Street,	 a
five-by-eight	 lined	 notepad,	 four-by-six	 index	 cards,	 etc.,	 all	 scribbled	 or	 block-printed
with	notes	and	footnotes	to	notes	and	all	in	dire	need	of	organization.

The	novel	revolved	around	a	mysterious	thing	uncovered	by	an	avalanche	on	the	upper
reaches	of	 the	Hubbard	Glacier	 in	 the	state	of	Alaska.	At	one	level,	 it	was	an	adventure
yarn.	On	another	level	it	was	to	be	a	profound	exploration	of	the	nature	of	time,	the	Object
being	not	 only	 extraterrestrial	 but	 extra-temporal.	Or	 so	 the	 author	wanted	 to	 think.	On
down	days	and	even	on	some	up	days,	he	thought	of	this	slowly	gestating	literary	effort	as
mon	bébé	mort.

His	other	dead	baby,	snug	 in	a	manila	 folder	with	pockets,	he	called	The	Caper.	An
earlier	effort	at	the	novel	form,	The	Caper	had	been	slowly	shriveling	until	revived	by	Ari
Krasnick	 and	 a	 couple	 of	 his	 friends	 as	 a	 living	 implausibility,	 at	which	 point	 it	 began
slowly	 shriveling	 again.	 Another	 wince,	 an	 inner	 bristling.	 Lunch	 later	 today	with	 The
Committee.	A	black	hole	sucking	in	time.

Under	its	buckled	flap,	the	satchel,	for	that’s	what	it	was,	also	held	a	brown	accordion
folder	 containing	 a	 selection	 from	 the	 literary	 remains	 of	 his	 late	 and	 lamented	 father,
Francis	 Xavier	 O’Boyle.	 These	 included	 a	 sheaf	 labeled	 JN,	 meaning,	 he	 found	 later,
journal	notes,	jottings	meant	for	inclusion	in	a	bound	black	journal	that	remained	virtually
untouched.	And,	most	interestingly,	a	notebook	titled	Working	Class	Hero.	He	wasn’t	sure
why	he	 carried	 the	 files	 around	with	him.	A	kind	of	 balance.	Mon	père	mort.	Until	 the
week	 before	 it	 had	 been	 on	 the	 shelf	 over	 his	 writing	 desk	 in	 the	 spare	 room.	 Some
fascinating	 stuff,	 at	 least	 to	 a	 son.	 What	 he	 meant	 to	 do	 with	 it	 he	 hadn’t	 decided.
Resurrect	the	man	with	his	own	words?

There	was	also	a	plain	manila	folder	enfolding	an	unfinished,	indeed,	scarcely	started,
travel	piece	on	the	wonders	of	Petra,	the	narrow	gorge	in	Jordan	culminating	with	classical
facades	 sculpted	 into	 the	 living	 sandstone.	 A	 few	 notes	 on	 the	 extinct	 Nabataeans,	 the



former	inhabitants.	Did	they	speak	Aramaic?	Like	Christ?

Liam	Walsh,	 habitué	 of	 McDaids	 and	 drinking	 pal	 during	 L.	 B.	 O’Boyle’s	 Dublin
Wanderjahr	and	now	doing	public	relations	for	a	well-capitalized	start-up	airline	based	in
Saudi	Arabia,	had	commissioned	the	piece	for	the	carrier’s	on-board	magazine.	For	which
L.	B.	had	received	a	generous	advance	along	with	meal	and	hotel	vouchers	and	two	first-
class	round-trip	tickets	from	Boston	to	Amman	via	New	York.

Also:	A	slender	appointments	calendar	purchased	at	Slates	and	seldom	used,	calendars
being	a	kind	of	clock.	A	black,	bound	journal	of	his	own,	also	from	Slates.	A	half	can	of
peppermint	Altoids.	Paper	clips.	Scraps	of	paper	with	notes.	Almost	clean	handkerchief.	A
pair	of	Ray-Ban	Aviators,	classic	now.	Receipt	for	two	rolls	of	Kodachrome,	the	resulting
prints	ready	at	Ferranti	Dege.

More	handily,	he	carried	 in	 the	 inside	pocket	of	his	 jacket	a	 threeand-a-half	 inch	by
five-and-a-half	 inch	black	Moleskine	notebook	 for	on-the-fly	notes	 about	 Ice	Object	 13
and	 the	 occasional	 phone	 number	 or	 address.	A	 back	 section	 he	 devoted	 to	 yet	 another
literary	entanglement,	one	well	beyond	his	competence	if	not	his	confidence.	Friend	Alf,
off	the	cuff,	asking,	“Hey,	Leo,	why	not	do	a	day	in	the	life	of	yourself?	A	kind	of	updated
Bloomsday.	Set	it	in	and	around	Harvard	Square.	Hour	by	hour.	Hyperconsciousness,	you
know,	get	in	the	flow.”

“What	flow?”

“The	stream	of	consciousness.”

Alf	 going	 on	 about	Nabokov	 on	 the	Circe	 episode	 of	Ulysses—the	 novel	 dreaming
itself.

Novels	begin	 like	 that.	Or	 in	dreams.	Waking	dreams.	His	 ice	object	 story	began	 its
uncertain	life	during	a	flyover	of	the	Hubbard	Glacier	a	couple	of	years	before.	Something
in	the	snow	resembling	a	downed	weather	balloon	or	stylized	igloo	glinting	in	the	angled
sun.	The	author	thinking,	dreaming	what	if?	Before	the	plane	dipped,	the	light	shifted,	and
the	 thing	 resolved	 itself	 into	 an	outcropping	of	ordinary	 rock.	But	not	before	 the	 image
embedded	 itself	 in	his	mind,	gestated,	hatched,	grew	claws	and	 the	stubs	of	wings.	And
demanded	to	be	fed.

Especially	 this	morning	 for	 some	 reason	 or	 reasons.	 The	 thing	 had	 turned	 loud	 and
ravenous	on	him,	all	but	chewing	the	inside	of	his	bag.	He	promised	to	attend	ASAP.	After
a	 few	 small	 errands.	 Perhaps	 in	 Lamont	 after	 dropping	 by	 the	 Poetry	 Room.	 Soon,	 he
soothed,	soon.

Out	 the	 door	 of	 The	 Tasty,	 he	 turned	 right	 to	 cross	 what	 had	 been	 a	 spur	 of
Massachusetts	Avenue,	now	a	paved	part	of	a	redbrick	pedestrian	plaza	where	gathered	the
young	and	 the	 restless,	 the	 lost	and	 the	homeless,	 the	dazed	and	 the	clueless.	All	 in	 the
shadow	of	Dmitri	Hadzi’s	 twenty-foot	granitic,	 semaphoric	Omphalos.	Umbilicus	of	 the
intellectual	universe	and	right	there	in	Harvard	Square.

Omphalos.

The	 fact	 is,	 the	 suggestion	 to	pen	a	kind	of	Ulysses	Redux	 had	 also	 taken	hold,	 had
become	an	inner	itch	that	scratching	only	made	worse.	Leopold	Bloom	O’Boyle	had	the



right	 authorial	 handle	 for	 it.	 But	 it	meant	 a	 lot	 of	work.	He	would	 have	 to	 reread	The
Odyssey	 and	 take	notes.	And	 then	climb	Mount	Ulysses	yet	 again.	He	knew	 the	 routes,
some	of	them	by	heart.	He	knew	the	dazzling	views,	the	dizzying	heights,	the	alluring	by-
ways,	the	webs	of	connections,	the	endless	minutiae,	the	thin	air.	Still	it	meant	digging	out
the	guidebooks	and	an	oxygen	mask.	For	what?	The	trials	and	tribulations	of	an	Odysseus
thrice	removed,	a	take	on	a	take,	the	danger	of	inadvertent	parody	never	far	off.	Another
neglected	fosterling	in	his	bag	of	dreams	clamoring	for	attention?

Still	…

To	the	right	of	where	he	stood	the	subway	entrance	engorged	and	disgorged	all	variety
of	 riders,	 gliding	 up	 out	 of	 and	 gliding	 down	 into	 the	 underground	 on	 the	 escalator,
motionless	 yet	moving.	The	 sight	 nagged	L.	B.	O’Boyle’s	 inner	 author	with	 something
metaphoric	just	beyond	his	reach.	Something	to	do	with	the	nature	of	time.	Or	something
to	do	with	Dmitri’s	sculpting	and	his	Joycean	dad	poking	gently	baby	Leo’s	naked	naval
and	 intoning,	 “The	 cords	 all	 link	 back,	 strandentwining	 cable	 of	 all	 flesh.”	 Umbilicus.
Reverend	Doctor	Annabel	Chance’s	enticing	bellybutton	and	what	now	grew	beneath.

He	noticed	a	bank	of	pay	phones	just	beyond	the	sprawl	area.	Call	Annabel?	Wish	her
the	luck	she	probably	wouldn’t	need.	Tell	her	he	loved	her.	Remind	her	to	ask	about	the
alternatives?	The	alternative.

Across	the	busy	traffic,	just	before	Massachusetts	Avenue	turned	sharply	left,	stretched
a	 long	 commercial	 block,	 coigned	 redbrick,	 mansarded,	 as	 though	 part	 of	 Harvard.
Probably	 owned	 by	Harvard.	 There	 stood	 the	 street	 clock	 in	 front	 of	 the	more	modern
Coop,	 the	 time	 showing	 as	 8:22.	He	 did	 not	 avert	 his	 gaze.	What	 time	 is	 it?	Mistaken
question,	really.	It’s	never	the	same	time	as	when	you	looked.	Even	as	you	looked.	A	kind
of	uncertainty	principle.	If	only	by	seconds,	then	minutes,	hours,	days,	years.	Better	to	ask,
what	 time	was	 it?	Or	what	 time	will	 it	 be?	Which	 both	 presumed	 there	was	 a	 time,	 an
actual	point	of	time,	called	the	present.	When,	of	course,	there	isn’t.

Now	he	was	not	 so	 sure	 that	 the	present	didn’t	 exist.	He	glanced	again	 at	 the	 street
clock	and	 this	 time	checked	 it	against	his	 father’s	watch.	8:23.	They	agreed.	Which,	 for
reasons	he	could	not	fathom,	reassured	him.	Heretofore	he	had	not	only	avoided	looking	at
public	clocks	unless	absolutely	necessary,	but	he	had	been	unable	to	wear	his	late	father’s
elegant	Lecoutre	Master	Mariner	for	more	than	a	few	minutes	at	a	time.

And	something	else.	To	his	bemusement,	the	travel	writer	cum	novelist	encore	manqué
took	in	the	scene	with	more	than	his	usual	acuity.	He	could	imagine	that	 it	was	all	new,
that	he	was	seeing	it	for	the	first	time—as	though	he	were	a	tourist	just	off	the	plane	or	a
perspicacious	 travel	writer,	 but	 one	 from	Tokyo	 or	 Canberra	 or	Moscow.	Or	 as	 though
someone	 else	 was	 looking	 through	 his	 eyes.	 Or	 he	 was	 looking	 through	 their	 eyes.
Because	 he	was	 struck	 by	 the	 prevalence	 of	 redbrick,	 the	 size	 of	 the	 cars,	 the	 directed,
striding	people,	the	gray	steeple	of	the	church	on	the	corner	of	Church	Street	pointing	into
the	blue	gray	sky.	And	for	just	that	instant,	he	felt	relieved	of	his	fear	of	time.

Out	 of	 Town	 News	 in	 the	 old	 repurposed	 subway	 entrance	 stood	 just	 beyond	 the
information	 kiosk.	 All	 the	 newspapers	 he	 couldn’t	 read.	 Inside	 the	 smell	 of	 newsprint.
Corriere	della	Sera.	Bella	sera.	Got	that	much.	Frankfurter	Allgemeine	Zeitung.	Hot	dog
wouldn’t	work	there.	Le	Monde	he	could	handle	and	The	Irish	Times.	No	more	Pravda,	no



more	 Izvestia.	 No	 news	 in	 the	 truth,	 no	 truth	 in	 the	 news.	 The	 Soviet	 Union	 dumped
unceremoniously	into	the	trash	bin	of	history.	If	only	Dad	had	lived	to	see	that.

The	Boston	Globe	for	September	8,	1992,	featured	front-page	stories	about	the	Bush-
Clinton	 race,	 each	 candidate	wrapping	 himself	 in	 the	 banner	 of	 give	 ‘em	hell	Harry.	A
page	2	headline	read,	“Sarajevo	food	stocks	dwindling	fast.”	Another	story	had	a	picture
of	 the	 Sinologist	Ross	Terrill,	 a	 friend	 of	Alf’s.	 It	was	 about	 a	 dissident	 being	 arrested
shortly	 after	 visiting	 Terrill	 in	 Beijing.	 Inside	 a	 photo	 of	 Mrs.	 Clinton,	 Mrs.	 Hillary
Rodham	Clinton.	Someone	to	watch.

A	fleeting	thought:	Joyce	used	the	Evening	Telegraph	and	other	papers	published	close
to	June	16,	1904,	as	sources	of	record	for	his	masterpiece.	Buy	the	Globe	and	do	the	same
with	it?	But	who	was	he,	Bloom	or	Dedalus	or	both?	Telemachus	looking	for	his	father?
Or	Odysseus	trying	to	get	back	to	his	besieged	Penelope	in	Ithaca?	He	much	doubted	that
Annabel	would	be	 fending	off	 suitors	or	 lying	abed	waiting	 for	 the	moral	 equivalent	of
Blazes	Boylan	to	come	ravish	her.	That	 little	creep	Bernie	Lusk	didn’t	quite	fill	 the	bill.
Boylan	at	 least	had	a	spurious	élan.	Holding	a	carnation	 in	his	 lips	by	 the	stem.	On	 the
other	 hand,	 the	 three	 o’clock	 appointment	 Annabel	 had	 at	 Brigham	 and	 Women’s
reverberated	at	a	level	he	couldn’t	plumb.

No.	Can’t	do	it.	Wouldn’t	work.

Still,	he	paid	the	aproned	attendant	and	folded	the	daily	into	his	satchel.

He	 glanced	 at	 Le	Monde.	Lundi.	 Only	 a	 day	 late.	 Front	 page	 story	 about	 a	 record
number	of	murders	in	Los	Angeles	County	during	August.	Must	seem	like	the	Wild	West
to	the	civilized	French.

Another	 thought	 blooming.	 Out	 of	 Town	 News.	 A	 squat	 Tower	 of	 Babel.	 Sheldon
Cohen	presiding.	For	the	newspaper	scene?	The	Aeolus	episode,	perhaps?	It	was	an	island,
a	traffic	island.	Or	had	been	before	becoming	a	peninsula	for	pedestrians.	No	shortage	of
local	 windbags.	 Could	 play	 with	 that.	 Better	 than	 the	 Harvard	 Gazette	 Office	 up	 in
Holyoke	Center.	Knew	folks	there.	House	organ.	Not	the	same.	Holyoke.	Curious	name.

No.	Cannot	start	yet	another	novel.

•	•	•

L.	B.	O’Boyle	turned	back	in	the	direction	of	The	Tasty,	then	past	the	Wursthaus.	The
worst	house,	in	common	parlance,	domain	of	the	Cardullos	and	mother	lode	of	authentic
Italo-American	 German	 cuisine.	 Guys	 hanging	 around	 the	 entrance	 foyer	 like	 stage
Mafioso.	Also	 the	eponymous	Cardullo’s	across	JFK	Street.	Real	deli.	Smoked	eel.	Had
that	at	the	University	Club	on	Stephen’s	Green.	JFK	was	Boylston	Street	until	Councilor
Alfred	Vellucci	read	Bob	Levy	in	the	Globe	that	the	Kennedy	School	of	Government	was
thinking	 of	 changing	 its	 name,	 the	 better	 to	 better	 its	 fund-raising.	 JFK.	 Our	 martyred
President.	 Dad	 turned	 teary	 that	 day	 in	 late	 November,	 muttering	 to	 himself,	 pacing
around	 their	 apartment.	 Luck	 of	 the	 Irish.	 History	 the	 nightmare	…	 Sic	 transit	 gloria
mundi,	he	kept	repeating.

Who	was	the	novelist	had	a	character	named	Gloria	Monday?	Standing	under	the	stack
of	illuminated	signs,
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Leopold	 Bloom	 O’Boyle	 suffered	 a	 nearly	 debilitating	 nostalgia	 for	 the	 present	 he
didn’t	believe	in.	These	things,	these	people,	this	instant,	were	all	passing,	would	keep	on
passing.	And	be	forever	gone.	He	glanced	around	at	the	hurrying	faces	and	marveled	that
he	alone	appeared	to	be	suffering	this	sense	of	continual,	irretrievable	loss.

But	 then	 he	 suffered	 from	 all	 kinds	 of	 nostalgias,	 including	 what	 might	 be	 called
vicarious	 nostalgia	 for	 the	 lost	 worlds	 of	 others—the	 pristine	 America	 of	 the	 natives
before	the	Europeans	arrived;	Nabokov’s	butterfly-collecting	boyhood;	the	vibrant	culture
of	Europe’s	 Jews	 before	 the	 advent	 of	Hitler;	 the	Brahmin	Boston	 of	Henry	 James	 and
John	 Singer	 Sargent;	 the	modest	 life	 that	 his	 parents	 had	 once	 had	 and	 from	which	 he
sprang.	 It	 went	 beyond	 sentimentality.	 In	 passing	 an	 empty	 lot	 where	 a	 building	 had
recently	been	torn	down	and	carted	away,	he	would	experience	a	keen	stab	of	regret	for
the	loss	of	what	had	been	there	even	on	those	occasions	when	he	could	not	recall	what	had
been	there.

Nor	could	he	 imagine	a	different	arrangement	for	how	life	might	be	 lived	outside	of
time.	Perhaps	 like	a	film	you	could	stop,	 rewind,	 replay,	slow	to	slow	motion,	or,	at	 the
very	least,	pause?	But	what	if	everybody	could	do	that?	What	would	happen	to	all	those
times	 in	 the	meantime?	Time	would	still	have	 to	pass.	Of	course	everything	had	 to	pass
until	…	Death.	Larkin	whispering—Nothing	more	terrible.	Nothing	more	true.	A	darkness
no	one	sees	into	or	out	of.	The	lights	stay	on,	but	not	for	you.	And	small	consolation	that
even	 billionaires	 aloft	 in	 their	 private	 jets	 have	 to	 decide	what	 to	 do	with	 this	 beloved
thing,	this	pampered	thing,	this	fleshcase	that	we	are	all	walking	around	in:	have	it	burned
to	ashes	or	 left	 to	rot	 in	 the	ground.	Gets	reworked	one	way	or	another.	The	secret	 is	 to
live,	said	Leo	O’Boyle	to	himself,	quoting	his	father	quoting	Joyce:	Life.

His	mistimed	nostalgias	were	manifestations	of	periodic	bouts	of	chronophobia,	a	fear
not	simply	of	clocks	or	other	chronometers	but	of	what	they	represented—time	itself	and
its	unrelenting	passage	from	which	there	was	no	refuge.	Not	that	he	didn’t	try	to	find	one.
Some	days	were	worse	than	others,	afflicting	him	like	an	asthmatic	suffering	a	high	pollen
count.	Other	days?	At	best	a	tenuous	normality,	but	one	requiring	an	aversion	to	anything
smacking	of	clocks,	calendars,	dates,	references	to	time.	But	such	that	even	on	good	days
he	would	 glance	 around	 him	 and	wonder	why	 there	was	 no	 panic.	 Don’t	 they	 realize?
Time	 is	burning	 them	alive!	Yet	sane	enough	 to	know	that	everyone	else	wasn’t	 insane.
From	which	 he	 took	 a	 pinch	 of	 solace.	Better	 to	 be	mad	 himself	 than	 to	 have	what	 he
feared	to	be	real.	He	wondered	if	there	was	a	name	for	his	affliction	in	that	handbook	of
psychic	 disorders.	 Acute	 Chronophobic	 Syndrome.	 ACS.	 Or	 Chronic	 Chronophobic
Disorder	Syndrome.	CCDS.	Or	Temporal	Anxiety	Recurrent	Disorder.

His	 peculiar	 neurosis	 first	 appeared	 during	 a	 precocious	 puberty,	 a	 time	 of	 facial
pimpling	 and	 marvelous	 nocturnal	 emissions.	 The	 proximate	 cause	 was	 an	 old	 mantel



wind-up	clock	in	the	Cassidy	house	that	his	mother,	along	with	her	siblings,	inherited	near
Crystal	Lake	in	North	Chelmsford,	Massachusetts.	The	clock	had	stopped	with	its	Gothic
hands	indicating	four	twenty-three.	He	took	it	down	and	fiddled	with	it.	He	wound	it	up.
Nothing.	He	opened	the	glass	on	its	face	and	moved	the	minute	hand.	Nothing.	He	might
have	taken	a	screwdriver	and	examined	its	innards	except	there	wasn’t	a	small	enough	one
around.	 Instead	he	 tapped	 the	clock	 lightly	on	 its	oaken	head.	Nothing.	A	moment	 later,
the	 thing	 began	 ticking	 and	 he	 nearly	 dropped	 it	 as	 though	 some	 sleeping	 beast	 had
become	alive	on	his	lap.

He	had	woken	up	sleeping	time.	Which	he	knew	to	be	absurd	because	he	was	already
acutely	conscious	of	time’s	ineluctable	passage.	Still	it	left	him	shaken	and	apprehensive
about	 time	always	coming	and	always	going.	He	 later	surmised	his	chronophobia	began
when	he	grew	conscious	of	his	consciousness	about	time.	He	grew	aware	of	being	aware
of	 public	 clocks,	 classroom	clocks,	 digital	 clocks,	 alarm	 clocks,	 appliance	 clocks,	 radio
clocks,	dashboard	clocks.	Not	to	mention	watches.	Not	to	mention	time	checks	on	radio,
on	television,	at	football	games.	How	many	minutes,	seconds,	tenths	of	seconds	left.	Then
nuclear	 clocks	 splitting	 time	 down	 to	 nanoseconds,	 to	 tiny,	 tiny	 slices	 of	 time.	Which
didn’t	slow	it	down	one	bit.

Most	mornings	Leo	began	his	day	in	denial.	That	is,	he	would	ignore	as	best	he	could
the	daily	dance	of	the	hours	even	while	aware	of	time’s	incessant	hum,	its	ticking	and	its
tocking,	its	chiming	and	its	belling,	even	its	deceptive	silences.	But	that	morning,	for	the
first	 time	 in	many	 suns	 and	many	moons	 and	 partly	 as	 a	 counter-phobic	 exercise,	 Leo
retrieved	his	dad’s	wristwatch	from	a	drawer	of	the	desk	where	he	wrote.	But	only	partly
as	a	curative	ploy	because	he	had	also	just	risen	from	a	vivid	dream	of	his	dad,	a	dream
both	 reassuring	 and	 tantalizing	 in	 which	 Francis	 X.	 wanted	 to	 tell	 him	 something
important	but	never	got	around	to	it.	In	the	thrall	of	that	dream,	he	had	wound	the	watch,
set	 its	 hands	 by	 the	 digital,	 truly	 alarming	 clock	 on	 Annabel’s	 side	 of	 the	 bed,	 which
normally	he	would	avoid	looking	at,	and,	with	self-conscious	fortitude,	strapped	it	on	his
wrist.

In	theory	he	should	have	been	able	to	tolerate	the	watch.	Winding	its	trim	little	stem
gave	him	a	tenuous	sense	of	controlling	it.	Analog	time	pieces	did	not	agitate	him	as	much
as	digital	displays,	perhaps	because	 the	swing	of	 the	seconds	hand	showed	distance	and
motion,	 linking	 the	passage	of	 time	 to	 something	 if	not	 altogether	 tangible	 then	at	 least
observable.	 It	 helped	 as	well	 that	 the	 face	was	perfectly	 round,	 three	hundred	 and	 sixty
degrees	of	time,	which	he	took	to	be	emblematic	of	the	spheres	circling	spheres	circling
spheres	throughout	the	known	universe.

In	theory.	On	previous	occasions,	strapping	on	the	watch	had	made	him	feel	manacled
to	 time,	 convinced	 the	 thing	 had	 synchronized	 itself	 with	 his	 heart,	 which,	 however
slowly,	was	winding	down.	He	wanted	to	forget	that	time	was	passing,	not	be	reminded	of
it.	So	he	had	not	succeeded	in	his	past	efforts.	His	best	time	in	keeping	the	timepiece	on
his	 wrist	 amounted	 to	 just	 short	 of	 half	 an	 hour.	 At	 that	 point,	 with	 seeming	madness
looming,	 he	 had	 un-strapped	 the	 ticking	 thing	 and	 put	 it	 back	 into	 the	 darkness	 of	 the
drawer.

He	 glanced	 again	 at	 the	 street	 clock	 in	 front	 of	 the	Coop.	 Then	 at	 his	 dad’s	watch.
8:40.	Still	keeping	pace.	And	a	faint	bell.	Then	an	uncanny,	too	real	sensation:	the	watch



on	his	wrist	was	keeping	his	father’s	time.	Or,	more	precisely,	continuing	his	father’s	time.
Then	another	odd	thought:	he	shouldn’t	be	wasting	his	father’s	time.

Though	waste	time	he	did,	musing	on	his	musings.

In	his	musings,	Leo	resisted	the	usual	metaphors	about	time.	Time	flowing	like	water
under	a	bridge?	What	bridge?	Did	it	flow	into	a	larger	stream	and	hence	into	an	ocean	of
time?	Then	what?	Evaporate,	condense,	and	fall?	Showers	of	time?	Downpours?	Floods?
Perhaps.	He	would	have	liked	to	believe	that	time	circulates.	The	notion	soothed	him.	But
he	felt	time	more	as	the	drip	drip	of	his	own	blood,	his	little	rill	of	life	slowly,	inexorably
running	dry.

A	few	years	back,	jettisoned	by	a	gorgeous	young	banker	named	Tyler,	who	declared,
after	checking	his	credit	rating,	“Sex	and	talk	are	not	enough,”	he	resorted	to	an	evening
of	 whiskey	 in	 the	 Temple	 Bar	 before	 indulging	 in	 some	mind-altering	 weed	 grown	 on
Mars	that	left	him	clinging	to	the	cliff	face	of	chronophobic	derangement.	He	tried	to	hide
from	it,	pulling	the	covers	over	his	head	in	bed	that	night	like	a	child	and	lying	perfectly
still.	Only	to	hear	and	feel	more	distinctly	the	clock	of	his	heart,	each	beat	one	less	of	what
remained.

What	remained.	Midway	through	his	fourth	decade,	on	his	birthday,	Leo	began	to	keep
score	 of	 his	 own	 time,	 totaling	 up	 what	 he	 had	 left	 of	 life	 like	 a	 miser	 counting	 his
dwindling	pile.	Having	turned	thirty-six	July	21,	he	figured	another	forty	years	if	…	ease
off	the	easy	life,	find	a	gym,	cut	out	the	hot	dogs	and	beer.	Forty	times	three	hundred	and
sixty	 five	plus	 ten	extra	 for	 leap	years	gave	him	 fourteen	 thousand	 six	hundred	and	 ten
days	left.	That	multiplied	by	twenty	four	gave	him	three	hundred	and	fifty	thousand,	six
hundred	and	forty	hours.	That	came	to	more	than	twenty-one	million	minutes.	He	didn’t
count	the	seconds,	not	that	seconds	didn’t	count.

At	 other	 times	 he	 thought	 of	 time	 coming	 and	 going	 in	 a	 kind	 of	 punctuated
equilibrium,	 as	 though	 the	 passage	 of	 time	 disrupted	 a	 serene	 eternal	 present.	 Back	 in
grammar	school,	St.	Peter’s—For	God	and	Country—the	minute	hand	of	the	black-banded
institutional	wall	 clock	 remained	 still	 until	 it	 staggered	 ever	 so	 slightly	 backward	 for	 a
second	 before	 jolting	 forward	 and	 coming	 to	 rest	 again.	A	 shock,	 but	 preferable	 to	 the
relentlessly	mounting	numerals	on	a	digital	watch.	Worst	were	game	clocks	showing	the
whirr	of	 tenths	of	 a	 second	as	 time	 ran	out.	To	 the	point	where	 the	only	 sport	he	could
watch	 comfortably	 on	 television	 was	 baseball,	 a	 game	 that,	 theoretically,	 could	 go	 on
forever	in	extra	innings.

Nor	 could	 he	 abide	 grandfather	 clocks	 keeping	 sentry	 in	 some	 quaint	 hostelry	with
their	audible	time-keeping.	After	about	ten	minutes,	the	tick-tock,	tick-tock,	tick-tock	got
to	 him.	On	 one	 occasion	 he	 and	Annabel	 had	 to	move	 rooms	 at	 a	 country	 inn	 because
some	 ancient	 timepiece	 standing	 in	 the	 hallway	 could	 not	 be	 silenced	without	 resort	 to
violence.

Leo	did	not	need	the	bearded	gentleman	in	the	New	Yorker	cartoons	to	suggest	to	his
recumbent	 form	 that	 a	 deal	 of	 his	 problem	 derived	 from	 a	 capacious,	 accurate,	 and
tenacious	memory.	He	could	recall	in	visual,	aural,	olfactory,	and	tactile	detail	events	with
their	 accompanying	 auras	 reaching	 back	 to	 his	 toddling	 days.	 One	 of	 his	 first	 distinct
memories	occurred	on	his	 third	Christmas	when	he	crawled	under	 the	dazzlingly	 lit	and



fragrant	 balsam	 (his	mother’s	 doing)	where,	 pushing	 aside	 the	 neatly	wrapped	 presents
(his	mother’s	doing),	he	discovered	that	the	tree	was	held	in	place	by	a	very	ordinary	stand
equipped	with	an	adjustable	clamp.	Which	caused	him	to	sniffle	and	then	cry.	Upon	asking
where	the	tree	came	from,	he	had	been	told	that	it	grew	of	its	own	accord	out	of	the	floor.
(His	dad’s	doing.)	It	took	him	awhile	to	learn	the	difference	between	the	telling	of	untruths
and	the	exercise	of	imagination.

In	other	words,	Leo’s	past	or	large	parts	of	it	remained	intact,	still	there	and	as	real	as
now.	But	not	still	there.	In	fact	all	gone,	gone	forever.	Time	had	destroyed	them.	And	yet
they	remained,	vivid,	seemingly	accessible,	creating	a	void	between	what	was	and	what	is
that	he	could	not	begin	to	bridge.

He	kept	his	malaise	 to	himself	 the	way	someone	with	a	severe	 foot	 fetish	might	not
want	it	generally	known.	Annabel	knew	about	it,	but	she	regarded	his	mal	de	temps,	as	she
so	 nicely	 put	 it,	 as	 more	 of	 an	 eccentricity	 than	 a	 condition	 requiring	 professional
treatment—were	 such	 treatment	 available.	Which	 helped	 him	 to	 feel	 normal,	 especially
since	he	had	an	aversion	bordering	on	the	pathological	to	anything	remotely	smacking	of
premeditated	 verbal	 therapy.	Which	 did	 not	 preclude	 heart-to-hearts	 with	 Annabel	 or	 a
boozy	session	in	a	friendly	bar	with	a	pal	like	Alf.	The	latter	of	which	might	have	helped
had	he	been	able	to	recall	the	next	morning	more	than	a	few	sentences	of	what	had	been
said	the	night	before.

Alcohol	 helped,	 but	 only	 in	 moderation,	 hangovers	 being	 for	 the	 temporality-
challenged	seemingly	endless,	an	inversion	of	the	phobia,	pulling	and	stretching	minutes
into	 hours	 as	 though	 to	 make	 more	 time	 for	 the	 deserved	 misery.	 Moderate	 doses	 of
whiskey,	on	the	other	hand,	helped	him	to	forget	about	time	and,	as	in	any	illness	real	or
imagined,	 forgetting	 helped.	 But	 he	 couldn’t	 remind	 himself	 to	 forget	 inasmuch	 as
forgetting	is	the	most	involuntary	activity	of	the	human	mind.	But	what	blissful	glimpses
of	the	normality	forgetting	afforded	in	wistful	retrospect	after	something	as	innocuous	as
the	chiseled	date	on	a	building	reminded	him	that	tempus	fugit.

In	 the	 course	 of	 a	 few	 severe	 episodes,	 Leo	 taught	 himself	 to	 control	 his	 private
madness.	He	had	no	wish	 to	be	enrolled	at	McLeans,	 the	Harvard	of	 institutions	 for	 the
differently	mental,	 despite	 its	 list	 of	 distinguished	 graduates,	 including	 the	 poet	 Robert
Lowell.	 Or	 to	 have	 his	 name	 affixed	 forever	 to	 a	 clinical	 disorder,	 something	 like
O’Boyle’s	Syndrome,	for	which	there	was	no	known	cure.

Any	 number	 of	 discreet	 inquiries	 convinced	 him	 there	 was	 little	 in	 the	 medical
literature	about	chronophobia	other	than	generalities	about	phobias	in	general.	Nor	could
he	find	among	the	spin-offs	of	AA	anything	resembling	Chronophobics	Anonymous.	Even
had	 there	been,	he	doubted	he	would	have	 joined	with	 fellow	 sufferers	 in	 the	hope	 and
comfort	of	shared	stories	in	a	semi-circle	of	hard	chairs	in	the	community	activities	room
of	 a	 local	 church.	 Besides,	 having	 little	 inclination	 to	 join	 the	 growing	 ranks	 of	 those
enjoying	 certified	 victimhood,	 he	 blamed	 himself	 for	 his	 weird	 affliction.	 He	 blamed
himself	in	part	because	he	wanted	to	maintain	the	notion,	however	illusory,	that	if	it	were
his	fault	then	he	could	correct	it.	Virtue	being	a	fig	and	within	ourselves	that	we	are	thus
and	thus	and	all	that.

To	 this	 end,	Leo	gave	himself	 license	 to	brood	endlessly	on	 the	nature	of	 time	very



much	at	the	risk	of	making	this	palliative	part	of	the	disease.	In	these	broodings,	his	mind
got	into	ruts,	SOTs,	same	old	thoughts.	Again	and	again	he	pondered	whether	the	future
plunged	into	the	past	in	a	circular	or	linear	fashion.	That	question	constituted	a	major	sub-
category	 of	 his	 musings,	 musings	 he	 resorted	 to	 in	 his	 attempts	 to	 objectify	 and	 thus
distance	 this	 thing	 that	 baffled	 him	 at	 best	 and	 terrorized	 him	 at	 worst.	 As	 an	 interim
solution	to	the	question	of	the	circularity	or	linearity	of	time,	he	decided	it	was	both	and	it
was	 neither	 and	 it	 was	 unknowable	 in	 that	 time	 would	 remain	 the	 final	 mystery	 of
existence	never	to	be	fathomed.

For	a	time	he	had	a	copy	of	Dali’s	Persistence	of	Memory	tacked	to	the	wall	over	his
desk.	He	wanted	 to	 agree	with	 the	 sentiment,	 but	 having	 the	 right	 title	wasn’t	 enough.
With	 time,	 the	 spineless,	 flowing	watches	 struck	 him	 as	 fakes,	 cover-ups,	making	 time
seem	 tame,	 even	 cute.	 He	 would	 have	 preferred	 death	 heads	 with	 clock	 faces	 and	 no
hands.	Or	smashed	hour	glasses,	their	fine	sands	spilled	around	them.	He	even	thought	of
writing	a	letter	 to	the	artist	 to	tell	him	the	truth	about	time.	But	the	artist’s	 time	had	run
out.

In	pondering	his	bouts	of	chronophobia,	Leo	noticed	they	conflated	with	a	hankering
for	the	ordinary,	for	the	repeatability	of	things,	for	the	steps	leading	up	to	the	front	door	of
their	 down-at-heels	 apartment	 in	 Arlington	 and	 for	 its	 warm	 wooden	 stairway	 which,
ascending	to	the	second	floor,	held	time	steady	in	the	vestiges	of	accumulated	odors.	Of
late	 when	 he	 traveled	 the	 world,	 the	 travel	 writer	 L.	 B.	 O’Boyle	 sought	 out	 lived-in
neighborhoods	down	side	streets.	He	walked	 through	them,	stopping	in	hardware	stores,
florists,	 bookshops,	 pharmacies,	 food	 shops,	 buying	 some	 small	 item	 to	 justify	 his
intrusion.	 It	 soothed	 him	 to	 imagine	what	 it	 was	 like	 to	 live	 there,	 to	 have	 a	 house	 or
apartment	to	fix	up,	to	shop	for	dinner,	to	get	your	clothes	cleaned	and	your	car	fixed.	All
of	which	was	related,	he	considered,	to	an	impulse	to	experience	the	time	of	the	place,	the
time	that	ticked	on,	the	life	that	got	lived,	before	he	arrived,	while	he	was	there,	and	after
he	left.

Time	as	oxidation.	Time	the	fire	 in	which	…	And	something	to	find	out:	How	did	a
New	Yorker	of	the	Hebrew	persuasion	named	Schwartz	end	up	with	the	name	Delmore?
Maybe	it’s	explained	in	Humboldt’s	Gift.

The	one	reliable	refuge	from	his	phobia	Leo	found	in	reading.	Especially	fiction	but
also	biography	and	history.	Especially	when	well	written.	Before	a	chance	exchange	while
lunching	with	Alf	 at	The	Potato,	Leo	had	no	 idea	why.	 It	 had	 little	 to	do	with	 the	 time
frame	of	whatever	he	was	reading.	The	few	hours	of	Ulysses	soothed	as	well	as	the	years
of	War	and	Peace.	On	the	other	hand,	Du	Coté	de	Chez	Swann,	into	which	he	periodically
immersed	 himself	 in	 the	 hope	 of	 finding	 something	 like	 timelessness,	 a	 French-English
dictionary	 at	 hand,	 proved	 disappointing,	 making	 him	 ponder	 the	 difference	 between
reading	a	language	you	know	and	thinking	in	it.

The	title	of	their	discussion	at	the	Potato	might	have	been	“A	Theory	of	Narrative.”

“Actually,”	 said	Alf,	 seldom	shy	about	 expatiating	on	 large	 topics,	 “story	 is	 a	better
word	 for	 it.”	A	digression	 into	how	 the	word	narrative	 had	been	hijacked,	 reduced	 to	 a
pseudo-technical	 term,	 i.e.,	 jargon,	 in	 the	dubious	discipline	of	postmodernism.	“In	 fact,
no	 one	 knows	why	we	make	 up	 stories,	 tell	 stories,	 listen	 to	 stories,	 need	 stories.	 You



might	as	well	ask,	why	do	we	live?”

“Maybe	they	figured	in	our	evolution,”	chanced	Leo,	writer-towriter	now,	pushing	one
of	Alf’s	many	buttons.

A	 facial	 shrug.	 “In	 early	 human	 evolution	 after	 the	 development	 of	 language	 it’s
possible	 that	 the	 telling	 of	 cautionary	 tales	 provided	 a	 selection	 advantage	 at	 the	 group
level.”	Then	musing	out	loud.	“Stories	enlarge	our	worlds	with	other	places,	other	lives,
other	 times.	We	 live	 through	others	by	 an	 act	 of	 the	 imagination,	which	 stories	 require.
Postmodernism	got	that	much	right.	Perhaps	we	are	compelled	by	what	happens	to	others
because	our	own	lives	are	themselves	stories	set	in	time.”

“From	which	we	cannot	escape.”

“Ah,	but	we	do.	Or	we	 try.	 Into	 the	 lives	 and	 especially,	 into	 the	 time	 and	 times	of
others.	And	not	just	in	stories.”

Which	rang	a	bell	in	Leo’s	psyche	that	jarred	him	awake,	but	awake	to	what	he	wasn’t
quite	 sure.	 It	was	 a	 bell	 that	 continued	 to	 ring,	 sometimes	 faintly,	 sometimes	 loudly.	 It
tolled	 something	 about	 the	 time	 of	 others	 real	 or	 imagined.	 It	 tolled	 with	 an	 echo	 of
promise	 in	 its	 reverberations.	He	didn’t	delve	as	perhaps	he	should	have	because	he	did
not	want	to	become	too	conscious	of	the	assuagement	that	the	alternate	time	of	a	novel	or
any	other	story	could	provide.	He	simply	indulged.	He	teased	himself	with	Wilde’s	Dorian
Gray,	watched	more	than	once	the	BBC	production	of	Brideshead	Revisited,	having	read
and	 reread	Waugh’s	 masterpiece,	 and	 wallowed	 in	 Love	 in	 a	 Time	 of	 Cholera.	 At	 the
moment	 he	 was	 deep	 into	 the	 narrative	 of	 the	 still	 unborn	 Tristam	 Shandy,	 a	 novel
overflowing	with	easy	time,	but	also	a	novel	too	large	and	tempting	to	carry	around	like
some	cumbersome	pacifier.	Because	he	was	prone	 to	 periodic	 bouts	 of	 bibliolepsy	with
which	he	eased	his	phobia	even	when	conscious	that	he	was	living	the	imaginary	time	of
these	imaginary	people	on	his	own	disappearing	time.

Which	made	L.	B.	O’Boyle	think	perhaps	more	than	he	should	have	about	the	novel	of
his	own	life.	The	story	of	his	existence	and	its	inevitable	conclusion.	Only	now	it	wasn’t
death	aided	and	abetted	by	relentless	time	that	stalked	him	as	he	went	by	The	Garage	that
was	no	 longer	a	garage	 to	 the	corner	of	Mount	Auburn	Street.	 It	was	 life.	Confirmation
today.	Three	o’clock.	Without	an	intervention,	Annabel’s	belly	would	swell,	a	swelling	act
consequent	 on	 a	 swelling	 act,	 another	 new	 life,	 a	 new	 story,	 budding,	 transforming	 his
own	life.	Unless	…	For	courage,	remembering	his	dad,	saying	to	himself	again,	Life.

At	that	instant,	in	a	passing	car,	in	the	backseat,	in	profile,	in	the	same	figure	like	the
father	that’s	dead,	Leo	saw	his	dad.	Or	a	man	of	middle	years	very	like	his	dad	was	then,
leaning	forward,	the	face	eager,	talking	to	the	driver.	He	glanced	at	his	father’s	watch	with
the	sensation	that	it	was	not	only	telling	his	father’s	time,	but	was	on	his	father’s	wrist.

To	help	gather	his	scattered	wits,	Leo	reviewed	his	timetable	for	the	day:	Drop	by	The
Grolier	for	a	copy	of	Seeing	Things.	Then	Ferranti	Dege	for	the	prints	from	the	two	film
cassettes	he	had	dropped	off	from	Annabel’s	point-and-shoot.	Snaps	of	their	receding	past.
Drop	by	Lamont	Library	 to	 see	what	Stratis	wanted.	Message	on	 the	message	machine.
Perhaps	 a	 travel	 piece	 for	 the	Review.	 Doesn’t	 pay.	 But	 a	 solid	 little	 publication.	 That
piece	 by	 Bob	 Scanlan	 on	 working	 with	 Beckett	 in	 Paris.	 Brooks-Denny’s	 essay	 on
Nabokov	 curating	 and	 describing	 butterflies	 at	 the	MCZ	and	 thereby	honing	his	 “high”



English.	Good	company.	Then	Widener	to	pick	up	something	on	the	Nabataeans.	Then	a
meeting	of	The	Committee.	Skip	the	meeting?	Mom	on	the	way	home.

Mom.

The	 evening	 before	 an	 employee	 of	 The	 Elms	 called	 and	 addressed	 him	 as	 Mr.
O’Boyle	in	a	tone	of	voice	that	gave	him	a	stab	of	concern	edged	by	the	expectation	that
this	was	The	Call,	the	sorry-to-inform-you	call.	It	wasn’t.	Mrs.	Boyle	had	been	asking	for
him.	Not	sleeping	well	at	night.	Sleeping	a	lot	during	the	day.	Depressed.	Tell	her	I	will	be
by	tomorrow,	he	said,	relieved	she	was	not	about	to	die,	relieved	not	to	feel	relieved	that
she	might	be.	No	heroic	Greek	was	he.	No	Telemachus	checking	back	on	his	mom	while
in	search	of	his	dad.

But	still	Ulysses	Redux	 sang	a	 tune	 in	his	head	he	couldn’t	silence.	A	 tune	yet	 to	be
composed.	A	tune	composing	itself	with	off-key	dissonance	despite	his	best	efforts	to	shut
it	up.	The	illusion	being	that	we	think	we	can	think	what	we	want	to	think	and	not	think
what	we	think	we	don’t	want	to	think.

Across	the	street	the	Whitney,	old	style	bar.	It	used	to	be	near	The	Tasty.	Or	was	that
Harvard	Garden?	Harvard	Garden	Grill?	Beers	 for	 fifteen	cents	back	 in	 the	day.	Last	of
the	old	dives.	Not	like	the	chains.	Pizzerio	Uno.	Used	to	be	The	King’s	Men’s	Bar.	Same
pizza	 you	 get	 in	 Chicago.	 Not	 that	 Charlie’s	 ‘dog	 wasn’t	 the	 same	 one	 you	 get
everywhere.	Timeless.

He	crossed	JFK	and	stood	on	 the	opposite	corner.	An	 illuminated	sign	on	American
Express	Travel	read	“Go	Away	Often.”	Leafy,	grassy	Winthrop	Park.	Grendel’s	Den.	Was
that	Armenian	Church	still	there?	Down	Winthrop	Street.	House	of	Blues	to	the	left.	Used
to	be	a	restaurant	with	a	snug	overlooking	the	street.	Then	the	Galleria.	Mini	mall.

He	turned	and	retraced	his	steps.	Redbrick	under	foot	and	rising	around	him.	Blue	sky,
muttony	clouds,	warm,	moist	air.	Could	be	that	June	day	in	Dublin.	He	paused	to	regard
the	stately	building	housing	the	Fox	Club	and	the	row	of	businesses	down	leafy	Kennedy
Street	 behind	which	 set	 the	 Iruna.	Authentic	 Spanish	 food.	 Squid	 in	 its	 own	 ink	 sauce.
Good	dish	for	writers.	Name	of	the	Cafe	in	Pamplona	where	Jake	Barnes	and	his	friends
hung	out.	Dad	hated	the	book.	Said	it	was	a	dreary	saga	of	Jew	baiting.	Fistic	Robert	Cohn
the	baited	bull,	 the	baited	Jew.	Cohn’s	plaint	early	on,	something	about	his	life	going	so
fast	he	was	not	really	living	it,	striking	a	chord.	Father	and	son	differed.	The	man’s	best
work,	 said	 the	 son.	 The	 dad	 softened	 when	 told	 that	 back	 in	 the	 heyday	 of	 Paris,
Hemingstein	would	walk	an	unsteady	or	carry	a	comatose	Jim	Joyce	back	to	his	digs	after
a	night	of	tippling.

Leopold	Bloom	O’Boyle	crossed	back	over	and	went	along	 the	south	side	of	Mount
Auburn	with	 the	 traffic.	 He	 paused	 to	 take	 a	mental	 image.	 The	 travel	writer	 owned	 a
Nikon	 with	 several	 lenses	 that	 he	 used	 on	 trips.	 He	 also	 taught	 himself	 the	 knack	 of
framing	a	view	with	his	eyes	and	fixing	it	in	his	mind.	His	facility	grew	to	the	point	where
he	could	call	up	 images	and	scan	 them	for	details	as	 though	 looking	at	a	photograph.	 It
didn’t	work	as	well	with	the	printed	page.	Too	much	information.

Now	the	lens	of	his	mind	focused	and	took	in	the	pre-term	bustle	that	stirred	the	long
vista	down	to	the	Lampoon	Castle,	redbrick	trimmed	in	stone,	the	inscrutable	face	with	the
diamond	eyes	of	its	rotund	round	tower	waiting	for	its	audience	to	get	the	joke.	A	sacred



ibis,	Threskiornis	aethiopica,	perched	on	the	conical	point	of	the	tower,	its	coppery	sheen
backlit	by	the	rising	light.	Emblematic	of	Thoth,	god	of	writing	and	much	else.	The	same
Councilor	Vellucci	moving	in	chamber	that	the	building	be	turned	into	a	public	urinal.

Holyoke	Center	to	the	left.	Ten	floors	of	concrete.	Like	the	second	best	hotel	in	a	Third
World	 capital,	 some	 wag	 had	 said.	 H.	 L.	 Sert.	 Legacy	 of	 Gropius.	 Butt	 ugly.	 One	 of
Annabel’s	 southernisms.	 Big	 bellied.	 Would	 she	 loose	 her	 shape?	 Her	 mother	 Lenoir
hadn’t.	Still	a	looker	at	sixty.	Harvard	Provision.	Mostly	wine	these	days.	Turning	it	into
water.	Would	have	to	drink	for	two	if	Annabel	…	Up	the	pole.	Where	did	that	come	from?

Again	he	found	himself	stopping,	framing,	and	fixing	views	as	though	seeing	them	for
the	first	time.	Or	as	though	possessed	of	a	second	set	of	eyes.	University	Typewriter,	for
example.	 Laptops	 in	 the	 window	 now.	 Back	 in	 the	 day	 the	 portables	 with	 different
alphabets.	 Cyrillic.	 Greek.	 Carriage	 went	 left	 to	 right	 on	 the	 Hebrew	 one,	 return	 the
reverse.	He	 reads	 from	 right	 to	 left	 inaudibly,	 smiling,	 kissing	 the	 page	 …	 Rudy!	 His
namesake’s	lost	son.	Reduxable?	Bloom’s	poignant	vision	prompted	by	the	memory	of	a
keyboard?	Then	a	pang	of	agenbite	 in	Leo’s	 real	world.	Would	 this	Leopold	 collude	 in
canceling	his	own	Rudy	before	he	scarcely	began?

J.	Press.	A	blazer	on	display.	Could	use	a	new	one.	New	trousers	as	well.	Could	use	a
nice	dollop	of	cash.	An	inheritance.	Lose	a	couple	of	inches	first.	Prefer	the	jacket	with	the
herringbone	weave.	Tweedy.	Expensive.	Where	did	all	the	money	go?	Not	on	dry	cleaning
and	 gracious	 living.	 Not	 much	 to	 begin	 with.	 His	 sporadic	 checks.	 Annabel’s	 assistant
minister	stipend.

She	earned	that	at	the	Mayflower	Congregational	Church	in	Belmington,	a	seemingly
fictional	 sounding	 place	 between	 Belmont	 and	 Arlington	 on	 high	 ground	 just	 west	 of
Cambridge.	A	 plain	 house	 of	worship,	 it	 had	 a	 clean	 austerity	 to	 it.	 True	 to	 its	 Puritan
origins,	no	images	decorated	its	pale	beige	walls	and	no	human	form	hung	in	agony	from
the	altar	cross.	A	march	of	brass	pipes	loomed	over	the	organ	keyboard	on	the	right	side	of
the	altar	area	and	a	pulpit,	a	kind	of	 raised	gazebo,	extended	out	 from	the	 left	side.	The
brethren	 and	 sistren	 around	 him	 confirmed	 a	 notion	 he	 had	 heard	 once	 or	 twice	 in
Cambridge:	the	Midwest	began	in	Belmont.

To	 paraphrase	 Larkin,	 Leo	 could	 say,	 though	 he	 didn’t,	 that	 his	 uncorrected	 vision
continued	in	church.	Because,	as	the	Reverend	Chance	stood	in	the	pulpit	in	a	black	robe
and	read	from	the	Gospel	(how	well	she	invoked	the	better	parts	of	Leviticus),	he	would
wake	to	love	for	her	all	over	again.	It	occurred	to	him	with	a	certain	amazement	that	she
loved	 him.	 Those	 nights,	 nudging	 him,	 her	 head	 turned,	 her	 half	 smile.	 So	 that,	 in	 the
midst	 of	 prayer,	 an	 erotic	 expectation	would	 push	 aside	 his	 borrowed	 piety	 and	 persist
through	the	coffee	and	cake	reception	afterwards,	driving	her	home.

Pregnant.	The	word	itself	pregnant,	growing	in	his	head.

If	only	they	might	delay	the	zgotene	proliferation	into	embryo,	embryo	to	fetus,	fetus
to	 a	 being	 that	would	 destroy	 forever	 his	 dreams	 of	writing.	 The	 end	 of	 life	 as	 he	 had
known	it.	Morning	sickness.	Alien	invader.	Sleepless	nights.	Sodden	diapers	the	least	of	it.
Was	he	not	un	homme	du	monde?	Could	you	be	a	man	of	the	world	and	be	pregnant	as	in
that	awful	locution,	“We’re	pregnant?”	More	like	“We’re	fucked.”	Could	he	be	a	man	of
the	world	and	walk	around	wearing	one	of	those	front-slung	papoose	things	as	though	he



were	about	 to	open	his	shirt	and	give	suck	to	…	yes,	 to	an	infant	hanging	there	with	 its
chubby	legs	on	display?	His	very	own	lump	of	love.	Or	pushing	a	baby	carriage	through
the	park.	Do	they	have	baby	carriages	anymore?

A	man	of	the	world?	Really?	Was	not	that	character	at	best	a	dead	cliché	found	in	old
movies—a	tuxed-up	smoothie	who	tickled	the	keys	at	gala	parties	on	board	luxury	liners
or	in	big	houses,	who	squired	sleek	women	through	dazzling	nights	in	three	languages	and
turned	back	priceless	bottles	of	wine	after	one	sniff	of	 the	cork,	all	 the	while	wielding	a
rapier	wit	with	which	to	vanquish	any	and	all	comers.	Man	of	 the	world?	In	his	almost-
new	Keezer’s	 jacket?	 Jesus,	man,	get	 a	handle.	More	 like	get	 a	new	mirror	 in	which	 to
look	at	yourself.

Still	Larkin	whispered,	Get	out	as	soon	as	you	can	and	don’t	have	any	kids	yourself.

The	 terror,	 the	wonder,	 the	 existential	 angst—as	 he	 over-dramatized	 it	 to	 himself—
started	the	day	before	when	Annabel	brought	home	from	Walgreen’s	a	small	box	labeled
Clearblue	 Easy.	A	 private	 session	 in	 the	 bathroom.	 The	 husband	 pacing	 in	 the	 hallway
outside.	Floor	needs	work.	Light	fixture	dusty.	Pepperoni	does	leave	a	smell.	The	closed
door	of	his	study.	The	new	nursery?	The	bathroom	door	opens.

“It’s	blue,”	she	says,	the	beam	in	her	eyes	if	not	her	voice.	“I’m	pregnant.”

Easier	done	than	said,	he	almost	says.	“Really?”	Not	really	a	question.

“I	think	I’ll	go	into	Brigham	and	Women’s	to	get	it	confirmed.”	Then	falls	against	him
and	starts	to	cry.

Why	this	outburst	he	had	wondered,	holding	her	gently	against	himself,	thinking,	this
vessel	of	new	life.	Or	not.	Because	they	had	yet	to	decide	to	let	be	or	not	let	be.	That	was
the	question.	Making	them	reluctant	little	gods	of	life	and	death.	When	the	crunch	came
and	soon,	 they	would	confer,	commune,	and	pray	about	 it.	At	 least	Annabel	would	pray
about	it.	They	might	let	their	ambivalences	feed	their	disquiet,	let	their	disquiet	resolve	to
reluctant	decision.	D	&	C.	Then	face	life	wondering	forever	what	if?	Or	confer,	commune,
have	a	drink—her	last	for	a	while—and	say,	Why	the	hell	not?	From	which	prospect	Leo
O’Boyle	 could	 gather	 no	 palpable	 joy	 as	 a	 nebulous	 but	 definite	 anxiety	 gnawed,	 an
anxiety	that	he	could	not	grasp,	hold	in	his	head,	and	dispel.

Again	it	happened	again.	In	the	same	figure	of	his	dead	father,	a	man	turned	the	corner
of	Dunster	Street	in	the	direction	of	the	river	walking	in	the	same	peculiarly	rapid	stride	of
Francis	X.	O’Boyle.	Looked	 just	 like.	What	could	he	do	about	 it?	Follow	 the	guy?	Tap
him	on	the	shoulder.	Excuse	me,	are	you	…	?

It	 had	 happened	 before.	Dad	 sightings,	 he	 called	 them.	Though	 not	 twice	within	 an
hour	and	with	this	pertinacity.	Time	for	a	talk.

Standing	in	front	of	J.	Press,	his	likeness	obscurely	mirrored	in	the	store’s	plate	glass
window,	Leo	found	the	prospect	of	meeting	with	The	Committee	brought	on	an	inner	snarl
of	 dismissal.	 The	 meetings—to	 plan	 a	 swindle	 to	 be	 redeemed	 by	 its	 originality	 and
aesthetic	 flourishes	 and	 based	 on	 the	 plot	 of	 The	 Caper—had	 degenerated	 into	 bull
sessions	about	everything	and	about	nothing.	They	were	a	deepening	pit	down	which	Leo
felt	his	future	plunging	into	his	past	with	a	vacant	roar.	He	knew	they	would	never	come
to	anything.
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