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strengths, foibles and triumphs against the backdrop of the challenges
they faced. 

I felt a strange and intense sense of kinship with the author and
this story. Our backgrounds are 180 degrees different. I was raised in
a staid, suburban household that moved twice in eighteen years. My
father was an accountant, a cog in the bowels of state bureaucracy,
the least and the most mysterious person I ever knew, my step-
mother, a middle-class career mental patient. Yet my family were
freaks striving to look and feel normal. I can relate to the author's
sense of transient displacement and his mother's craving for home
and stability. Although I was raised in a structure with a roof on top
of it, there was never a sense of safety or permanence. Although
Palmer's family eventually obtained a house, it was bereft of com-
forts—either physical or emotional—and it eventually became yet
another place to experience alienation and to deposit secrets.

The author bore all the expectations for conformity of mid-20th
century middle class suburban America, but with only 19th century
technology and the weight of necessity to meet the demands of those
expectations. Even after moving into a professionally built home in
the suburbs, Palmer had no running water, no electricity, no intro-
ductions at his new school. Nor did he have transportation to and
from school due to awkward circumstances and the brutal demands
of his father's schedule. His narrative reads less like a kid trying to fit
in at a Midwestern high school, and more like a kid who might have
been mistakenly left for dead after his family broke a wagon wheel
somewhere between Kansas and the Nevada desert on the Oregon
Trail:

With an intuition that comes from being in strange places, I found Pil-
grim Road and started walking. Reckoning from the sun's position…I headed
north with a sack of books that grew heavier the longer I carried them. Stu-
dents on passing busses looked at me as they passed, some laughing. After a
couple of miles, I came to the house where my father was sleeping in the car. I
didn't ask him about his pressing matters and he didn't ask me about mine. “I
have to leave for Chicago,” he said. “Since you'll be at school all day you can
use the bathroom there. I laid in an assortment of canned goods and a box of
candles so you can have light. Somewhere I packed a can opener and some
plates.” “How will I cook?” I asked, staring at the box. “Pretend you're a cow-
boy. Make a fire in the fireplace. Be sure to open the flue or the whole house
will fill up with smoke.” I had no previous experience with fireplaces, so he had
to show me how to do it. For writing materials, he gave me some Master of
Deception stationary and a flat carpenter's pencil. Then, as he had always
done, he got in his car and drove away.

I gathered enough box elder branches at the edge of a lot to start a
fire…and fashioned a way to heat a couple of cans. I spread my sleeping bag
on the floor and began catching up on my assignments, working into the eve-
ning by candlelight.

Even after having "made it"—barely eking out a living on his
own as he was just getting his sea legs as a young performer—the
concept of home and all it represents was elusive and illusory. Yet
through the skills of his craft, the author was able to transmute
wreckage into beauty, and fuse the hollow props of the present with
the permanence of memories of the past. There is the eloquence of
poetry in Palmer's description that evokes the powerful truth that
home is not a place on Earth, but a place in the mind and in the soul,
a truth known only to the wanderers of this world:

I endeavored to weave myself into what Henry James called “the embroi-
dery of life's canvas.” The best I could do was enhance the light at the end of
my personal tunnel by replacing the overhead bulb in rented rooms with the
highest wattage I could find, turning dreary hovels into a kind of stage set
where every crack and flaw, every speck and stain showed in brilliant clarity
with me as the center. I even kept the light on at night so in the morning I
woke up to a blazing geography of crumbling ceiling and stained wallpaper,
the equivalent of a comforting wasteland around a trailer park.

Home may not have been a possibility for the author, but achiev-
ing an understanding with his father was. Palmer's relationship with
his father was complicated, full of secrecy and silence—but also

mutual admiration and respect. The irony is that the art and artifice
surrounding stage magic is concrete—almost formulaic—if difficult
to master. But the thoughts and feelings of the master himself
remained more inscrutable than a 3,000-year-old cave painting. If the
craft of magic requires mastery of sleight of hand and other distrac-
tion techniques, the art of magic requires mastery in perfecting the
construction of one's mask. In the act of practicing his father's magic
tricks Palmer came to know his father in a way that observing
him—even with a view from backstage—could never permit. If
John-Ivan's father is a master of deception, then the author himself is
the master of lucidity. In the end, the man behind the Cheshire smile
and the sleight of hand once again takes corporeal form for the
reader. I know of no greater tribute a son could make his father, then
to resurrect him and give him immortality. 

- Justin Teerlinck

The World Out There by John Talbird
(Madville Publishing)

John Talbird’s contemporary story portrays the interpersonal
dynamics of three rather ordinary, complex, and confused charac-
ters. It’s a clear-eyed look at how circumstances cause relationships
to deepen or unravel and, in turn, create new factors that must be
dealt with. 

The web of interactions keeps life from being smooth, and when
events from the “world outside,” emphasized in the title, intrude,
they can unsettle and create turmoil, upsetting the best-laid plans,
the best intentions. Outside complications make the normal stew of
life more interesting, and watching the principal characters dealing
with them, lets them take shape as living people. Tossed about,
sometimes feeling helpless, other times simply disoriented, they
move toward what seems to be ways to make their lives work out. In
the process, they make choices that affect their lives and those of oth-
ers. And always, they have to deal with the consequences. 

Told in the present tense, The World Outside traces the struggle of
Jan and Ray, who are trying to redefine their relationship post mar-
riage, while maintaining some rational order for their son, Hank.
Jan, confused about her own desire to be a good mother and some-
how figure out her own life, starts a casual affair with William, her
boss at the bookstore where she works, which adds its own complica-
tions. 

Talbird tells his tale with a delicious sense of immediacy. The
characters can seem propelled through the events. Combined with a
knack for making ordinary situations both vivid and interesting, this
becomes a fast-paced narrative. 

For Jan, things go wrong from the opening chapter, when the
brakes on her car fail, plunging herself and her son into the lake. But
there is a sense that we’ve entered in the middle of things, and that
it’s been some time since things actually went right for any of them:

Her father will probably buy her another car, but she is thirty-four.
When will it stop? When will she not need to be
taken care of? She should call Hank’s father, tell
him what happened, but it is late. The VCR
clock reads 2:33. Actually, Ray would probably
be up, but he might be out and Jan’s not crazy
about talking to what’s-her-name. The new
girlfriend is a decade younger and Jan hates
when she catches her on the phone, that cold-
ness, as if that little chick has any right, as if
Jan gives a shit about Ray, as if she would con-
sider getting back with him even if he were sin-
gle and willing.

In one sense, the title is misleading.
Yes, the machinations of the world out
there factors into their lives, but the most
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powerful, most significant (and interesting) struggles the char-
acters face are often those of their own making. They often
perpetuate those problems, sometimes through an inability to
focus, rather than solve them complicates their lives:

“All right. I don’t know what I am, even what I like.” She turns
away and reaches for the blinds behind the couch, puts her index and
middle fingers through a slit and spreads them. That tiny slit lets in a
brightness too intense to stare at in this perpetual dusk, she he just
watches the light on her cheek, the dust motes drift, until she lets go,
looks back at him. “I know I’ve not really talked about my childhood
much. Mainly cause it’s kind of boring.” She runs her hand through her
hair. “God, I must look like shit.”

A story takes place in a context, and the context in this
book is a troubled time, not unlike our own. As the story
develops, a serial killer is on the rampage. With a shortage of
leads, the city is in lockdown, both by mandate and out of fear.

This lets Talbird take a complex relationships story and
stir in problems from the world “out there”— showing how
events totally outside their control affect the characters’ lives,
adding another layer of difficulty to the challenge of getting by.
Given that mix, it’s no surprise that there is little logic to its
madness and things can happen for no apparent reason. If we
do create and perpetuate our own problems, the ones thrust
on us are out of our control. Thus, Talbird’s construct is a pre-
scient and almost perfect metaphor for the way our current
pandemic has altered and disrupted our lives. 

These are rich stories of people the author seems to
understand and know. In the same way that writers like John
Cheever and Joyce Carol Oates explored and portrayed the
nuances and people of their own places and times, it is realis-
tic. Such study requires examining events and reactions with-
out ascribing meaning to them. People do what they do, and
their actions mean what they mean. The characters can be pro-
active, helpful, and kind, or self-destructive and angry, in
equal measure. They are people who act their parts or act out,
who fulfill their potential, or fail to, or perhaps even choose
another path. 

- Ed Teja 
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Students Skating at 
Rockefeller Center

by Terence Culleton

Some sheer around, some teeter on their skates
and push off to recover, others glide
half-hunkering through shaky figure eights.
Three hug the boards along the other side
and one on this side readjusts his hat
to get a tighter fit. There's music, too,
some tape-looped bop tune cluttered up with scat.
Waiting here means nothing else to do
but watch them taxi hopefully. They seem
—if not Olympics bound—still, set to veer
toward some kind of glory, mouthing steam.
I'd like to be like them again, career
about in yellow gloves, red scarf, and all
those layers on for luck were I to fall. 




