Miriam’s Tears Laptop 10/00

Hold on a moment; I should clear a few things up. First, I am not the author of this story. I am the narrator. Please do not confuse me with the author, though we may or may not be alike, for we are definitely not enough alike to be mistaken for the same person. Even if we were identical, he would still be flesh and blood and I would be someone you imagine by looking at words on a page, which is probably the least effective way possible to learn who a person is.

One of the differences between the author and me is name. He is named Nicholas Alexander Shere. If you make his first two names initial, they negate the last by turning into a common symbol for things that are meaningless: N/A.

I am named PC Bartholomae. PC does not stand for Paul Charles, or Percy Carmichael, Politically Correct, or even for the initial letters of very popular words for human genitalia, female and male respectively. It stands for Pancreatic Cancer.

The reason I am named for a particularly irritating and embarrassing disease, which is also potentially fatal, is that my mother, at the time of my birth, was for some reason very angry with my father. He stood confusedly at one side of the room wishing that certain accidents leading to my existence had not occurred, while she lay staring at him with unblinking and hateful eyes. This is something my mother is very good at. It is not something the author’s mother is very good at. Indeed, it is something the author’s mother wishes she were better at. Oh well.

As my mother stared at my father, she repeated to herself, hatefully, like a  mantra, pancreatic cancer, pancreatic cancer, pancreatic cancer. When the nurse, who was a feminist, asked my mother instead of my father what to name me, she said without thinking “Pancreatic cancer.” The nurse, who was very happy because of certain medications she had recently taken, recorded the name, and my mother would never let my father change it. I think this is one of the many reasons my father left us when I was nine, but it’s entirely possible that he left only because he was afraid my mother would kill him. She was constantly threatening to, and as I said, she has very hateful eyes.

The author’s mother, I have said, does not have hateful eyes. She also did not—to the best of my knowledge—threaten to kill his father. His father left before he was born, unlike mine, who hung in there for nine years. I have no way of knowing which of us is better off.

The author, like my mother, has a mantra, though his is less bloodthirsty. It is in an obscure language, and he was told by his grandmother, who was trained to know such things, that it means, “I am that; I am.” There is another word that is important to him, which means many things like “God” and “the totality of all existence.” It is represented in roman characters as “om” or as “aum.” By thinking about such words to the exclusion of other things, he hopes to forget that he is the author, and remember that he is something else. I’m not sure what, but it’s supposed to be very nice.

One might ask the author why he’s taking time away from his busy schedules of word-repeating and self-forgetting (not to mention midterm-paper-writing) to write these words. I would certainly like to know, but I doubt I ever will, since I can’t ask him.

The author doesn’t know if he believes in free will. I certainly don’t.

But we are not here for me, or for the author, though I’m sure he has many selfish and egoistic reasons for writing. We here for my friend, who would not stop crying.

Her name is Miriam. Her parents defied probability and remained together their whole lives. They loved each other, and Miriam, very deeply, in spite of the fact that they were intensely poor. Intense poverty is something that will often lead people to hate themselves and others like them. Surprisingly, it does not always lead them to hate people who profit from their poverty.

Poor people can be very stupid. The author is a poor person, and I can testify to his stupidity. I am a poor person, but I am not stupid. I hate nearly everyone, including myself.

Not including Miriam.

People usually cry because they feel good or bad things immoderately. Miriam cried because she was incapable of feeling things moderately. Every experience was a heart-wrenching joy or an equally exciting pain. She would cry over good news and bad news, over scrambled eggs and chipped cups. When we went to visit her, we always wore boots, because her tears formed a small pool on the floor of her room, which was in a dormitory.

A dormitory is a structure designed to hold many people without regard for their comfort. It is closely related to a prison, and both are direct descendents of insane asylums.

Miriam had been trying to keep out of insane asylums all her life. Insane asylums are where people, especially girls, who behave in unpleasant ways often find themselves. Of course, Miriam, like me, also spent a considerable amount of time trying to stay out of prisons, which are where poor people, especially boys, who behave in unpleasant ways, find themselves. For some reason, we both tried desperately hard to get into the dormitories, though we were each somewhat saddened that they weren’t beautiful or sane, and that the people there weren’t very intelligent.

In spite of my hating everyone except Miriam, I often hope stupidly for things that do not occur, like beauty, sanity, and intelligence. Maybe this makes me stupid after all. It certainly makes me, and Miriam, disappointed.

When rich people are disappointed, other, less rich people get fired. When poor people are disappointed, we kill ourselves with drugs. Rich people also kill themselves with drugs, but they do so because they are bored.

It is one of my greatest aspirations in life to be so bored that I am willing to kill myself with drugs.

I am not sure what Miriam aspires to.

She had a boy once who tried to fix her. The boy was not rich, except in comparison to Miriam. Because he could talk in intelligent ways and write intelligent things, rich people assumed he was smart and let him into the dormitories. They failed to notice he was stupid. The author can write intelligent things, though whether he is doing so now is open to debate. Whether he is stupid or not is also open to debate. If you figure it out, he would like you to tell him. You can tell your computer to tell a computer to tell a computer to tell a computer to tell his computer to tell him what you figure out, which you may do after typing the letters Nicholas_Shere@brown.edu into yours. I suggest that you refuse to answer him. Make him beg for it first.

Miriam’s boy was named John, which is an almost ridiculously common name for a male of any age. Miriam is a ridiculously uncommon name for a female under thirty-three. Her boy John was very attractive, and because of this he was happy, and he could be nice to other, less attractive people, even the ones who were more rich than him. Like many non-rich people, John knew that he could become rich and planned to do so. Like most poor people, I do not understand how to become rich. Neither does the author. He thinks that being rich is morally wrong.

He’s a very stupid person, I think. If you decide to email him, tell him that, please. I believe stupid people should be made aware of their problem so that they can seek help.

Miriam’s boy thought something similar about Miriam; he thought she could fix herself if he told her she was broken. He would say to her, there’s nothing to cry about. Why are you crying?

She would answer, I don’t know. It’s all so…and she would fill in a word. Beautiful. Painful. Sad. Intense. Other words that people use when they want to impress you with their range of feeling.

Her boy would say to her (especially during the movies and plays he could afford to take her to), you need to get hold of yourself. What are people going to think?

Miriam would say, I can’t, I can’t, and she would cry all the more.

It is interesting, and it is proof of John’s stupidity, that it did not occur to him at any point that other people had told Miriam the many things he told her, and had asked her the many questions he asked her. Many people believe that they know people, that they are the first ones to know them. Many people—the same group in fact—are terribly stupid. 

The author makes this mistake of “knowing” people so often because he wishes someone would try, however clumsily, to know him; he makes the gesture in hope of reciprocity.

Reciprocity is a word stupid people use to sound intelligent. It is also a word intelligent people use to make other people of all stripes feel stupid. There are many, many such words.

Miriam’s boy left her, he says. Miriam doesn’t talk about it. Me, I suspect she told him to go away, told him he was an idiot who didn’t know anything, and who could never understand her. Certainly I wish I had told him those things, but in addition to being intelligent and hating everyone, I am a coward. I only speak my mind when the author forces me to. This is the reason I don’t believe in free will. The author is also a coward, but he is a stupid coward; this allows him to speak his mind often.

Miriam cried a great deal after John left her, or she made him go. Her room was flooded with tears, and we had to put on bathing suits to go visit her, since the tears were so high. She had a snorkel she would use, and she would sink beneath the surface where no one could find her. There, she would silently become more and more wrinkled. Her roommate remained dry by sleeping on the top bunk, and she never paid much attention to Miriam because she was busy killing herself with drugs to alleviate boredom.

Sometimes I would just sit and watch her while I pretended to talk to Miriam. I envy her so.

Incidentally, I do not think they let Miriam into the dormitories because she was smart. They couldn’t possibly have read an entrance essay that was so soaked with tears. I think they let her in because they saw that she was incredibly good, so good that everything made her cry, for joy and for sorrow.

Several other people who were that good have existed. One has since become well known for being nailed to some wood, which was a popular game to play with criminals at the time. Now we put people like that in prisons and asylums, and very few of them become well known for it. Occasionally they are put in dormitories, and other people wonder why.

Another person who was good like Miriam was well known for understanding why Miriam cried. She cried because she had problems; she cried because she was alive. This other good person had very few problems, until he decided to go get some. When he was done getting problems, he decided that life is suffering, that suffering arises from desire, and that these states can be escaped. He escaped them by forgetting that he was an author and remembering that he was something else. My author keeps trying to do this, but he isn’t very good at it.

I went with Miriam one night and we drove; we drove so fast and with such perfect concentration that in one night we drove the whole length of the country. We drove to California, which is where I am from. This is something I share with the author. It is a place Miriam had never been; in fact, Miriam had never seen an ocean, though her dormitory was very near the Atlantic ocean, which is significantly smaller and less good than the Pacific, the one next to California. 

We avoided my town, which is ugly and filled with poor people killing themselves and rich people getting richer by helping them. We went to a beach that was part of a National Park, a place that was supposed to be owned by everyone, and that was patrolled by nerdy but nice people called rangers. We didn’t see any rangers; we saw only stars that shone so bright they stung our eyes and trees covered in thick blankets of green needles that made Miriam sneeze and cry.

The car collapsed and died just behind a hill, so I took Miriam’s hand and we ran up the hill and down the far side. We didn’t stop until we had reached the ocean, whose name meant peaceful and in which thousands of people had drowned. We knelt in the waves that wracked us like sobs, and she said softly to me (beneath the roar of the tide) as she cried for the last time in her life that she could never, ever compete with such tears as these.
