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[Confess]|Caressthe Dragon:
[Writhing] Writing Memoir

I am [riddling] struggling with Dragon NaturallySpeaking voice-activated
word processing system.l am jabbing at the telephedial button to thBragonhelp-
line so | carfwrithe] [right] write, this[hex] text. | am desperate for this to work, be-
cause my hands ajgevested]jdevastated by computer-generated carpal tunnel syn-
drome and other injuries too frustratingsettle] [sell] spell into this program. How to
[race] trace the roots of this injury? How to recover myself?

Inevitably, this[shames]shapesitself as memoir. Shame-rice typo—I am
ashamed of my Hungarian family. So | try to supbi@ve: prove to the world that | am
a writer and not my divorced mother off witfiaeacular] Dracular boyfriend named
“Béla”; prove that | am §infest her] professor and not the Grandmother who concocted
gypsy hair-and-chicken-heart potions in coconutlstie counteract menopause;
[groove] prove that | am a computer wiz and not Uncle Frank, whaoeligious self-
flagellation, bearing and atoning for family guitalked the cold streets of Paterson—
[hare foot] barefoot. A novel, dissertation, textbook, two thousanémps, and a stress
management manual—I've been willing to write angthi Anything buffestering]

(good onePragon) fessing up to my truth. The more | achieve—the mohaveto

achieve—the less worthy | feel—the harder | worke-thore my hands hurt.
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Things—bizarre and uncanny—are happening: | wamtrite “first we” and
Dragon NaturallySpeakingecordsFather died. How did it know | was, just then, think-
ing about my father’s deathfDeath.] When | first started to traiDragon Naturally-
Speakingand paused to think, and forgot to turn the miboe off, the program made
words from my breathingleath deathit wrote;deathin lights;deathanddeath |
started wondering, whfitvounds] (there it goes) whator ds, what subterranean mes-
sages will be lost once the system is fully traifmd actually read the instructions on
how to position the mike). Someone should do dysti what it is that a voice-
recognition computer can pick up from our breathilighat is it we say under our
[breasts] (yes), under ouibirths] (do it), under oubreaths when we are not articulating
words that are safe to say?

[First nation]. Frustration. For every word | will onto the screen, thefe&r-
pal the Coke, global the Coke, girl the Coke, ledtle Coke, quarrel the Cokedr ble-
dygook to pay, a mouse to slam with my already injUifegter test vestist, the need
to hoist the CPU and monitor @ld Old] catapult at a barking dog two acres away. |
am struggling not to speak down to the leveDadigon’sconventional vocabulary, not to
use[speaking in mekmpler words than | mean, not to edit what | need toesagn be-
fore | say it so that those who might hear me—uwillstutter. All this is a perfect meta-

phor for the blocking of my truvrithing] (yes)writhing.

The thing with writinglnew are] (renew?)memoir is, of course, saying that

which others have not or will not hear, that whidannot, yet, hear myself saying under
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my [best breast birthjoreath. When | first dictated an early title to this agsinstead of
the“Anything But” | thought | said, the computer reded([fist] “Fifth and Anything
But." (Even now it's taken five tries to record thestake when | want it to.) Taking the
[death] fifth is to refuse to speak that which migintimidate] incriminate me. Suppose
| told what is darkest, truest, most deadly anmhiittating about our family—the spiritual
deaths that Jerry Springer’s guests are reallypitdehind their yahoo exhibitionistic
transgressions? The story that doesn't fit irdatrplots between commercials—that
must be experienced slowly and in layers; in pait perhaps worse, in unaccustomed
[boy] joy?

John[brag show](nice going, Dragon!Bradshaw recommends we heal the so-
called “inner child” by exposing familythe Nile's] denials. But the family is a self-
sustaining sloshing organism—Iike a massive amdigditaglops and drags along as a
unit—absorbing all attempts iy toecon drearjmitochondriato err. What's good for
the family[tell] cell, is often bad for the individual and vice, wése versa. The worst
thing that could happen to most families—Bradshad larag shows notwithstanding—is
to forsake denial. Families thrive on raftifjuggnial] the Nile.

Denial. To take the fifth on my life death. As novelist Patricia Hampl said,
"The version we dare to write is the oifisees] (family tree, tree of knowledgeéjuth,
the only relationship we have with the past. Refisswrite your life and you have no
life." Our memories are our treasures. The Dragjtsnon them unless we

can...something—take tHest.
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Anything—try everything to write, to re-member wheds dis(re)membered.
Must have spoken to every Dragpimber] (Timberis the dog howling on top of his
doghouse two acres away)...must have spoken to &ragontamer at the help-line:
Keith, Lynn, Jim, Paul, Joe, and the young woman gfoke so unclearly | couldn't de-
cipher her name. (Does she embody the me | cdrezo?) So herig am the Dragon]l
have the Dragon NaturallySpeakindneadset clamped over my telephone headset, one
black-sponged wand coming from the right, the offmm the left (“Put it a thumb’s
width from the edge of your lips,” they tell me) kirag me look like some fly with high-
tech palpi—those arm-like appendages that serteuahers and gropers, feeders and
feelers. With this, Morticia Addams would have essorized! I'm speaking from the
left side of my mouth t®ragon NaturallySpeakingnd from the right to the Dragon
tamers:Open this. Close that. Go to. Right Click. l@&ftk. (As if | had hands that
could function with a mouse.) “Get rid of yourwsrshield,” they tell me. Go defense-
less, no less.

Dragon NaturallySpeaking dragging. It won't take simple commands such a
Go to End of Line Instead, it recordgood underlying That's hopeful—something good
underlying)...coach of lingWho, but the writing itself, is the coach here®ntent of
line (It would be nice to be content of line, espegifdir a poet)...the louder | yell at it,
the less it records what | intend. And, of couise/on’t recognize curses. What kind of
self-respecting dragon doesn't breathe fire? Awadit the nexflocked] the nex{block]
the nextthought to come, I'm holding my breath for fear that tigstem will record the
deathsit hears from my expiration, or, more thrillingiywill reveal something like the

Dragon version of a session at flweird] (good!)Ouija board.
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| yearn to key in the words, as | used to, eiglatryeago, before | ruined both my

hands dandling a Zenith laptop. To have again linest mystical experience when |
typed my first novel, based on “Cinderella,” ifigorested] a rented Smith Corona, and
the rudimentary memory took in the words, delayed-aalmost as if inscribed by a
Michelangelo hand from a cloud—the words would @ the page. All that was
necessary was that delay, that disconnection fooment, to make it seemall mine]
divine. Reminds me of the hand of God writing on thel iwvelhe Book of Daniel-&od
has numbered thy kingdom and finished it. Thougfoand wanting. Thy kingdom is

divided. Tell me about it.

Go to End of Line. Scratch That. Correct Thab @ the Bottom. Go to
Sleep—what if | become so trained by this system thditem| teach, that's what I'll say
to students?Scratch That. Scratch That. Go to End of Lidee at Dragon Central tells
me to talk “authoritatively, no hesitations, no pes—word, word, word.” But writing is

all hesitation, and pause, and going back, badkggbdackhoe-ing...

The first problem, the Knights of the Dragon decis¢hat | don't have enough
RAM—random access memory. No kidding. So | segdeleaguered husband, Mort,
freshly surviving another of my throwing-things tams, down to the local computer
nerds with the instruction to “ram in as much RAMyau've got.”

“But you don't need.,” Bob at RT Computer Solutions starts to say an th

phone.
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“Give. Me. All. You've. Got,” | say. Authoritately.

Then my Dragoneers tell me | need to defrag—mispsedrams and prompts
scatter in the system like a dropped box of Sceablds that need unscrambling. As if |
didn’t know. As if | needed a faceless strangesfter me a metaphor for my unrecol-
lected memories. As | watch the rows of rectanglethe monitor change from raving
red to indifferent white to craven yellow to truijue, | deconstruct the word “Defrag.”
“Fragment.” “Frage.” Most Hungarians speak Gernanmy father and stepmother al-
ways did when they didn’t want me to understandtvitiey were saying about me. In
German, “Frage” means “question.” My memoir wob&more a matter of questioning
than telling, offunworrying] (good)unwor ding such things as “Crazy Hungarian,”

“Wacky Grandmother,” “Poor immigrant,” “Alien,” “Ghaolic school drop-out.”

Carl Jung claimed that every part of a dream—whtieavalanche or the per-
son running from it—is a lost aspect of the dreartier avalanche of strong feeling that
can no longer bplamned]dammed, the runner who resists. To embrace the whole
dream as oneself is to be freer, defragged, at-oned

I, as so many first-generation television orphads mplaced my disappointing
family with the dream families that flickered withihe safe confines of our first eleven-
inch Zenith television set. Even here, now, atdhaputer, | stare at a tube vibrating
light. | know that the loss of my hands is onlyatel manifestation of a family who, los-
ing the Hungarian homeland, fragmented itself. #rh the loss of my hands embodied

family history.
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My adoptive and adopted television family widee Addams Familythey tamed
[breath] death (writing is the taming of breath)—by embracing tliearre, the ghoulish,
the scary. But above all, they loved and adhevezhth other. In one episode, “The
Green-Eyed Monster,” Gomez and Morticia suspedt eflcer of betrayal. To soothe
and collect herself, Morticia strokes a smokingr@ke dragon figure on their man-
telpiece. Gomez finds her there and delivers magrite Addams lineThe hands that
should caress my loving feet now caress the dragbime hands that should, metaphori-
cally, sit at the patriarchal foot, now stroke (@ther,stoke(\Where are yolragon
when | need you?)) the fire-breathing genie omtlaetel. The Dragon is the traditional
Chinese symbol of power, inner growth, passiongegesity, society, and luck—all that
living one’s truth means.

Stroking the Dragon of my despairs, as if it wegeaie, | might discover the sul-
try Morticia in me; and the Grandmama of magicalvps; and to realize myself as Itt, a
woman so veiled from herself that she has becomeeh itself. For to dream nyive-
me-anything-butamily as strange is to be separate from myselyels To embrace—
to [confess]car ess my Dragon, my family, would be to unstrange andatpthem. It
would be to reclaim my hands, that, like disembddiking, has too long been severed

from me in my immigrant quest for the perfect Arsarni self.

“Wake up! Go to sleep/['yell into the headset to turn the microphone
on and off: “Wake up! Go to sleép The microphone icon erects. It flops. Erect.

Flop. [Carry your yoke]Karaoke for the soul. “Wake up!”
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And so | enter Microsoft Word through my ninetéeoh Westinghouse monitor,
as | entered, and was enteredTine Addams Familthrough the old&enith TV _screen.
My [curser] cursor hand floats among the words on fagream]screen. That hand
must be—of course—dear, obliging Thing hide-andssgpamong the leaves of car-
nivorous Cleopatra—among, as it were, the leavéki®iQueen of Denial’s book. Is that
Lurch rubbing sandpapery fingers above the an¢rarpy chord] harpsichord? This
keyboard?[Why is “This keyboard?” in bold? Wasn't the caréerm “harpsichord”?]
No: Itt’s me. Reach, then, Thing, up to the scdiéhis last sentence is problematic—it’s
the only one in the essay that feels a bit likénangick, something that was resisted
throughout. Is there something more resonant impf? “Turn the page” works, but
my difficulty is that the way this is written impl you meant to say “Turn the rage,”

which is nonsensical.] Turn thieage] page.



THE THING: MY CRAZY FAMILY

—Poisonous ideals ...

Robert Haas and Brenda Hillman

Who needs a Pillsbury-Dough-Boy daddy
nice-nice-ing sunshine up your assets? Or a

doo doo doodoMartha Stewart mom making you
Snap! Snapto her will, double-sticking it to you
about hedoo doo doodogoody-goody good things?
The Addams Family taught nmey crazy family

had it right! We live in dungeon dreams

of Brady-Bunch belonging. Better 8nap! Snap!

off the reeky rose heads of a Hallmark Card life—

all thatFather Knows Best doo doo doodathers

televise they have. Caress, instead, like Mortitia,thorns—
those lush dependable claws of lust, sloth, greedy,

hate, and grief that last, unlike petals, and Bsap!
Snaplout of your float down the River Denial and be free
Confess! Surreal and funereal is realer than real.

Your doo doo doodograndmamas Snap! Snaping
daggers at her son, her daughter-in-law, her grallen.
Daddywouldrather stay home suckinglao doo doodoo

Cubanito rolled in stocks. Your uncle is a festgrmonduit

of charges—a remake of Bettyd®op-oop-a-doofisrampy flashing—
light bulbs. Are you sayingMy crazy familys going to make me
Snap! Snag? Then, you are, as | am my crazy family

the official Thing T. Thing, this give-us-a hand jane-

or jack-in-the-box, dismemberment—this member meant

for deliveringdoo doo doodoego rubs, for dusting secrets
off the table? Come dirty! Fess up! It'Saap! Snap!

to make-wrong, to back-scratch only to be backtsbex
(with a two-handed back-scratcher), to bitch aratlsn

my crazy familyHarder to be, as | am, as thing as Thing.
But | have no skitteringdee dee dgltt; no Lurch intoning

You rang? You rang@ndbeing that someone to

turn pages for, to play for me, pay for me.

To secure your place in the family all you needao

doo doodoas make a face irrelevant, a voice—

Snap! SnapUnnamed and unnameable. Be the one hand
doo doo doodoang them on. But keep the other



to yourself—out of the boxed-in, dangling a denggin-
spinning yourself into the beloved, the belovedndicct
yourself, as | do, one hand firmly on the Biblewf crazy
family, the other a floating cursor on my PC, an illugbn
detached, prestidigitatingy crazy familyo

appear and thedpo doo doodoo . . . .



