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Robert Rosenberg hopes for an original 
source for a story about two patients so 
frustrated by their psychiatrist’s silence 
in response to whatever they said that 
they conspired to get a rise out of him.  
They made up an elaborate dream full of 
bizarre details and memorized it word for 
word. The !rst patient recounted the 
dream to the psychiatrist on Monday and, 
as expected, received no response. The 
second patient reported the dream on 
Wednesday, again eliciting no response 
—until the very end of the hour, when 
the psychiatrist said offhandedly, “Funny
thing about that dream of yours: it’s the 
third time I’ve heard it this week.”

Ransford Pyle wants to learn who said 
(as best he recalls it), “I’ll pretend I’m 
teaching if you’ll pretend you’re learning.”

“fighting cancer with telepathy” (May-
June). Paul Bickart proposed Norman 

Spin  rad’s “Carcinoma Angels,” and Lark-
Aeryn Speyer suggested “Night Win,” by 
Nancy Kress, but the story sought has not 
yet been identi!ed. 

“This machine surrounds hate” (May-
June).  Ed Levin and David Feurzeig were 
the !rst to point out Pete Seeger’s debt 
to Woody Guthrie, whose guitar face 
carried the message “This Machine Kills 
Fascists” as he performed at bond drives 
during World War II. Elizabeth Segal 
found a January 29, 2010, New York Times 
article about Seeger’s short-lived plan to 
auction off his banjo head for charity; it 
stated that the “well-worn face of Mr. 
Seeger’s banjo had been with him for 
more than 30 years.”

Send inquiries and answers to “Chapter 
and Verse,” Harvard Magazine, 7 Ware 
Street, Cambridge 02138 or via e-mail 
to chapterandverse@harvardmag.com. 
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nation’s smallest state. 
“Even in 1966, at Regis College, a Catholic 

school [from which McGarry transferred 
to Harvard], my past felt like I had lived 
in the Middle Ages,” she says. “At Harvard 
in the late ’60s, it became the Dark Ages. 
Nothing I’ve encountered later in life was 
anything like it, nor would anyone believe 
such a shtetl-like world existed in the United 
States as late as mid century.”

In that world, “natives find no need, for 
the most part, to leave the state—even to go 
to Cape Cod,” she explains. “The popula-
tion, largely Irish and Italian Catholic, domi-
nate everything in a uniquely ward-heeling 
and who-do-you-know-in-city-hall kind of 
way. The first five major industries from the 
early Industrial Age—like Brown & Sharpe, 
New England Butt—were still there in my 
lifetime, and my extended family worked in 
all of them. Generations attended the same 
Catholic schools, were waked at the same 
funeral homes, and interred in the same 
cemeteries.” 

The Irish proletariat of McGarry’s tales 
often feels “demeaned and worthless, yet 
somewhat proud,” she says. “They are al-
ways scanning for the insult.” She recalls 
that as a child, “I heard so much abuse, it 
became a kind of music. It’s a really lively 
language.” There’s abundant drinking in her 
stories, though it mostly happens o2stage, 
in references to bottles hidden around the 
house, or the six-pack an older man’s wife 
brings him each day; the reader can imagine 
the e2ects on daily life. Ironclad hierarchies, 
like those of the church—“Jesuits on top of 
the heap, Franciscans and Dominicans a few 

steps below”—organize everything. Even 
crockery was stratified, with Belleek por-
celain from Ireland representing “the Holy 
Grail, the great prize.” It’s all “a gift for a fic-
tion writer,” the author says. “Fiction needs 
organized worlds.”

Though so firmly rooted in place, many of 
McGarry’s characters seem adrift in every 

other way—in their intimate and family re-
lationships, their emotions, their values and 
habits, and even, despite the looming pres-
ence of the Catholic church, in their spiritual 
lives. They appear condemned to their rigid, 
beaten-down patterns, and seem to lack the 
imagination to conceive an alternative. Even 
so, their love for each other seeps out through 
cracks in their souls, expressed indirectly in 
actions like lovingly tending a gravesite.

Take the quiet story “Providence, 1954: 
Watch,” which tracks the last hours of a dy-
ing man who looks out the window from his 
bed on a wet Halloween day, still absorbed 
in dramas like a poignant moment when the 
rain causes a child’s trick-or-treat bag to 
give way, dumping his candy on the ground. 
Around 4:30 in the afternoon he breathes 
his last, his wife sitting nearby in a rock-
ing chair. The story ends with her thoughts 
as she watches him in his bed: “There was 
no room in there for her, but more than she 
expected, or would ever say or think about 
again, she wanted to climb in there with 
him. That was the doorbell, but in an hour 
or so when it would be so dark you didn’t 
know who or what you were getting, she 
was just going to sit and let it ring.” 

Jean McGarry
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