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NOTE FROM THE EDGE OF TOTALITY

Two weeks before we went to press with our Fall 2017 issue, on the eve of the total solar eclipse
that cut a swath across the continental United States, JR stayed up a bit late singing karaoke in
his basement, not burning down the house or anything, just crooning some old favorites and
finishing with Belle and Sebastian,
		I gave myself to sin I gave
		
myself to providence and I’ve
		
been there and back again…
It was no big whoop. But at three that morning, he got up to use the bathroom, found himself a
little unsteady, and having finished his business, he toppled over like a useless bag of bones and
cracked the crown of his head against the doorframe. There was blood and profanity, but Larisa
got him fixed up with a damp rag and an icepack, a couple Ibuprofen. She checked his eyes and
they tracked together, the pupils were the same size, probably no concussion. They really didn’t
want to get up and go to the hospital. So JR sat up, holding the rag and icepack to his head, and
he felt all the heat in his body contract into his center, his arms and legs growing cold. He wondered if this is how the sun feels in an eclipse.
Though of course there’s no reason to think the sun feels anything in an eclipse—it’s just
one tiny rock in reach of its light casting a brief shadow on another, no matter how like the end of
the world it looks from down here. JR was twenty-four minutes north of the path of totality and
JBE was far south of it, so neither of us beheld the eclipse in its full, sublime glory. That morning,
JR watched all the slender stems in his garden turn into copper filament, felt the air grow cold.
He wanted to see his chickens go to roost like enchanted sleepwalkers, but they didn’t, they just
7
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watched him from their pen wondering why he had a rag on his head. Near-totality came and
went, and Larisa took him to the hospital, where the nurses and attendants all asked if they’d
seen the eclipse. The hospital workers had taken turns slipping outside to see the sun getting
swallowed by the invisible snake. On the television Bonnie Tyler was embarking on a cruise ship,
getting ready to sing that song again. They checked JR’s heart, probed his personal habits and, satisfied it was probably just a freak fainting spell related to the evacuation of his bladder, put seven
staples in his head and sent him home.
This is neither here nor there, but the experience did bring all the trauma on these pages
into relief as we worked on final edits. From the grave injury suffered by the snake in Kimberley
Alexander’s “Oh, Africa” on our cover (heads of sunflowers making their own eclipse metaphors), to William Johnson’s loss of sight from gazing at the eclipsed sun in Mark Lager’s “Blind
Willie’s Eclipse,” to the deaths of fathers, mothers, babies, innocence, capability, consortium,
we’ve done it again, collected a heap of traumas to visit on you, our dear readers. In his essay, “All
That Beauty,” Matt Caprioli asks “Once you’ve been cracked, can a victory song ever make you
whole again?”
We can’t make any guarantees. But these pages abound with survivors, those daring to
hope, to connect, to speak—Shayla Lawson’s “Sierra Leone,” finding life after unimaginable violence “in / verse & / verse & / scripture;” or the young protagonist of Steve Young’s “Willows”
savoring the taste of his own blood in his mouth; or Leah O’Sullivan’s Gabrielle, finding a way
past grief, toward love through “lilting guitar chords in G major, sweet and open and raw.” Life
wounds us all. And then, the thing that comes next—

8
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SIERRA LEONE

by Shayla Lawson

Sierra
Leone.
How often
I think of
her pink
skies—The cut
& stench
of her
vacant clitoris
close to
the burning
of her
father’s hair
melting
into dust
as she
watches soldiers
light & impale
him. She reeks
of menarche;
9
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opens anew
every time
she bleeds. Daddy’s
little girl: baby
no longer. Sierra
Leone
she’s been
alone
alone
alone
she’s been
a-lonely.
This incision
meant to
keep her
whole
only leaves her
empty. A new
country in
which she
refugees; baby
girl on her hip
I lift from
the weight
of her. The baby
gums my
covered nipple
& I hug
& I pray this
is the only
way this girl
10
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will ever be
touched.
Sometimes
I look
in the sky
& think God
has abandoned us.
The sunset
first evidence
he has
cleared out
& left. No
I don’t live
in Denver.
I live in
verse &
verse &
scripture
& Leone
cradling
her infant
like a bloodred meridian
(like a flood).

11
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PILOT JONES
by Shayla Lawson

Just like the hurricane, Lonny understands
destruction. The force a body swallows to remember itself
mortal (remember, you too are smoke). A woman loots
across the Louisiana heat & unbuttons right
in front of him—from lawn sprinkler to downpour. She takes
her index finger along her navel, slides her hands,
still soaking, across your lips. “Katrina”
he utters as her wreckage bows the floorboards of his college
years, drenches his sneakers in silt. Perhaps this is the first
way Frank knew a woman. She teaches him
ruin is a thing men work for & her fervor only proves her
penitent. But he know better, you can’t be tryin’ to keep a grown woman
sober. Her dirt-drunk, percussive howls as she stumbles to undress
him. “You ain’t been touched
12
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in a while,” she claims. And when a woman blows down your front door
you can’t do nothing but acquiesce
to her. She’s the dealer & the stoner of her own
anatomical bonds. The rage of her waters this song in falsetto. It’s Louisiana
& the ocean is still / a babe, who has not taken on the tidal—a litany
of deluge, four hundred thousand
heartbreaks. One Frank. All carried / away like the deluge
he will become. But Katrina: what she don’t drain,
she baptizes in the stench of burnt grass that follows all young
men in one way or the other. The best of Frank—not-spared—blares
into the Mississippi, blue ink to paper pulp. She took me high
(& dry), he sings, Then she took me home—& by that
perhaps he means Los Angeles—how Lonny gets
on in the levee’s descent. Katrina rescinds & he becomes
The Ocean. Perhaps why he channels orange—the absence of being
Blue. The sky above a coda; high as the gulf.

13
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SACKERSON
(Ursus arctos)
1601
by Elena Passarello

The London garden, brackish and packed-in, was hazy with a dozen kinds of flesh. The bulls,
cocks, mastiffs, men and chimpanzees in air so rickety it lowered the roof. So dark, the line
‘tween crowd and beasts was marred. There, in that black, Sir Raleigh took his Frenchmen and
other men of duty met their spies. The reason for the famous fireworks? Just so the folks who’d
wagered bets could see.
A rose of flames, pitched high above the crowd, fired smoke into the muck that hung about. It
spun and spat red bits around the seats. They’d rigged it to throw pears as it rotated; the fruitmad crowd would then jump up and chase the rolling pears out to the Bankside streets. Or yardboys, eager in their dirty gloves, would toss hot bread upon the patrons’ laps, which made them
clutch and scurry toward the exit. Outside, they’d find some other Sunday sport: an archery butt,
a woman, or a play.
The stews downriver had less fornication. And St. Barthol’mew’s floors less wet with blood.
The bloody muzzle or the mastiff’s blood. The blood from fisticuffs up in the stands. The blood
of offal, floated down the Thames to Bankside from the abattoirs of town. And by the time the
century turned around, it seemed the blood most often spilled was his.
14
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But do not think that London’s garden crowd imagined him a broken, bashed-in thing. Believe
me, this is tricky. I might see the lives of baited bears as nothing but a broken chord of muzzle,
chain, and stake. Of blunted teeth, barrages of dog jaws, of living-out a mongrel just to have another thrown upon the slavered flesh. That rink’s the only place that he could run, a hard-won
constitutional—fighting dogs and running laps in that dank polygon. That garden, broken even
in its flowers—the rosettes they affixéd to his brow were bullseyes for the mastiffs when they
jumped. And jump they did, mouths tearing up the flesh that leered at them from each side of the
bloom. They bit so hard that London’s citizens grew up thinking a bear’s eyes to be pink.
Few years of that, he was too blind to fight; the bearward had to get creative then. Chained center,
hunkered, lashed by volunteers until the blood ran rivers down his spine. Sometimes he’d raise
his matted arms and gnash about the lash until it broke in half. And once, he stooped low to the
lazy knot, untied himself with effort from the stake, and nosed about the rink in backward loops
to hear the ladies scream, the bearwards scramble. They dragged him offstage to his pit in cheers.
For even then, near-lame and sightless, he could still throw nine-stone mastiffs to the stands.
Up to the boxes, to the ladies’ laps, bypassing pumpkin hose, straight to the skirts. Like he could
sniff a woman’s quivering thigh and hurl the big dog, head o’er tail, right to her. A snort, a twitch
to shudder the dog spit, a fling, a lady’s lap a-going oof! And then they’d add another dog, then
two…till six or seven mastiffs lined the rink, the sound more deafening since his sight was gone.
Goddammit if he wasn’t still around. They could have put his picture on the money.
Elizabeth, who never said hullo, loved him enough to ban all Thursday sport. Upon the mildest
Thursdays, he’d parade out past the playhouse, down to London Bridge. He’d smell the rag men,
actors, punks in stews who yelled for him in ripe cacophony. The Bulls, in ribboned horns, all
marched behind; the cocks-in-boxes and the dogs behind. The Only Bear That Ever Led the Dogs.
And even on his nights off, he appeared: in name-checks at the Hope, the Rose, the Globe. A
dactyl in the mouths of water poets. The only rival Shakespeare called by name. In Jonson. In Act
five at Dunsinane. At Middle Temple Hall on Candlemas, when Chamber’s fairest boy-in-fakedugs crooned: have you not set mine honor at the stake/ and baited it with all th’unmuzzled thoughts/ that
tyrannous heart can think?
15
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So. It’d be wrong to match that bear with breaking; they built him up. They called him out by
name because they read in him a secret code both terrifying and recognizable. They saw it in his
stance—up on two legs, the forepaws spread, the ten claws digital. They saw it in his low-slung
hips and gut. The way his pupils, round and beady, lived inside a circle of expressive white. And
milliseconds prior to the bite, they saw it—as he shut his eyes and sighed.
What did they see? They saw themselves, of course.
A taller man, more leaden and hirsute, with thick skin better suited for a beating, but still their
bear—this massive chestnut frame, dwarfed tiny by a darkened ring of foes. A smaller ratio of
the rink itself, dwarfed by the river flowing to its north: that lurid, pestilent Thames. Six city
plagues—the pox, the new Ague, the curious Sweats—all floated past the beargarden in leagues.
A river of unprecedented sick. In ’92 things got so royally poxed, the playhouses were forced to
shutter up. A quarter of their population down each decade, give or take a hundred score.
A blighted age can make a garden blind. Each ticketholder turns left, right, behind, and wonders
which part of their dark quartet will suffer an unnatural upset next. For when our clans explode
up into towns, the back-bite comes from nature, and it smarts. The devil holds back nature by
its ears, takes aim, makes wager, then releases it. We toss it off and it regenerates; six natural
mouths leap forth before we’re primed.
Parades of sickness cannot be explained by any learnéd clansmen: physics, priests. The inexplicable can send us toward an un-clanned occupation with the self. And selves, like famous bears, are
singular. “We are” soon switches places with “I am.” Then clans bewitched by “i ams” become
crowds, which are an altogether different thing. He heard those iams in the garden’s roar:
I am this bear, stuck in this blighted rink, beset upon by nature’s ticking clock. I am not hunkered
down in numbered packs; instead I am awaiting death alone. I am afraid of time’s encroaching
power, for each new year, I am more bluntly struck. I feel pain, feel it doubling, then I am it; I am
always in wait of time’s new teeth. And though befuddled, drunk on sick, I am unfit to tear my
eyes away from him.
16
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The growl of him, his mighty swipe, his blood, the way he foams both in and out of hours. My
chain of foes would weigh less, I am sure, If I could toss off minutes, break pain’s spine, or send
plague squealing to a bitch’s lap. For even if I knew more time, more sick, was at the go, it’d be
a righteous salve to fight whatever hour’s on me now. To discard the sick dog of what is now. To
throw it— a contaminated rag stained with the gusto of my intellect.
Yes. I am jealous of his natural acts. And so I’ll hit his nature with a stick.

17
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A CONVERSATION WITH CYRUS CASSELLS
ON MY GINGERBREAD SHAKESPEARE
by John Blanton Edgar

Cyrus Cassell’s forthcoming novel, My Gingerbread Shakespeare, explores the “move-along” life and
loves of a fictional Harlem Renaissance poet, Maceo Hartnell Mitchell: his boyhood friend and
first crush, Ker-Xavier LaRiviere (Kid LaRiv), a Lincoln Brigade volunteer in the Spanish Civil
War; Ilya Varonovsky, a Soviet reporter whom Maceo meets on a goodwill tour of Asiatic Russia,
and encounters again in war-torn Spain; Maël and Matthieu-Pierre Patriarche, French Canadian
cousins, a fisherman and a mechanic; Cosimo Alessandro Monterosso, an iconoclastic Italian
filmmaker, who enlists the poet as a Neorealist screenwriter; and perhaps Maceo’s greatest love,
the dashing singer-actor Duncan Thaddeus (D.T. Sweetie) Metcalfe, the “Dark Gable” who astonishes his legion of fans by becoming an impassioned Civil Rights activist.
The novel is also enlivened by the voices of Maceo’s revered actress mother, “Lady Viola,” the
subject of his most celebrated poem, “My Mother is a Musical Instrument”; his bossy, bi-racial
grandmother “Queen Cascabel” who lords over Maceo’s hometown of Pecora; the poet’s longlost daughter, Ivich, who grows up in the Far East as a “Shanghai Russian”; Cully Butler, Viola’s
bolstering friend and secret acting coach; Maceo’s sister, Delaine, a remarkable sculptor; and his
adored nephew, the gifted singer Genoa Graham, who finds romance and authenticity in the early
panic years of the AIDS crisis, as he makes a pilgrimage to the “realms and islands” of the North
Atlantic that altered Maceo’s life forever.
18
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My Gingerbread Shakespeare is an unusual puzzle-portrait that allows the reader to marvel at the
trailblazing poet’s risk-taking loves and adventures.
John Edgar: Can you describe the inception of this ambitious project. When and in what form
did the idea for this novel first strike you?
Cyrus Cassells: I was staying on the rue des Rosiers, the Jewish Quarter of Paris in August of
2008, suffering through an enervating cold that dragged on for nearly two weeks; as I recall, I
was also dealing with the worst dollar to euro exchange rate in recent history, when the novel
more or less “downloaded” inside of me. The characters were very distinct, very vivid, and I
could ascertain their main features and situations with ease. One of the strange things was that
two chapters of My Gingerbread Shakespeare take place in Genoa, a port city I’d never been, despite
living in Rome and Florence from 1991-97. I made a pilgrimage to Genoa in 2013 and met an
incredible opera singer who taught me a good deal about the city; the singer, whom I imagined
as a friend for life, died from pancreatic cancer a few months after my research visit, so my time
in Genoa had a poignant, fated quality to it.
JE: As an accomplished poet and playwright, what led you to the novel as your chosen medium
for telling this story?
CC: I have wanted to be a novelist ever since I was in elementary school. I used to peruse the
“N” Encyclopedia Britannica as an eager boy just to study the history of the genre. My detouring
discovery of poetry as a teenager really took me by surprise. When I first came to teach at Texas
State in 1998, I had a sense, after three books of poetry, that there might still be a novelist inside
me. I wrote a hundred-plus-page novel-in-verse, which I never published, save for seven poems
(which appeared in my last poetry book, The Crossed-Out Swastika), but used as homework, or a
kind of writer’s offhand laboratory that allowed me to experiment with fashioning characters,
dialogue, and lyrical interior monologues.
JE: One of the things I most love about this work is the oft-poetic period vernacular that you employ so well throughout. What were some of the sources you used as inspiration for these voices?
CC: I was most inspired by documentary footage and reading memoirs, diaries, and letters, par19
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ticularly those of the volunteers in the Spanish Civil War and in the Civil Rights Movement. I also
enjoyed studying the inventive slang of the periods depicted in the novel.
JE: You rotate, chapter by chapter, between (at least) ten points of view. What led you to this
narrative structure?
CC: I only settled upon this alternating structure last year while I was working again in France.
It was a rainy spring and summer, dreary and full of strikes, so I had plenty of indoor time to tinker with my novel. The original chapters were much longer; what I ended up doing was splitting
them up into much shorter chapters and inserting them throughout the novel, which seemed
to make the storytelling livelier. This was closer to my original sense of the book’s structure as
eccentric, non-chronological and synchronistic.
JE: Was it difficult to switch between characters as you wrote this? How do you manage to keep
the voices so distinctive?
CC: My real eureka for this project was when I allowed a character that I had previously thought
of as a minor one, Kid LaRiv (Ker-Xavier LaRiviere), to become one of the novel’s key narrators.
I just fell in love with his snappy, Jazz Age and Depression era way of speaking. Suddenly the
whole project became immensely voice-driven and energized. I had struggled for years with the
fact that the novel takes place in several different countries in multiple time periods, and I had
tried to assemble the book geographically, but it was slow-going; I composed the fourth and final
section of the novel called “Voyage That Ends in Puzzle Pieces” (set in Canada and the North
Atlantic) first. But when I started really listening to tough and dynamic Kid LaRiv and genteel,
moving Lady Viola, Maceo’s actress mother, the other characters really came alive, too, and demanded their time in the spotlight.
JE: Music plays a prominent role in this work, both in setting and tone. Who are some of your
musical inspirations for this project?
CC: Here are a few:
Louis Armstrong’s version of “St. James Infirmary”
“Clarinet Marmalade” (Dixieland jazz standard, performed by Bix Baederbecke)
20
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The Band’s “The Night They Drove Old Dixie Down”
“Insufficient Sweetie” (sung by Bricktop or The Harker Sisters)
“Crying for the Carolines” by The Clicquot Club Eskimos
“Ombra Mai Fu” (aria from Handel’s Serse)
“Were You There?” (sung by Mahalia Jackson)
“Pavane for a Dead Princess” by Maurice Ravel
“Papa Was a Rolling Stone” (sung by The Temptations)
“Vedrò con mio Diletto,” from Vivaldi’s Il Giustino
“Grandma’s Hands” (written and sung by Bill Withers)
I also had fun making up some groups and song titles myself in the Maceo chapter you’ve published: Slaughterhouse Slim’s “Rent Party Lothario” and A. Lattimore Hartnell’s Eleven Black
and Tans singing “Sugar, This Sunday, Let’s Stroll Along the Seine.”
JE: These two chapters occur about 100 pages into the novel, but I’m very pleased by how nicely
they stand alone. Is there anything that you want to say to preface this work? Anything about
Maceo and Dark Gable that might add to the reader’s satisfaction in encountering these excerpts
as independent pieces?
CC: In creating an experimental novel about the life of a gay Harlem Renaissance poet and playwright, I wanted to do it subtly, elliptically, in a way that mirrors an artist’s protean life and a
friend’s passionate assertion that “poets are a gift to a culture.” Maceo is almost as much of “a
historical perfume” as he is a cosmopolitan character, so I wanted to convey his enduring literary
and human legacy, including the profound ways, throughout his busy lifetime, that “move-along
Maceo’s” inimitable words and presence affected the folks around him—both family members
and crucial love interests, who didn’t necessarily understand the core of him. Larger-than-life
singer and matinee idol Dark Gable is the love of Maceo’s life, and yet their relationship turns out
to be an intermittent and turbulent one that delights and bedevils them both, and is re-enacted,
in revealing ways, in the tricky dynamics of their subsequent relationships. Each of the individual chapters of My Gingerbread Shakespeare was meant to be concentrated and vibrant, giving the
speakers and witnesses to Maceo’s life as much depth as possible.

21
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LOOKING FOR A DO-RIGHT CHILD

(From the Dark Gable narrative of My Gingerbread Shakespeare)
by Cyrus Cassells

Brother, hear me, no warning sign or bothersome stop light will do the trick, when your heedless,
feet-first self is faced with real, fascinating love or full-tilt talent; I bet a sage advice columnist or
a wise Lenox Avenue palm-reader must have stated it plain (as a spoon of castor oil!) at some key
point. “Watch out, Countée, here comes competition,” I teased Mr. Cullen, our amiable Negro
Poet Laureate. “This Maceo kid might just give you a pretty decent run for your Harlem money.
Man, have you read ‘My Mother is a Musical Instrument’ yet? Talent with a capital T.”
I remember receiving a silly as Sally invite to a social whist party on West 129th,
proclaiming “some wear pajamas, some wear pants, what does it matter, just so you can dance.
If Sweet Mama is running wild, and you’re looking for a do-right child . . .” Well, at the time, I
had no notion I was in a Don Quixote like jazz quest for anything at all (save for a well-deserved
vacation from watchful gossips), much less “a do-right child,” but I sure as hell nabbed the
Real McCoy in Mr. Maceo, my sweet genius to go, who, as you’re maybe aware, graced me with
two choice, undeniably Grade A roles. Looking back on that rather frenetic summer of 1929, I
can see, my children, I was definitely at a funky crossroads. Quiet as it’s kept, I’d gotten a little
bored and irritated with Keris, my flawless, indispensable wife of seven, going on eight years,
whom I actually loved (we were hearts and flowers sweethearts at Howard), and our not so
flawless arrangement, which allowed her to pursue, sub rosa, her tan and yellow gal pals (with an
occasional look-see or join-in, on hubby’s part) while I, in keeping with my highly sexed nature
and “Tan Valentino” reputation, roamed the vast playing field, as needed, keeping my fantasy22
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wrapped fans, both goose and gander, panting for more of my ardent loverman in a fedora act.
But my “terribly unwise” affair with a Inverness-born actress (a delicate, alluring but still soulful
Desdemona to my salt-of-the-earth Othello) had scandalized both my uptown and downtown
followers, enough so, that even permissive Keris put her usually laissez-faire foot down, making
it de rigeur that I dump tender, attentive Penelope, “my sweeting”—whom I admit, I had naïve,
sugar-and-spice dreams of maybe marrying. Since only a very select few show biz types were hip
to my “eclectic tastes,” Maceo’s fortuitous appearance in my life was the longed-for antidote to
the whole flagrant Scotswoman scandal, which had raged, hot as a burning building, until the
deluded Moor of Venice breathed his histrionic last, and my leading lady quietly headed back to
the Highlands.
Right on the tail of the show’s closing, I managed a presto-chango getaway to Paris,
hoping for a tearful but nevertheless downright lusty reunion with my very own dimpled Mary
Queen of Scots, when a clipped telegram informed me that our Eiffel Tower tryst was a deflating “no dice.” Putting a hasty bottle cap on my fast-mounting despair, I accepted a last minute
invite to some fancy colored soiree, not in “Negro Montmartre” but close to swank Rue de Bac,
and that’s where I first laid eyes on my sunny Maceo, in all his glory. Following a few musical
numbers, he recited a couple of his megawatt poems, including the famous crowd-pleaser about
Mom. After sampling a few too many flutes of champagne and a dollop of cocaine to dispel suddenly turncoat Penelope’s stinging rejection, without thinking, I trailed the evening’s luminous
poet-emcee, as if he were a scintillating Harlem version of The Pied Piper, ostensibly to “iron my
shoelaces” in the ornately tiled bathroom of Madame Redbone So-and-So. Maceo was discreetly
adjusting himself in the mirror, while I shamelessly stood nearby, admiring the view, and blurted
out: “Bravo, Mr. Poet, count me among your newfound fans!” I promptly launched into a sonorous, semi-blotto rendition of “The Negro Speaks of the Rivers,” to highlight, god help me, my
genuine appreciation of verse.
“I see you’ve read Mr. Hughes. I’m touched, D.T Sweetie, really I am. Having just finished
a pretty solid run of Othello, I’m sure you’ve got an ‘every boy does fine’ feeling for verse, but
somehow, given your current state, I doubt your soul’s really grown deep as a river. . .”
I winced a little to hear my earliest stage nickname, wielded like the Musketeer d’Artagnan’s brisk barb, in a swift move to disarm “pickled,” foolhardy me.
“Applause for your clear enthusiasm for poetry, most illustrious sir, but I need to head
back to Madame de Thuiliers’ salon. I’ve got a job to do: I’m introducing another promising singer, one of my Cousin Latt’s new discoveries.”
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“Yes, I’ll let you hurry back to your ‘New Negroes’ and ultra aristo-cats’. Here’s my card,
Mr. Poet, in case . . .”

•

Maceo encounter #2 was in his Cousin Lattimore Hartnell’s tiny club:
“Mr. Mitchell, we meet again. It seems you never made use of my card. Please excuse my
previous actions, as I confess, I was quite tight and obviously dazzled by your exceptional verse
and charm. Please excuse, also, my impromptu recitation on the rue du Bac. Silly, I know, but
how else can an actor impress an accomplished homme des lettres? By the way, I count Mr. Hughes
and Mr. Cullen among my circle of friends. I’m serious, Mr. Mitchell. Please accept my apology
and say you’ll dine with me at my hotel.”
The poet accepted politely, with an easygoing smile, and so began, our discreet dinners
and pleasurable promenades around Paree. It took a fortnight or two before, like a nimble quickchange artist, I let the cat out of the bag that my snowballing interest in Mr. Harlem Boy Wonder
was a heck of lot more than just brotherly. Then joy, joy, joy: declaring my true yen for Mr. Maceo
was like taking a captivating but cumbersome mask off at heady Carnival time.

•

“Well, you took me by surprise, Dunc. I guess this explains, Romeo in a fedora, why you
followed me into ‘the powder room.”
“Uh huh, I was magnetized, Mr. Poet.”
Ah, Paris (spread before us like a bright damask) and the little bell-peal of Mace’s tickling
laugh, his dapper profile on a twilit stroll: yes, siree, you bet I’ll take all that to my grave. Hard to
believe, I know, but oh-so-brainy yet still tantalizing Maceo didn’t have much of a clue about his
own considerable charms (which I guess, was “lucky as fuck” for me), but let’s just say he was
in an eye-catching league with Countée’s longtime buddy, that social butterfly and come-hither
boulevardier Harold Jackman, the one a whole bunch of fascinated, ogling colored folks referred
to as “The Handsomest Man in Harlem.”
That humid summer I loved to open the casement and coax my sleepyhead poet wide
awake in the laggard morning, which in infamous, legendary CPT, might be translated as a lowkey Parisian afternoon—just to watch Mace’s long, curly lashes come apart; ah, once upon a
whirligig summer, we harmonized, sang old-timey spirituals, jazz, and whatnot. Peculiar to recall, in 20/20 hindsight, our private realm of Gallic hotels and stairwells, our hushed-up love and
happiness blossoming, in that breakneck season of sighs and optimism, just one step ahead of
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The Big Crash, the horror of ruined businessmen leaping from Manhattan’s bright heights.
As it’s widely, not so subtly broadcast, “Dark Gable” is a gentleman, a seigneur of quicksilver moods, yes indeed, a spot-lit chameleon apt to take on his surroundings, but something
about Mace invariably calmed me down. You see, Mace was my still-point, my come-home call. A
majority of my paramours (quite able partners in crime!) like refined but lusty Penelope, lit a fire
in my loins and made me restless as a racehorse. In my own cockamamie way, I vowed to protect
my gorgeous, shining, quite principled poet, to make damn sure our very own colored Keats
didn’t succumb to killer T.B., or any other of life’s funky or truly dire maladies, but, I tell you, my
secret pledge, my angel on the poet’s dreamy shoulder plan sailed right out the window, when
Romeo Junior headed first to Commie Russia to make a flick that went bust, then to a remote isle
in Canada, and finally, worst of all, got his delectable, do-gooding poet self mixed up in the “toil
and trouble” of Republican Spain.
To tell the truth, I wish I’d hauled my dog-and-pony routine to Madrid and environs a
hell of a lot more out of airtight conviction and less out of some shaky urge to compete, to keep a
big eagle eye on my globetrotting guy, like a hard-bitten gumshoe bent on fingering his footloose
lover. I guess you could peg me as that familiar fool, not spun-around Othello exactly (one of my
favorite roles), but still a man bedeviled by that gadfly, jealousy. Vain ole me, I figured Mace’s war
reporting for the Negro papers was his dramatic, Technicolor way of finally leaving Dark Gable’s
fickle, philandering ass. He knew whenever I found his deep, mighty complicated way of feeling
and seeing things to be a “stretch,” there was always plenty of eager “tail” waiting in the wings.
I told myself, in my salad days, that battling it out in the political arena just “tweren’t”
my bailiwick, so it took time to catch on that my pipe-dreaming poet then surprisingly ballsy
war reporter truly did set store in all that hardcore, anti-Fascist stuff. My heart just about burst
when Mace and I reunited over there in embattled Spain. “Fancy you being here, Dunc. Now
who would have thought, after all your tough daddy jive, you’d turn out to be just as staunch
as Dudley Do-Right?” We had all of about twenty-four hours together in a not shabby Valencia
hotel, punctuated by predictable air-raid sirens. I don’t think I ever loved my idealistic Harlem
bard more. And when he dragged his beautiful ass back stateside from defeated Catalonia, yup,
we were full-on together again, and I said a giant-sized yes to starring in his first play (out of a
gadabout lover’s guilt, I teased him), a remarkable show inspired by Bizet’s outsized heroine Carmen, and her famous Habanera, with its “l’amour est une oiseaux rebelle.” Later, I got on board for
“Harlem Noel,” that Negro holiday staple, the show that proved to be such a happy moneymaker
for Maceo.
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•

“My Insufficient Sweetie, I suppose asking you to hold off on all the hot pursuit stuff is
like asking the mountaintop to stop loving thin air.”
“Or like insisting a certain poet I have a hankering for to stop hop-footing it around the
globe and keep within a certain radius of Harlem.”
Long before there was more “dukes-up” between Dark Gable and his footloose poet than
spooning and making up (maybe Hitler and the world-wide War made just about anybody and
everybody ornery), on a whim, I took Maceo back with me to my Raleigh homeplace. My father,
the Reverend R. A. Metcalfe, had at first been a tall, drying-and-toting tobacco plantation slave
then a colossal but still humble Presbyterian minister, and, quite naturally, I grew up being the
Sunday prodigy and upstaging star singer in his devoted congregation. Because Daddy Reeve
loved freedom and clear skies above most things, as a pastime, he became an offhand, almost
sly lover of carefree kites and kite-flying. I was seven when my doting mother Raynelle and my
closest brother, Stoddard, suddenly passed away in a Chesapeake ferry disaster, and my grieving
sire, in the hope of keeping both our sorrowing blues at bay, gifted little Duncan with a small
cloud-bound kite. Well, past the cistern, in an old shed (where Stoddard and I sometimes hid),
rummaging around near some stovewood, I found a larger, multi-colored kite I’d patched together in middle school, and Mace and I proceeded to resurrect it. On a fairly warm Ides of March
morning, I let Maceo handle the dusted-off kite for a stretch; when he accidentally stumbled on
an unseen branch in the meadow grass, to keep the runaway cloth from escaping scot-free and
sailing off into old man Maldonado’s woods, I quickly reached my arms around Mr. Poet to catch
the wayward tail, and the sudden, no fuss about it joining of our bodies felt so damn good, I kept
my long arms, just-so, sweet as pie, around his slender waist for awhile, not caring at all who
saw us, as we merged in Jenson’s Meadow and became, oh boy, like joined-at-the-hip Siamese
twins—one kite-flying, happy-go-lucky unit. For me, that “taint nobody’s business” embrace
(thank you, Bessie, thank you, Fats!) brings to mind the kite-high, up in the air feel of D.T. and
Romeo Junior’s best days: cloistered from meddling eyes or pointing fingers, on that clement
meadow morning, we were soaring on the clandestine Aladdin’s carpet of our deep-down love
for each other.

•

Some rather jaundiced souls, mostly movie colony cynics and back door johnnies, might
have labeled my last and final separation from my handsome Harlem bard as cruel and oppor26
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tune, since Mace’s troubles with McCarthy and HUAC came fairly fast on the heels of our breakup. First sensitive, frustrated Maceo, my “rebellious bird,” quit me (word has it, for some “Guinea” film director who was wowing folks all over Europe), then indulgent Keris (weary to the
bone, I’m sure, after two decades, by all my misadventures) did the same; my darling better half
opted for a “Boston marriage” with her longtime girlfriend, Janai, a still slim, bookish beauty
from Martha’s Vineyard, that island bastion of the Negro “bluebloods.” So I went back to garish
and never-dull Hollywood, to my role as reliable pasha to an adoring harem of women and invert
fans, and, holy Moses in a moving basket, broke the trusty heart of one of the best men I’ve ever
known.
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MACEO REVEALS HIS INSUFFICIENT SWEETIE
(From the Maceo Hartnell Mitchell narrative of My Gingerbread Shakespeare)
by Cyrus Cassells

As a worshipful son, I’d say my first music was the music of my mother’s voice, instilling and
lily-sweet. Oh how I relished the Easter-like moment Mama would hum an abetting lullaby or
open my stubborn hand—to fill it with a woodland leaf, a scuppernong petal, or a slender pencil. Even stolid, tough as whitleather store clerks, often deferred to Mama as “Lady Viola,” so
I gleaned early on that my McKay Street neighbors, indeed, most everyone in colored Pecora,
revered Mama, who insisted the root of my trademark infatuation with words was her habit of
reciting to me her treasured Negro poets, Wheatley and Dunbar, even in the womb. When I became a shiny apple in the public eye, I was mighty partial to that story (Oh Mama, the behavioral
scientist, the Carolina Pavlov!) and took a firstborn son’s predictable pride in sharing it with the
delighted Negro press.
Marveling at Mama in Romeo and Juliet, I must confess, despite my joy at her success,
I had quite the embarrassing flashback. One marvelous blue Sunday morning in May, when I
was about eight, my thespian mother enlisted me as a mute walk-on in her church recitation of
“The Mother of the Gracchi,” meant to celebrate President Wilson’s declaration of the first official Mother’s Day. For some reason, I was jealous of the willowy boy who played her other son
(I can’t for the life of me remember why!), so as the younger of the famous, reforming Roman
brothers, Gaius and Tiberius Gracchus, in my little makeshift tunic (half a sheet!), in full bad
sheep mode, I mugged and rolled my eyes so emphatically during Mama’s earnest “these boys are
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my jewels” speech as Cornelia, the exemplary Roman mother, that it provoked hearty laughter
from Grandpa Elden’s tickled pink congregation, wholly confusing Mama and fairly ruining the
somber majesty of her classical recitation.
The memory of my upstaging antics, mixed with my pride in “Lady Viola’s” clear triumph, made me ponder my own theatrical hopes. About a year before Mama’s uptown debut, I
had happily resettled in Harlem, following an eventful, rough-and-ready stint as a correspondent
in Madrid, Valencia, and Barcelona. After the roiling spectacle of the dispiriting Spanish Civil
War, it’s no wonder I became enamored with the stage again; inspired, in part, by the innovative
Group Theater and Bizet’s Carmen, I set my sights on writing a decent, hopefully hard-hitting
show. Perhaps my post-battlefield aim to fashion something bold and arresting for the boards
blossomed from an earnest desire to make heads and tails of the swirling drama I witnessed in
war-torn Spain.
Still longing, more or less, for the hardy music of Spanish, I fashioned, after several drafts,
my first play, Chili and Chocolate, about a Negro bronco buster and adventurer who joins the Mexican revolution and promptly loses his head over Rosebud Ugarte de la Peña, nicknamed “Chili
and Chocolate” in the scandalized village where she’s raised, never knowing the name or whereabouts of the “the black Carib sailor who sired her.” Falsely accused in east Texas of stealing horses, a capital offence, James de la Perriere escapes to Mexico, where he rides with Pancho Villa,
works on the railroad, changes his name to Jed Sessions, and woos and wins indelible Rosebud.
The Texas fugitive’s appearance in Rosebud’s village, as rebellious Villa’s ally, ignites a wildfire
of hope, clashes, and unanticipated passion. As I honed the script, it was clear that for colored
folks way out West, the words border and Mexico meant unchained freedom from Jim Crow as
well as blazing opportunity. It also became obvious that the roles of Jed and Rosebud were meaty,
tempestuous ones only Duncan Metcalfe and that dazzling Harlem diva, Lena Marie Laurent,
could handle. So I prayed more than just a little to the fostering Muse of the Theater that “Dark
Gable” and his former co-star would step into these fiery characters’ boots and bandoliers, and
much to my joy, Dunc gave me a hearty yes: “Lucky for you, Mace, I’m plum ‘simpatico’ with this
part, and the lead girl’s got some serious moxie, so I’m sure I can coax the Divine Lena Marie to
get onboard. She owes me one! Buddy, I’m in!”

•

“Saddled” with a surprise pregnancy, Lena Marie, my striking prima donna and perennial
handful (a haute couture match for Duncan, with her hallmark veiled hats) had to bow out only
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four months into Chili and Chocolate’s initial run. Dunc teased her, “It’s not my child, is it, compañera, born of our revolutionary ardor?” And glowing Lena Marie, who was then on handsome
husband number three, smirked, and countered, “Don’t you wish!” So, in the wake of Lena’s
departure, Fawn Bradshaw, Mama’s acting cohort, the riveting lead from Hale Smith’s hot ticket production, gallantly stepped into the part. Hale’s jaw-dropping Romeo and Juliet had finally
closed, providing an ideal opportunity for Fawn to segue from her triumph as a riveting, high
yellow Juliet to beautiful, brazen Chili and Chocolate: “You know, Maceo, I’m crazy about Lady
Viola, so I’d be pleased as punch to help. Juliet was a filly, but Rosebud’s a real woman’s part, and
I’m just the woman to fill her rebel boots!” I had some reservations at first, but Fawn’s vigorous,
sexy embodiment of Rosebud surpassed everyone’s expectations, bringing an impressive depth
and unbarred passion to the brash role that became legendary in Harlem, and then for a while
on Broadway. Chili and Chocolate became Fawn’s absolute zenith as an actress, her topmost stage
triumph. Sad that, after WWII and the steady run of Chili and Chocolate, Fawn took to booze and
barbiturates, some say, after failing to land the lead role in “Alabama Camellia,” a controversial,
“high yellow” film part that “Lena Horne’s lovely cousin” was determined to play, come hell or
high water. “Light, bright, damn near white” as she was, did the stunning Miss Bradshaw really
believe they’d let a colored actress bat her eyes at an ofay leading man? To no one’s surprise but
Fawn’s, a raven-haired white actress (who didn’t have half of Fawn’s on-tap fire and sex appeal)
garnered the role and a coveted Oscar nomination. Did dreamy Fawn forget? Even bombshell Josephine Baker’s film, “Princess Tam-Tam” (in which she played an African shepherdess disguised
as royalty!) was banned in the good ole U.S.A. because of banana-dancing La Baker’s infatuation
with a down-on-his-luck Caucasian novelist.

•

Ah, Mexico, with its dramatic, Christ-is-coming skies, full of ever-shifting colors and
attention-grabbing clouds: it’s like a bold, shameless theater up there! “Script-work” was the
handy code word selected for a certain playwright and his drop-dead handsome lead to make an
across the border late night getaway from Tinsel Town to a modest Mexican seaside hamlet that
shall remain nameless.
“This is heaven, Mace. I was getting bone-tired of movie sets and fan chatter. Amigo, I
see a hammock with my name on it. How, pray tell, did my favorite poet settle on this under the
radar place?”
“I have my ways, Dunc. I simply let it be known I was looking for a spot that was both
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honeymoon lovely and incognito, some Baja locale Miss Greta Garbo might feel at home in.”
“Sugar, you amaze me. If Romeo and Juliet had survived, had really nixed the nasty poison and had a child, he’d be as romantic as you, Mr. Maceo.”
“That’s me, Romeo Junior! Let’s just say I wanted peace, glorious peace: the exact opposite of our scary hotel experience in Valencia during the war.”
“Yes, that Spanish all-nighter gave new meaning to the words of ‘The Star Spangled Banner’: ‘the rocket’s red glare, the bombs bursting in air.’”
“Jesus H. Christ, we might have died there, Dunc.”
“I would have died happy!”
“That’s about the sweetest thing you’ve ever said to me, Dark Gable!”

•

Dunc? He was glamorous to a fault, in a time of fedoras—a gaudy butterfly disguised as a
dashing crooner and come-hither lead: “D.T. Sweetie” they dubbed young Mr. Duncan Thaddeus
Metcalfe in the first flush of his stage career, then “The Tan Valentino” and finally the “basket
name” that really stuck with bedazzled audiences: “Dark Gable.” I can’t think of his first tickling
nickname, though, without hearing in my head cigar-chomping Bricktop’s sassy rendition of that
old Harkins Sisters hit “Insufficient Sweetie”: “The man I love must be a real world beater, / with
a kiss that kicks like a colt’s repeater!” Sometimes, when Dunc got my dander up, I’d sing a few
bars: “I’m not going to use restraint / while I’m making my complaint. / Insufficient Sweetie, /
your sweetie’s too sufficient for you!”
Considering those first heady days of getting to know Dunc in Paris, not long before the
big October Crash and the whole lickety-split demise of the bull market, what comes back to
me, in droves, is jazz, glorious jazz: Fred Waring’s Pennsylvanians singing “Hello Baby,” Albert
Brunies’ Halfway House Orchestra’s “If I Didn’t Have You,” Slaughterhouse Slim’s “Rent Party Lothario” and of course, my cousin A. Lattimore Hartnell’s Eleven Black and Tans warbling
“Sunday, Sugar, Let’s Stroll Along the Seine.” On subdued, God-must-have-forgotten-the-wordsunshine days in Monmartre, sulking in my mansard room in the narrow Rue Saint Rustique, a
stone’s throw away from “the great white swan of the Sacre Coeur,” if I became just the least bit
homesick for Pecora, in a snap, I’d assuage the longing by listening to the Clicquot Club Eskimos
(an “ofay” band with gimmicky banjos, got up in crazy Greenland gear!) singing “Crying for the
Carolines”: “Where is the song I had in my heart / that harmonized with the pines? / Anyone can
see / what’s troubling me: I’m crying for the Carolines!”
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Fresh from Fisk, I was relishing my first weeks in tantalizing Negro Central (“do you
speak sparkling Harlemese?), with its “juice joints” jammed with “safari after sundown” whites,
its ubiquitous bid whist and Saturday night rent parties, and for the lucky, the heady license of
buffet flats, offering artful flirts, tasty gumbo, and quenching milk pitchers of gin, when my cousin Lattimore Hartnell, the erstwhile drummer and Paris nightclub entrepreneur, cabled me, like a
veritable bolt out of the blue: “As a grad present, cuz, how about the City of Lights for a summer?
Need your smarts and pep on the hill (and I don’t mean the siditty one in Pecora!) Chop, chop,
summa cum laude boy! Time to put your textbook French to the test!” Cousin Latt, courtesy of
a gleeful stint in Jim Reese Europe’s revered Clef Club band, had ended up remaining abroad
in the roaring 20s as a stouthearted drumming ambassador, spreading the “jazz germ” and the
catchy gospel of syncopation to France. No wonder he settled in Paris, with its broad avenues ohso-right for strolling—a siren city of snug houseboats nestled along the sparkling river, and land
sake’s alive, cafes where a hungry colored man didn’t have to risk the crushing humiliation of being turned away! In his customary playful fashion, Latt reminded me when I got myself to France
that in grade school, I once purchased, on my own acquired-by-small-chores dime, a miniature
French dictionary, then begged Mama and Daddy for language lessons; my blood brother Kid
LaRiv’s generous mom, Sabine LaRiviere, kindly agreed, despite her big brood, to help wheedle a
little fluency out of me before I was old enough to enroll in a language class. Yes, from the start,
I took to French, as Latt enjoyed saying, like a bright-feathered Negro duck to rippling water.
Up on Paris’ most popular hill that bubbly as champagne summer, I served as a kind of
jack-of-all-trades, or as the Brits say, general factotum for my fat cat cousin’s new club: keeping
the mostly untidy books in order but also sweeping up, hosting at times, and occasionally lending
a helping hand in the kitchen. This second of Lattimore’s ventures, hardly more than a hole in the
wall, was a boite as the French call it, a “box” dinky enough that it reduced his newly recruited
colored chanteuse, Bethany Laine, a honey of a girl from Buffalo, to a sudden flood of tears in the
club’s postage stamp of a kitchen—right in front of the sympathetic chef. Nevertheless, mistyeyed Miss Buffalo rallied in time, and “marvelous, marcelled” Bethany’s signature gift for sly
innuendo, her seductive alto and shapely, expressive limbs soon made Latt’s sophomore effort a
bona fide success, and I happily stayed on, way past my originally scheduled summer tenure.
1928, to borrow from my languishing high school Latin, was the annus mirabilis, the watershed year of my first major success, when my poem, “My Mother is a Musical Instrument,”
published in Dr. Dubois’ The Crisis, skyrocketed a certain stargazing Pecora kid to fame; indeed,
my verse portrait of my very own “Mother, May I,” was making some rather serious waves back in
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the States and word got out, even in glamorous Paris, so Cousin Latt started parading me before
a whole gallery of curious, cultured folks passing through “Black Montmartre,” and occasionally
had me read a few selected poems, mostly on off nights in Latt’s Club Cosmopolitan on the Rue
Lamarck, billing me as “our own Negro Sage and leading light of Harlem-sur-La Seine.”
At a swank, “syncopated soiree” on the elegant rue de Bac, given by a certain “Negro-Indian” heiress, who had christened herself Madame de Thuliere (though the Harlem-in-Monmartre gossip insinuated that she started life as humble Gladys Beatty from Chickasaw County, Oklahoma), I was part of the evening’s “edifying” jazz and entertainment; at one pause in my poetry
recitation, I was startled to see, among the upper-crust attendees, the notorious “D.T. Sweetie
Metcalfe,” the electric Broadway singer and actor. Imagine my surprise when we crossed paths
in one of Madame Imposter’s vast toilettes, and the matinee idol, a tad inebriated at the time,
sent a little, impromptu garland of praise my way, then launched into Lang Hughes’ most famous
piece—to impress me, I guess. Since I was one of the evening’s emcees, I had to dash back to
finish my duties, but I did pocket his gilt-embossed card in the bargain.
My second run-in with this “theatrical storm” and fabled cock-of-the-walk occurred at
my cousin’s Club Cosmopolitan, and this time, the fabulous D.T. Sweetie apologized, with convincing savoir-faire, and insisted, in firm but courteous fashion, on supper with me. Given his
well-known rep as a lady-killer, I was indeed curious as the proverbial cat for a closer inspection.
Only a few months prior to the scandalous Mr. Metcalfe’s supper invitation, I had dumped
my Norman lover, an auburn-haired alto sax player named Jean-Yves, he of the one bewitching
brown eye and the solemn blue left one; I suppose his striking, rather freakish handsomeness
should have been the tip-off to the Janus-like nature of his drug habit. Likewise, on an amiable
walk near the Pre Catalan in the Bois du Bologne, I learned from Monsieur Metcalfe that the Scottish actress (the lovely one Dunc had caused such an uproar with on Broadway) had given him
the metaphorical bum’s rush, so both of us were new-minted members of the Gallic branch of the
broken hearts club. During our first friendly meetings, it was a cinch to admire his galvanizing
good looks and sartorial flair, an ongoing delight to chic Parisians, (any amie of Madamoiselle Josephine Baker was definitely their own new pal as well!). I enjoyed savoring the actor’s baritone,
expounding, inter alia, on his assiduous preparation for his roles; how Dunc couldn’t get a full
handle on Othello’s fury at his blameless wife until he finally understood the Moorish general as
a reflexive “killing machine.” I was inclined, in the beginning, to dismiss Mr. Show Biz, with his
massive shoulders and leonine mien, as just another stage peacock but that was not the nuanced,
thoughtful, yet festive man I discovered amid the captivating whirl of the capital. My growing
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feeling for D.T. seemed a doomed thing initially, but then, lucky for me, despite Dunc’s winsome
voice on the gramophone, his preening face and fedora on the marquee, his famous penchant
for les femmes; despite the teasing Seine, the insouciant city, promising delectable champagne
bubbles but never genuine heart; despite Dunc’s lady-loving wife back in Harlem; despite my
LeHavre sax player’s quasi-convincing plea for another chance, just when I thought his love was
dead as the sweet, laid-out girl in Satchmo’s “St. James Infirmary”; despite having shut down all
my teenage hope and trust when my first love, LaRiv, assaulted me near the river; despite our
shortcomings, fastened then clearly slipping masks, A-1 professional reps, epic hesitations, and
seesaw episodes: in one good-as-gold surprise, ah applesauce, Insufficient Sweetie and Romeo
Junior became an item.
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HARLEM NOËL

by Maceo Hartnell Mitchell
When sundown coppers
the flapper’s cloche,
awakens the speakeasies,
and a cat-tongued jazz
licks the ear,
when bodacious lovers pounce
on thrilling mistletoe
as catnip to elope
and the ebullient clarinet agrees,
brisk snowflakes,
elating as wedding rice
blemish the jazzman’s spats,
and buttoned-up Harlem acquires
a jump-the-broom beauty.
Snow-dusted carolers assemble
to joust with the enticing jazz.
This cold solstice
the longed-for messiah is born
as a latch-key child,
and the bootblack doubles
as his mindful drummer boy,
while under the hope-inducing star,
eclipsed by a belittling skyscraper,
the agile bell-hop,
the fleet brownstone janitor,
the Johnny-on-the-spot porter
are vehemently declared,
by a wailing alto sax,
the three able magi of Harlem.
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CANDLES, GNARLED
by Pamela Murray Winters

Jackson C. Frank had a lot of dignity for someone who sometimes peed his pants.
Entering the residential center in Great Barrington, Mass.—where the date, November 2, 1997,
was by necessity posted on the wall—I tried not to show my fear. I’d told Jackson’s guardian, Jim
Abbott, that I had a lot of experience with institutional settings, and it was true. But I’d been
warned that Jackson was not a pretty sight. Fortunately, where my reckless imagination had anticipated a monster, I saw instead a man: at first just a greasy-haired mound under a thin blanket.
We’d woken him. He lumbered to his feet.
He was like a Tenniel drawing: Humpty Dumpty in the cruelest of looking glasses. Thick through
the middle, with legs and hands puffed up by arthritis or circulatory problems or too much of
everything except attention. His hair was longish, curly if you’re kind, unkempt if you’re precise.
I happened to be on his “good” side most of the time, and even I could see the scars—the external
ones—from the schoolhouse fire that killed his classmates and gave him both the financial means
to run off to England to be a musician and the physical and emotional damage that limited that
career.
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He’d lost his left eye years after the fire, in a shooting. The remaining eye was blue and amazingly
keen, and his speaking voice was his greatest beauty—fighting its way through a smoker’s throat,
but still rich and mellow. He used erudite language the way many musicians use cannabis: a longtime habit, not an addiction, but not a fad, something quite serious.
In classic institutional fashion, he was living from smoke to smoke. They let him smoke every
two hours, and he made the most of it. I don’t know enough about cigarettes to know what was
wrong with his, but I’ve seen it before. Perhaps they’d been crushed, or maybe they were just
cheap. They burned unevenly, with a wet look about the tips. He lit the second from the first.
Eventually I realized: they were my father’s cigarettes.

•

About Daddy. Illness-prone from birth, given to “fits” as a child, he was largely unschooled. He
got menial jobs with family help. I don’t know how he passed the driver’s test; he couldn’t read
more than a few words. He once was supposed to retrieve me from a high-school friend’s house;
he missed the turnoff--couldn’t read the sign--and kept going. I was in Silver Spring. Eventually
he called Mom from Rockville, 12 or more miles beyond where I was. Wasn’t quite sure how he
got there.
Mom said he was gentle and charming and romantic. Those warm brown eyes. After they were
married, she found out about the erratic behavior, the strange moods.
He was in a place called Sykesville for a time, more than once. I used to think it was a generic
name—slang, like loony bin, nuthouse, etc. Years later, in adulthood, I found out it was the city of
Maryland’s state mental hospital. Later, he talked of shock treatments, of 18 pills a day, of seeing
lots of crazy people. I grew up with this language and these anecdotes, moving from shame to a
strange pride in my knowledge of that world. Oh, I was a Daddy’s girl, even took after him: big
nose, dark eyes, dark side.
In the mid-Seventies, Daddy finally got a clear diagnosis: what was then called “manic depression.” Daddy and Patty Duke and Josh Logan, Maude Findlay on TV--I guess it was the au courant
malady. The benefit of publicity: finally he was able to get decent treatment; before that, he’d
been lumped in with people who were generally much more obviously incapacitated by the va37
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garies of their brains. He held a job, he helped raise a daughter, he was functional. He was, when
I visited Jackson, living in a nursing home as well. But Daddy was 80, Jackson decades younger.
I’ve tried, in memoir and poetry, to write about Daddy, tooling around the psych ward, a glint in
his eye, like Maurice Chevalier in corduroy slippers. I imagine, as a title, that old saying: “In the
country of the blind, the one-eyed men are kings.”

•

But I’ve wandered back to Daddy, as I often do, when I’m supposed to talk about Jackson. Back
behind his room, on a cement slab-cum-veranda, between rainstorms, he sucked at those cigarettes like they were those cones that drop down from the airplane ceiling that you hope to God
you never see except in the preflight film. We looked at the woods and talked about his origins
near Buffalo.
“Niagara Falls is right on part of the Indian lands… Tuscarora, I guess it was, Tuscarora, Mohawk,
and Iroquois as they’re generally called.” The words came like a chant: “Cayuta, Onondaga…it
works out to a word COMSAT. My girlfriend who was an
Indian, one of my girlfriends, who was an Indian, had it all settled out for me, told me it wouldn’t
leave me or anything. I should have known—I did know when I was a little kid. But you forget.
You forget everything. She was an Indian and followed me over to England, was a Mohawk, you
couldn’t tell the difference between, half of her was Irish and half of her was Mohawk, and you
couldn’t tell where the Irish began at all.”
It went like that, timelines and topics shifting here and there like boxes in a pickup with bad
suspension. A pattern that fascinated me and that was not unfamiliar. I learned to play pingpong in unit 2100, the psych ward at Washington Adventist Hospital. I was a visitor, never quite
a resident. I listened to Daddy, manic and depressive, for years. Manic was better, at least in the
short run.
I’m not bipolar. (Until I realized how unkind it was, I used to joke that if I were, I’d get more
work done than I do as a garden-variety depressive.) Nevertheless, I was then chasing the sort
of grandiose goal that families of the afflicted learn to look out for in their mood-swinging loved
ones. I had decided to write a biography of Sandy Denny—despite never having written anything
so big, and despite the seeming unmarketability of a book on a British folk-rock singer few people
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seemed to remember. Through sheer tenacity, I’d managed to get some people who knew her to
talk to me, including Jackson—another “lost musician” of the Sixties, who was once her lover. He
seemed happy to talk about Sandy, or as happy to talk about her as any other subject. Sooner or
later, it all came back around to tales of his own damaged life: the childhood fire, but also what
happened later, when, he said, a government conspiracy kept him psyched out on drugs for much
of his adulthood. When I transcribed the interview, I skipped these parts. Sometimes there’s a
truth beyond facts. I thought of Daddy and those 18 pills a day: not a conspiracy, but a hell of a
mistake.
Truth, and sometimes facts as well: Jackson had once been locked up after making a scene at the
Brill Building in New York, protesting that he needed to see Paul Simon because Simon owed
him $500. Of course, it was true that there was something wrong with his mind—schizophrenia, perhaps—but it was also true that they had legitimate business ties: Simon was his former
housemate from their early-‘60s time in London. So was Al Stewart, who told me, in one of my
first interviews for the book: “Jackson was just … so many different people. He had for a short
period of time this girlfriend who was like a sort of society princess. And Jackson -- I don’t know
what happened to him, I don’t know what he was thinking; he turned up one day wearing a
three-piece suit and a bowler hat…He looked like a slightly more worn version of Buffalo Bill…
But he seemed to believe that he was now an English gentleman.”
I wish I’d asked Jackson more about Sandy. He remembered their drinks, bits about her family,
her dirty jokes. “She had several favorite swear words, like ‘Crikey.’” Later, when I asked him if
she was an alcoholic, he replied with a classic bit of what shrinks, humorists, and hypochondriacs
might call “clanging”: “No ‘ic’ on her at all. Except for ‘crikey.’”
In my interviews with Sandy’s friends and family, I kept failing because I’d become too curious
about whoever was in front of me at the time. And who couldn’t help but be curious about Jackson?
I made him laugh. If I did nothing else right, I’ll always remember that. He was harping on people trying to get him to sign up for various causes, and he said, “It’s just like that Monty Python
movie...the one about Jesus?”
“’Life of Brian’?” I guessed.
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“Yes. No, no. The other one—”
“The Holy Grail!” I said. He fumbled for the lines that I knew, and I jumped in with them—
“Come see the violence inherent in the system! Help, help, I’m being repressed!” And we laughed
together.
Toward the end of our talk, I helped him out of his chair. He took my hand like Cinderella at a
minuet. He didn’t seem to lean on me a bit. But he wobbled scarily as his legs straightened. I
could see him getting his footing—I’d seen it with Daddy. I don’t know how such people can trust
in failing bodies. I’d likely just sit there.

•

I still don’t know why others said he kept Sandy from singing or warped her psyche. In the years
since I met Jackson and since my biography went from whim to ambition to near-achievement
before collapsing, unfinished, there have been at least two biographies of Sandy, and Jim Abbott,
Jackson’s remarkable caretaker, recently published a biography of Jackson. I haven’t read any of
them.
But I could imagine a young, naive Sandy, fleeing the stifling house of her childhood and going
out into the world with love--the gentle nurse, bawdy barmaid, golden-voiced girl so many have
described--and finding something twisted in this eccentric man, something to tame, to succumb
to, to heal, to fear. He would not have been easy for her to understand, however easy he was for
her to love.
Sandy’s song “Next Time Around,” which I believe to be about Jackson, presents an arid emotional landscape; it’s a harsh portrait, and Sandy was too intelligent for its metaphoric landscape
to be unintentional: “And then I’ll turn and you won’t be there/Dusty black windows to light the
dark stair/Candles all gnarled in the musty air/All without flames for many’s the year.”
At the end of the interview, we left Jackson in the hallway. As the elevator doors closed, a nurse
asked, “Are you family?”
“Uh, no, I’m writing a book on one of his ex-girlfriends.” I was still gripping the tape recorder
like a relay baton.
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“I wondered. ‘Cause he never gets any visitors.”

•

At Christmastime in 1997 and 1998, I sent presents to Jackson: a scarf and a hat, to guard against
the cold during those cigarette breaks. I never heard back, but in March 1999 I learned of his
death. Jim Abbott later told me that I was one of the few journalists Jackson liked. I was also the
last one to interview him.
My father died four months after Jackson did. My book project was already dying. By the spring
of 2000, legal problems had forced me to efface it and the years of my life that it took, to reinvent
myself not as Jackson had, with fancy cars and bowler hats and exotic lovers, but by plodding
along the way the less flamboyantly damaged of us do.
I don’t know whether Jackson ever got his $500 from Paul Simon, but the day I met him he had
just received a royalty check for “Blues Run the Game.” It’s on the Simon and Garfunkel box set
Old Friends. But Jackson’s version is better.
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THE BEARD
by K Chess

I have a tattoo of the cult pop musician James Henrichon on my right inner forearm,
glowering, shielded by the big beard he grew the year he killed himself. When I first moved from
New York to eastern Wyoming, I noticed how often strangers here would glance at the tattoo
and then physically shy away from me. I saw how they would try to look very pointedly at my
face while they counted out my change, their expressions sad or closed-off or disapproving, and
I thought that these must be the people who had known Henrichon – he grew up here, after all,
and this is a small place. I felt sorry then, for intruding on a private grief. I didn’t understand what
was really going on until a gloating old man in a POW-MIA ballcap confronted me outside the
Party Store last May and called me Osama. “You’ll get your’s, too,” he said. “See if you don’t.”
That’s when I stopped wearing tee-shirts in public.
It’s not that I mind attention. My mark is not a birthmark, after all. I’m a grown man and
I chose it, so normal rules about staring ought to be relaxed. What offends me is the fact that no
one here seems to remember James Henrichon, dead less than ten years. He never made it big,
but he was certainly the biggest thing ever to emerge from the obscurity of this rinky-dink town
where for months at a time the moveable letters in the sign at the gas station off 410 spelled
COME TRY OUT OUR NEW PUMPS!
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I go about my duties, listening to other music but hearing his in my head. The songs are
about work, sometimes. They’re about happiness and sadness, about control and drugs and the
stupid things we do, but like all great songs, they’re mostly about love. Frustrated love, painful
love, love that you try to bring to a screeching halt, you dig your heels in, but it’s stronger than
you are. Love that limps on. I know firsthand how terrible it is to feel that way, but when it’s over,
how could you forget about it? How could you want to cover it up?
I’m sure that I was wearing long sleeves the day I met Shane. The day I met him wasn’t
actually the first time I’d seen him; the same ten people are always in Rudy’s, especially if you’re
hanging around during the late afternoon, just after it opens. I go there regularly after my shift
at the grocery store, because there are men there who are as bad as me or worse and though I
don’t want to talk to any of them, it’s a comfort to know that they’re around. Officially, Rudy’s is
not a gay bar, but everybody knows. If you were to get very intoxicated and throw a chair at the
jukebox – which I saw a man do once – and got yourself banned from the premises, you’d have to
drive across the state line and all the way into Salt Lake City to hang out with as many ugly old
queers.
On the day I met Shane, I was sitting at a table by myself at the black-painted window,
underneath a blow-up bottle of Dos Equis that spun around gently in the internal breeze from
the vents, and a Henrichon song came on the jukebox in the bar. It was “Black Fork Riding.” Not
one of my favorites, maybe, but I felt a thrill go through me just the same, and before I had a
chance to look up from my drink, somebody in the back corner was saying, “James Henrichon – I
knew that guy!”
Shane wasn’t the man who said that. Shane was the man who didn’t say anything.
He was seated at the bar right in front of the taps, also by himself, nursing a tall yellow
beer. The only reason I noticed him was that the bartender and he shared a sympathetic look then
and the bartender – a straight-looking-but-gay-talking guy around my own age, which is to say
ten years younger than anybody else in the place – poured out a double and slid it over next to the
unfinished pint and said, “Here you go, Shane.” A sympathy drink. And I don’t know why, maybe because “Black Fork Riding” was still playing in the background, but I immediately thought
of Shane Douglette, Henrichon’s childhood friend and musical collaborator. Douglette was the
drummer, background vocalist and co-songwriter in Henrichon’s first band, formed when they
were just boys. Then Henrichon grew up, moved away, went solo. Who knows what happened to
Shane Douglette.
What a coincidence.
Then, I was blessed with a rare flash of insight.
There are disappointments and setbacks in the produce business – insects, bruises and
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worse. Unpacking a crate of Fujis, I might reach for an apple and find, as my fingers compass the
sound-looking fruit, that the side I can’t see is soft, collapsing with rot. It’s a betrayal, a reversal
of expectations. But there is also order and sense, and I have developed a feel for what is right.
I know when a wipe-down with a damp cloth can save a cloudy-skinned piece of citrus. I know
whether I ought to send a box of celery back to the distributor without even putting it out for
sale. I know if I need to check the fans in the depths of the cooler. Not because of the sounds they
make inside their housings. I just know.
This was the selfsame Shane.
We stayed in our places, me and the stranger at the end of the bar, suspended in the music like that Dos Equis bottle twisting in the air above our heads. I didn’t have to ask him. I was
sure. And I was equally sure that he didn’t want to hear this song. I knew it, even if his friend the
bartender didn’t.
I’d heard Douglette’s drumming before. I had even heard his adolescent singing voice –
preserved on a rare demo tape – as he harmonized with the teenage Henrichon for a chorus. But
I’d never seen a picture of Douglette at any age. Now, I observed him, a man in his early forties
with a long nose and a square face, his curly reddish hair clipped short, his cheeks dusted with
rusty stubble. He downed his whiskey, hunched over. He would never make it stop himself.
The TV over the bar showed a Cher concert from 1997 on mute, the kind of shit they
always seem to have on at places like Rudy’s. My instincts were still operating at an usually high
level. I picked up my own beer and stepped over to the bartender. “Hey,” I said. “Is there any way
you can turn off the music?” I pointed up to the TV. “I really want the sound on this.”
The bartender spared a glance at Shane, who’d begun rubbing the empty shot glass against
the surface of the bar as if it were a tool he was using to remove the finish. “Sure,” the bartender
said, “Not a problem,” and reached under the bar near the POS system where the controls were.
There was a sound of protest from the back of the room when “Black Fork Riding” cut
out, presumably from whoever had paid fifty cents to hear it, and someone yelled “James!” in a
plaintive way, which the bartender and Shane and I all three ignored. And then there was only
Cher.
I settled myself on the bar stool nearest the door where I could see the TV, but not all that
well.
“Thanks,” Shane said.
“You’re welcome. I hope you don’t mind the, um.” I gestured again toward the TV. “The
interruption.”
He shook his head. “I like this fine.”
“Everybody likes this concert,” said the bartender staunchly. “It’s a good one.”
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“Yeah,” said Shane and he looked at me in a way that I liked, humorous and appraising. I
could tell that he felt well-disposed toward me then. That was when the unusual certainty of the
emotional intuition or whatever it was that had been guiding my actions deserted me. I wanted
to be able to make easy conversation, but I just couldn’t. The problem with me is I freeze. I flee.
I’m a coward.
I took out my wallet and paid for my drink as quickly as possible, in cash.
It was on the drive home a few minutes later that I noticed they had switched the sign at
the gas station for summer. It now read THE COLDEST DRINKS IN TOWN, and that made me
angry, angry at myself. It occurred to me only then, driving past the gas station, that I might have
paid for his beer and his shot – Shane Douglette’s. That would have been something, at least.
Sometimes, even this doesn’t feel like it’s far enough west. Sometimes I wish I’d kept
driving all the way to the ocean.
Back in New York, my ex always knew when I was thinking about leaving. Not when we
were fighting, I mean, but when I would go somewhere else for a while, out of his orbit, and find
myself a little and make resolutions – somehow he would sense that. He would know and he’d
be so sweet to me. When I returned to him, prepared to have it out, he wouldn’t apologize. He
would just act so reasonable, like someone who would never do the things he routinely, absolutely did. Then, for a little while I could feel that I must have misinterpreted something. Against
my will, I believed again that I had made up that other side of him. How well he had me trained.
He’d taught me to eat from the blade of his knife.
The music used to help. It was the only thing that did. When he was perversely assaulting
me, disrupting my processes whenever I was vulnerable – just at the edge of my sleep or in the
middle of normal daily routines – I might have sung out loud. Certain Henrichon songs I could
have sung in the bathroom, looking over the shelves in the medicine cabinet at the sharp things,
the pills.
Now, I’m out. He let me leave.
And I don’t bother to make resolutions anymore. That never worked. Now, I just wait for
things to happen to me.

•

Shane came to see me at work on a Wednesday afternoon, just as I was getting ready to
take off for the day. I was breaking down the boxes from the produce delivery, as well as some
from the packaged grocery department which the stockers had left piled outside by the delivery
ramp overnight. We have a designated corrugated cardboard Dumpster at the store, and the only
thing that can go in it is corrugated cardboard, so all tape must be removed. I’ve gotten very good
at understanding the tabs and folds of boxes, at pushing on the weak points and sliding my fin45
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gers under the tape and flattening them. There are some boxes, though, that are made in such a
way that it’s easiest just to step inside them and kick out the sides. That’s what I was doing when
Shane pulled his truck around to the back of the store. It was a sunny afternoon, and I had taken
off my flannel overshirt and thrown it on top of the Dumpster. As he climbed down out of the
driver’s seat I looked for the shirt, but it was too far for me to get it. I gave the box another kick,
right arm carefully concealed behind my body.
My reasoning: if he didn’t want to hear the song, he wouldn’t want to see the beard.
“Woah, there!” Shane said. “Go easy on the poor thing.”
I turned to face him. One of my hands clasped the opposite wrist behind my back, like I
was some kind of a foreign dignitary on a pier about to make a speech. “How can I help you?” I
asked; when I feel foolish, I always try to compensate with formality. There was no good reason
I could think of that he would be at the delivery door.
“I’m helping my nephew move later on this week,” he said. “I was wondering if you might
have some boxes I could take away.” He looked down at the wrecked cardboard at my feet, which
had once contained bananas from Chile. “Maybe not that one, though.”
“Sure,” I said, sidestepping as he came forward. “You’re welcome to any of them. Even
the boxes I’ve already broken down – I can put them back together for you.”
“He doesn’t need that many. He’s only moving across town and he’s got most of his
things packed already in garbage bags, I think. The ones you haven’t busted up yet should do us
fine.” Shane lifted up two of the still-intact cases, big ones that had once held corn chips or cereal.
He was wearing a snug gray tee-shirt. His hair was receding a bit on each side of an exaggerated
widow’s peak. There was something boyish about the way he held himself.
Reluctantly, I picked up a third box. I saw his eyes move to the blue-black stain of the
tattoo on the inside of my arm and I felt my shoulders stiffen.
I have a right, I reminded myself. He’s mine, too, in a way.
“Is that that Russian guy in your tattoo?” Shane asked. “Man that wrote Crime and Punishment?”
I looked where he was looking, down at Henrichon hiding behind his inky beard, and to
my shame, I nodded yes.
“I bet people around here don’t know what to make of that. Did you get it done in SLC?”
“No,” I told him. “In New York. I used to live there.”
“It looks like good quality work.” He tossed the empty boxes into the bed of his truck and
then pulled a battered-looking flip-phone out of his pocket to check the time. “It’s really warming
up out here,” he said. “I was thinking about getting a drink. Want to join me?”
I freeze. I flee. It’s a survival mechanism.
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“I’m not quite done yet,” I heard myself say. “I’d better not.”
“All right. Well, thanks for the boxes.”
“Not a problem.”
That night I lay down on my back on the bare boards of my enclosed front porch, which
slopes down at a perceptible angle toward the street. I lay with my head downhill, my feet inside
the open front door of the house, and stared at the ceiling, which is painted sky blue. I don’t
know how long this house has been a rental, but it is clear from its general condition that it has
been passed directly from college student to drug addict to careless bachelor like myself over the
course of many years and although it meets my needs, there are few signs around the property
that anyone has ever taken a proprietary interest in the place. The raised bed I built in the backyard to plant my lettuce is one. That pale blue ceiling on the porch is another, and I was hoping
the unaccustomed bloodflow would do something good for my head.
I had thought that here at the source I might hear the music more clearly.
James, the hopelessness you felt, it must have been more immense than mine. I don’t
doubt that, but I don’t completely understand it, either. You with your many friends and fans and
lovers.
I mean, I’m a real failure. Look at the facts. At least you left behind your songs.
A few months ago, there was a tornado warning while I was at work, unusual in this part
of the country. My boss, Dick Torres, and his business partner Marie and the guy from the meat
department – my enemy, I hesitate to call him a butcher – and the check-out girls all got into the
walk-in cooler to wait it out. Armored in my rubber apron, I stayed at the front of the store to
watch. It seemed like someone should. The big plate-glass windows behind the registers all face
east, and there was one shopping cart left out in the empty parking lot. I watched the cart slide
where the wind carried it under the yellow sky like a shuffleboard puck, back and forth from one
end of the lot to the other. I waited for it to crash through the windows, but it never did. Something was playing on the stereo, on the 5-disc CD changer and radio that serves as our sound
system at the store, but I didn’t know what it was. I didn’t care what happened to me then. It
can’t be normal to feel that way.
Like I said, though, there’s an order in produce. I’m aware of that order as I cull, ruthless
as a god, and as I rotate stock, making sure the newest bananas are always on the bottom. As I
pare away a thin layer, oxidized red, from the base of each head of iceberg lettuce, the slices falling from my knife like perfect coins. As I regard the Bosc pears, every piece of fruit wrapped in
tissue paper like a gift and resting with the others inside the case. I might choose one to unwrap
and hold it in my hand, still cold to the touch from the refrigeration but warming, and I know
this place of exile is right for me.
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I had to tell Shane that. I had to show him who I was so that he would leave me in peace.
I asked around at Rudy’s to determine where he lived, and then drove out to the south
side of town after work. It was a neighborhood to which I’d once made a stealthy pilgrimage, back
when I first moved out here. Henrichon’s parents’ old house was a small white split-level on a
busy road; I remember snapping a picture as I cruised by. Shane lived just a quarter of a mile further in a two-story house on a big lot with pink siding and an attached carport. As I approached,
I heard the sounds of frenzied ping-pong playing emitting from inside, the plastic ball cracking off
the plastic table. Once I got close, I could tell it was coming from the basement. I thought about
turning around, but before I did, the sound stopped. I found I could reach the doorbell mounted
to the siding while standing on the ground, without even climbing the three cement steps.
He answered the door barefoot, in jeans and a ribbed sleeveless undershirt. “Hi,” he said.
He held a paddle with a pebbled blue rubber surface in his hand. He actually seemed pleased to
see me, as far as I could tell.
“Is someone here with you?”
“Yeah, my nephew. Do you want to come in for a beer?”
I’d taken a tomato box from the store with me, a pathetic sort of offering. I held it out to
him now. “I brought him one of these. They’re the sturdiest. Is he still going to move?”
“Well, he moved here, for now. He’s trying to figure some things out.” He looked at me
critically, in my flannel work shirt. “Aren’t you hot?”
“No,” I said.
“You can just toss it on the lawn,” he told me. “The box. Toss it over by the foundation. I
can probably find another use for it.”
I didn’t want to let go. I compressed its cardboard edge in my hand. “Look,” I said. “I have
to confess something to you. The tattoo I have – it isn’t Tolstoy.”
“Tolstoy?” He tossed the paddle pointlessly from hand to hand. “I thought it was Dostoyevsky. You said, the man who wrote …”
“I’ve never read any of those Russian novels,” I told him. “It’s not an author. It’s James
Henrichon.”
“Oh.” Shane seemed taken aback. He sank down onto the lowest step. “Wow.”
“I know that’s probably strange for you. If you knew him. Since you knew him. I thought
I ought to tell you instead of lying, because it’s really important to me. Maybe it seems creepy. I
know he’s dead now. That’s why I came out here: to live where he ran away from. Alone.”
“Can I see it again?”
Wordlessly, I dropped the tomato box and unbuttoned my cuff to push up the sleeve. I
watched Shane consider.
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“Do you think it looks like him?” he asked at last.
As a performer, Henrichon was undramatic, but even the poorest-quality audience recordings are rewarding to watch – or at least to me they are. Henrichon kept his head down while
he played, absorbed throughout most of the set. His concentration was evident as his hands
moved on the strings. And then, in the middle of a song, his chin would tilt up for a brazen second as he looked out to see what kind of an impression he was making. It was like an eclipse.
That look is what I would want as a tattoo, in a perfect world, but some things don’t translate
well to permanent. That’s why I went with the beard, the most obvious feature. So that people
would know who he was.
“I’m satisfied with it,” I said. “If that’s what you’re asking.”
“Huh.” Shane laid down the paddle and stretched his legs out in front of him and I saw
that the soles of his feet were dusty. “He looks so old. And he didn’t even get to be very old. I
guess he must have been about your age when he died, wasn’t he?”
That was something I hadn’t considered before, but I realized it was true. “Do you mind
if I sit?” I asked.
“Go ahead.”
I sat next to him on the hard stair. “Maybe something is off about it,” I admitted. “No one
in Wyoming has ever recognized him.”
“We don’t think about him here as much as you might guess.”
Sometimes, back at home in New York, I used to feel like I was standing on the deck of a
great ocean liner halted in the middle of the North Atlantic, surrounded in the dark by dangers,
intersecting lines of threat I could not make out. I didn’t know where the icebergs were or how
big they were or how many, and I couldn’t move for fear of hitting one. I was paralyzed. Frozen.
And then, on the horizon, I saw the flares from another ship. I didn’t know if those onboard were
also in distress. If they were, I had no way of going to those people to help, and they were not
coming to assist me, either. But at least I knew someone else was alive out there.
That was Henrichon’s music to me.
“So you know,” I said, “I only meant it as a tribute to a great man. Like Dostoyevsky.”
Shane laughed quietly. He put his hand on me, flat against my back. I felt it, warm through
my shirt, and he leaned in then and kissed me. It felt good – the warmth, the pressure – but after
a second, I scooted up two concrete steps away from him, against the closed door. It was dusk
now, but it wasn’t that dark. What could he be thinking? I didn’t want his methhead neighbors
to see anything, and I didn’t want to make any more mistakes.
“I think I should go now,” I said.
“Please.” He was two steps down from me. He rubbed a hand across his stubble and said
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it again: “Please.” My heart, then, a drum. A drum played by a teenager in a garage somewhere
who didn’t know what he was doing. “Don’t you want to come inside?” Shane asked.
So I did.
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SLEEPING BEAUTY
by Yu-Han Chao

Thomas the Train never broke hearts like this before
(the heart the last organ to go
						
less O2 to system from the left the strong side aorta
Broke control proteins 		
less waste from inferior superior vena cava to right
		
ran away				
whirl, hiss, pump of piston engine
bubbled on an ovary						
the world slows down
thickened endocervix imperceptibly					
		
even a smear would have come back clear		
nitrogen separated out
								
beeping lights all that we can hear
Everything had to come out					
the part where the end starts
sent to lab						 we the last to know, Amtrak so slow)
		
Monday at 8 A.M., with Rocky the snake and messed-up gecko
Spindle formed, too late to blast			
(beside the point anyway
or freeze			
the odds, positively optimistic, worse than tossing die for ones
even then, less than 50% survival 					
no Schrödinger no cat
   slipping through fingers
Sleeping Beauty is the best you can get		
I hate this part right here
or zombie or Snow White				
or was this what we were waiting for
		
surrounded by seven obasan ojisan posthumous paparazzi
						
I see sunset in your eyes
Not blackened in yellow fluid				
kidneys the first to go
in ziplock bag labeled invertebrate			
all that’s left is goodbye
		or sliced and simple-stained in flat, glass coffin.
but it doesn’t look like her
					
it’s not her anymore—what did you expect?)
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THE WAYS I KNOW HER
by Lisa Couturier

Caterpillar—

In a shadowy corner of the barn, a shaggy, black spider repeatedly stabs a cream-colored caterpillar. Dipping into caterpillar’s soft tissue with its fangs, spider injects venom to liquefy
caterpillar’s insides. Caterpillar writhes its smooth, round body.
Soon enough, spider senses me shuffling toward it through sunlight and releases caterpillar
into a comma-shaped slump. Good, it’s over, I think, and I turn back to stir the horses’ grain.
But spider attacks again. Caterpillar flings itself into an arch and falls over soft as a sigh.
I know spider needs to eat, but I’ve seen too much of my daughter Annie’s1 pain to witness
more. So I shoo away spider, scoop up caterpillar and carry it behind the barn, to the lilies
blooming above the grave of Faith, my old mare, who would hold her enormous palomino head
against Annie’s chest on the days she came home crying because she’d been bullied.
1 All children’s names have been changed.
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Melody—

It’s been six years since the afternoon of the worst bullying incident, when Annie’s arm was
injured badly enough that the pediatrician noted “significant trauma” in her record. I didn’t
witness the assault, but the aftermath of that afternoon—and the years of menace leading to
it—seems never to have ended and remains alive. So I wasn’t there, but I was; the things I’ll
tell you didn’t happen to me, yet in some ways they did.
If you are imagining the bullies as boys, don’t. One girl, spindly and pale, couldn’t have weighed
more than sixty pounds at nine-years-old. She was like a praying mantis that with a swift swipe
of its thread-thin fore-claws can kill a hummingbird.
I’ve long known collateral damage from childhood bullies—not because I was bullied, but because my older, learning-disabled brother came home too many times to the house we grew up
in, eyes swollen and blonde curls clotted with blood. Eventually, he just stayed inside, endlessly blasting Black Sabbath, who I surmised were obsessed with the troubles of the mind.
And now, with Annie, the past is back. Time, more reliable at washing away love than anger,
refuses to release me from the dualism of Before & After. When I say ‘before’ I mean the Long
Before: before Annie met her first bully, Mia, when they were three years old, barely out of
diapers, which is when girls somehow figure out that friendship can be used as a weapon. It is
as though I am caught in what physicists posit is a block universe, a place where the one-way
arrow of time fails, where past, present and future coexist. Sometimes the years of bullying,
and everything that happened afterward, feel like such a place.
No matter how often you tell the story of bullying, with the hope of diminishing its power, it
cannot be killed. It’s not as though your child is gone, but that something inside them seems
lost. You can’t keep telling this to those who’ve already despaired with you. So you consider the
high road of forgiveness, but it’s hard to forget cruel children as cruel children.
The summer after the attack, when Annie turned ten, she wrote and sang songs about the
bullies. Playing the piano, she recomposed herself in soaring, wandering melodies, as though
they were her first language and lyrics were her second; as though she was made not of muscle,
flesh and blood, but of music:
		

You think I’m so weak but my bones are getting stronger every day, oh every day.
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You think that your words can put me down, but no way . . .
So I guess what I’m trying to say is just go your own way.
‘Cause this is a big world and there’s no use trying to hide.
Everybody else is already sad.

Because she also wrote other, happier songs—ones she sang in the wind, standing in our fields,
braiding buttercups into the mane of her old, Icelandic mare—I thought she was overcoming
her fears and troubles. I thought she was resilient.
She was not. Within a year of the attack, Annie was afflicted with a rare and mysterious sensitivity to sound, a disorder currently considered incurable. For the next eighty-five of one-hundred years that children born at the turn of the century are expected to live, she will barely be
able to survive silence, or love.

Song—

Whales and insects sing for their own reasons. Birds sing a chorus at dawn in the trees and fish
sing a chorus at dusk on the reef. My infant daughter sang before she had words, maybe even
before she could be heard. Who’s to say she wasn’t singing before she was born?
As a newborn, her eyes still as dark gray as some wild creature, Annie hummed at dusk, gold
light slanting through the curtains as she fell asleep. She could hum and nurse at once. She
hummed while I carried her on walks in the woods. In summer, her sweaty cheek resting on
my chest, I felt the vibrations of her tiny voice against my skin.
Growing up and strapped in the car seat in my Jeep, the window cracked open and her brown
curls swirling across her face, Annie sang along with the radio—
			

Yeah I’m free, free fallin’

trying to keep up with the choruses of her favorites—
			

Un-break my heart, say you’ll love me again

Later, she would sing in a children’s choir. She would sing solo in recitals, in school plays and
in variety shows—her musical tastes changing through the years, from Taylor Swift to Cher
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Lloyd, from Emeli Sande to Lana Del Rey and Tove Lo, to Imagine Dragons and Arctic Monkeys.
My most cherished photo of Annie is as the saucy soprano of a sandbox opera. Her arms are
raised in the wind as she sings to the trees edging her pre-school’s playground, where she sang
as she slid down slides and twirled on tire swings, nearly upside down, squinting in the sun.

Girls—

In kindergarten, a girl named Laura tells Annie that she’s not pretty and no one will play with
her. Laura ‘owns’ certain other kindergarten girls and restricts Annie’s access to them.
In first and second grade, Laura recruits Carrie, who fairly regularly tells Annie: Even my mom
says you’re fat.
In third grade Julie enters the school and becomes the ringleader.
In my mind, I think of Laura, Carrie and Julie as ‘The Vipers.’ They complain that Annie is too
tall and coerce her to stand in the back during group activities. They say Annie is not pretty
enough to become a cheerleader and that she’s not as good a singer as she thinks. Julie creates
an invisible girl to sit in Annie’s seat. When Annie sits down, Julie pokes her with pencils. Julie
calls Annie the ‘evil stepsister’ of the invisible girl. In the cafeteria the Vipers shoot spitballs
at Annie.
Annie writes:
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		

Julie wanted me to eat some type of chip. I didn’t want to. Julie
said, Eat it or I will fling applesauce at you with a spoon.
I said No. I wasn’t going to let her bully me around or tell
me to do something like I was a peice of junk. At the same time
I felt scared. I just got the shirt that I was wearing. What if she did
throw the applesauce at me. I started to worry more and more.
My heart started to beat fast. I couldn’t get that nacious feeling
out of my stomach. Then it came. I looked at my shoulder and guess
what was there applesauce. I got so sad I wanted to cry I wanted to
leave the room and burst out crying. But I didn’t, I stayed strong.
Then she said she would throw my granolla bar in the trash if I didn’t
eat the chip. I still said No! So she picked up my granolla bar
walked over to the trash and put it down in the trash. I felt my heart
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beating ten times faster than it was before.

When I call the school principal to report the lunchroom bullying, she sidesteps the issue by
commenting on Annie’s beautiful singing and her courage to perform alone on stage during
the school variety shows, as though adoration might persuade me to forget why I called. I
press her about what can be done and she says: Fill out a Bullying Incidence Form that obligates me
to investigate what you are alleging and to notify Julie’s family.
The principal is pushing back to give me a chance to back out of conflict. She knows I understand the politics of the parent body—the tensions, not unlike those in my own high school
days, between the popular parents and, say, the introverts or artists, the gossipers and chronic
volunteers, and those, like me, shy on the edges. Despite the fraught landscape, I file the Bullying Incidence Form.
A few days later, the principal calls the girls into her office as part of her investigation. Of
course their stories differ. Julie denies it all. Carrie and Laura back up Julie. Operating under
a philosophy something like the justice system, wherein the burden of proof is on the victim,
the principal instructs Annie to advocate for herself next time. Use “I feel” messages—such
as “I feel sad when you take my lunch and throw it in the trash,” as if making Annie sad isn’t
exactly what Julie desires.
I try to ask other mothers if their daughters are bullied, but the conversation is awkward and
stilted. Even behind closed doors, no mom will risk being found snitching on the children of
other moms. But finally, I’m thrown a bone: one particularly well-informed mother tells me
that Julie’s brothers have already been in trouble for bullying in the middle and high school.
One brother was suspended, one bullies on the bus.
At Fall Fun Night, one of the many school events I prefer not to attend, I overhear in the hallway some gossip that Julie’s father, who never shows up at these things, is an arms dealer. I
want to believe it’s true—because it feels plausible that an arms dealer would be tough, which
could explain why his children are bullies—but there’s no way to confirm it. Julie’s mother,
ironically, is head of some anti-bullying group that, as far as I can tell, she herself has instituted; otherwise, she sells vintage home accessories. That night, near the entrance of the school,
she covers a table with cinnamon-colored cloth, leaves and pumpkins, and stacks atop it some
brochures about both her chosen interests.
Sometimes, I volunteer at lunch or recess to keep an eye on the Vipers who, highly attuned
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to adult presence, never behave badly on those days. Other days, I park my car near the playground. On one windy autumn day, Annie walks alone across the playground. Her pink sweater billows at her sides. She stops and begins singing under a big, old weeping willow whose
drooping branches, in the gusts, are like dancers at her side. Her mouth is open wide and her
arms are swaying. Another little girl runs up to Annie. She isn’t one of the Vipers. The two girls
hug, giggle and run off together. It is one of Annie’s better recesses.

The Incident—

Each year Annie joins drama club. By fourth grade, she’s excited to be old enough to have a
speaking part with a few lines. The Vipers are in drama club, too.
Annie writes:
		
Because we werent rehersing, Julie, Carrie and Laura were sitting
		
down on bean bags, sucking on Lollipops. I walked by and Julie
		
said, Pick up my trash, Annie.
		
No! I said. She said it again. No! I said.
		
So she got up from sitting on her bean bag, walked tword me, and then
		
she started to twist my arm. I could feel my skin pulling to the other side of
		
my arm. Then she pulled it down. I was twisted so I could not see her face
		
but from the corner of my eye I saw her fist slam down on to my arm, it felt
		
like a rock slamming down to hit my arm.
		
Alright I will throw your trash away, I said.
		She laughed.
When I arrive at rehearsal to pick up Annie, she tells me what happened and we confront Julie’s mother, who calls her daughter over:
Julie, did you throw trash at Annie and punch her arm. Did you do this?
Yes.
Why?
Julie has no answer.
Her mother says, You have nothing to say?
I bit her at lunch.
Julie’s mother, to Annie: Did Julie bite you at lunch?
Annie says yes. Annie shows the bite marks.
Julie’s mother says to Julie, You need to apologize to Annie.
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Julie looks at the floor. It’s not contrition, not even embarrassment twisting her mouth.
Sorry, she whispers. .
The pediatrician notes “significant trauma” in the medical record and refers Annie to an orthopedist for the substantial swelling. She’s given a black splint. She misses the play.
I press the principal to know what the consequences will be for Julie. Privacy laws don’t allow
her to reveal them. School discipline is like parenting, she contends, a step-by-step process. Which is
to say, she can’t commit to the school district’s “zero-tolerance policy” for bullying. It’s probable Julie will get a second chance before receiving a harsh punishment.
Annie goes to physical therapy twice a week over the summer and begins seeing the first in a
string of psychologists, none of whom will treat the bullying as significant to Annie’s history.
When fifth grade begins, even though the swelling and physical pain are gone, Annie asks to
wear her splint. Unable to convince her to leave it behind, I respect her emotional need for it,
suspecting that this is her way of asking that no one forget what she’s suffered. She begs to go
to a different school. Her stomach hurts and her head aches. I argue with my husband: We have
to get her out of that school.
Annie wears the splint, reminding Julie what she did. Julie’s mother calls the principal—because Annie is making Julie feel bad—and the principal calls me. Twice in the course of our
conversation she asks, What does Annie want, for Julie to bleed for her? Twice, I couldn’t believe it.
Quit saying that, I said, though the dark fact of it was, part of me did want to see her
bleed.
You know, you could’ve called the police the day it happened, she said.
Call the police for a nine-year-old? I was incredulous.
Well, you could’ve, she said.
Julie begins following Annie to the bathroom to stare at her through the cracks of the stall
door. She gathers new girls into her circle. They snicker and whisper when Annie walks by.
They steal Annie’s splint and hide it. Everything the Vipers did in the past they continue to do.
The principal tells Annie: Julie had a mean moment. You girls need to move forward. Julie shouldn’t have
to live with this for the rest of her life.
At ten, Annie is diagnosed with Generalized Anxiety Disorder. I remove her from the school
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and find a place for her in a small Quaker School. Formerly an excellent sleeper, for two years
she will have trouble falling asleep and sleeping through the night. She won’t go anywhere in
the house alone, or walk where it’s dark, where sometimes she sees faces and hears sounds
and voices.
During this time, Annie writes the song, “Is This Your Kingdom?”
		Why do you make me
feel like I don’t fit in?
		
Is this your kingdom?
		
Is this your palace?
		
Am I one of your people?
		
I don’t think so.
I’m flying free, baby.
I’m flying free
like a bird, flying high.

Little brown bats (Myotis lucifugus)—
						Something specific to the human ear is that it is an organ
						
at once external and internal, whence perhaps the partic						
ular symbolism associated with sound that makes it a link
between different worlds (real and imaginary) and differ						ent registers (physical and mental).
						
—Michel Chion, SOUND: An Acoulogical Treatise
With lengthening daylight and a break in the cold, little brown bats return to us in late April.
They circle above the barnyard and fields. Flitting overhead on wings thin as leaves, they would
dive down near Annie at sunset when she was little, and she would sing to them while I fed
the horses.
Annie remembers the bats the day we visit an audiologist when, after lengthy testing, the audiologist reports that Annie has misophonia—the hatred of certain sounds—and remarks that
her hearing is like that of a dolphin’s or a bat’s.
59

OPOSSUM Fall 2017 FINAL+.indd 59

9/15/17 11:20 AM

Annie began hearing what most cannot just after the bully attack, four years ago. I saw it
happening but did not understand why certain sounds—generated from the bodies of family
members or close friends—bothered her. When I swallowed or scratched my head, or when her
father cleared his throat, Annie covered her ears, turned away in revulsion, or left the room.
Every so often she immediately mimicked the sounds she found offensive by loudly clearing
her throat or scratching her head—unconscious acts of echolalia that, I learned later, decreased
her distress over hearing the sounds in the first place.
Sometimes, when Annie still joined us in the kitchen for her meals or to do her homework, I
turned on a noise machine to play the sound of waves—as if the sea was outside, flooding our
horse fields. The waves drowned the sound of the numerous times I swallowed in the space of
minutes, something that, prior to misophonia, I’d never counted. If I swallowed when we were
together in a room without the noise machine or other loud distractions, I learned that not all
swallows were equal. Those with more spit, while essentially silent to me, triggered Annie.
Slowly, I learned to keep newspaper handy and to crumple it as I swallowed, in my attempt to
cover up what I never before heard inside myself, but now always do.
There are those who doubt misophonia exists; who don’t believe that during preadolescence,
when the brain undergoes significant hormonal changes, misophonia moves in, like a bully
punching you with triggering sounds that grow in number and intensity from that point on,
and have the potential to devastate a misophone’s relationships with those they love most—
partners, parents, friends, and children.
I confess to wondering how long I can continue living not shrouded in sound but bared by it.
As though my skin is sheer and through sound my daughter can see straight into my body. Am
I lying when I whisper to myself that I can do it forever? I worry what will happen to Annie
when I’m gone, when I am not the buffer between what she hears and how people will treat
her.
But the audiologist understands. Not only is he one of the world’s experts on sound-sensitivity
disorders, he is also kind, patient, and almost grandfatherly with Annie. Her shoulders soften
and she smiles slightly when he reveals that many of his patients are like her: musicians. He
explains that our ears detect energy through vibration that creates sound and sends messages
to the limbic system about fear, danger or safety. Tracing his finger along anatomical charts,
he shows how sound travels from the outside world into a misophone’s brain, which, recent
research finds, is structured and functions differently from a typical brain. The anterior insular
cortex—that part of the brain that joins the senses with the emotions—is excessively active
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in a misophone. This causes a misophone’s brain to go into overdrive when it hears certain
sounds and leads to heightened physiological responses: an increased heart rate, sweating, and
the transformation of sound into the experience of pain. Annie reveals to him that the pain
she feels with her trigger sounds is like dozens of clothespins pinching and pricking her body.
When she says this, I regret not having brought along a poem Annie wrote about misophonia,
which was published in a children’s literary journal:
		Sinister Sounds
		The sound of someone swallowing,
		
Or knuckles cracking, or gum chewing
		
Strikes me like a razor-sharp rock.
I flinch, then I blink, and I look down with shame.
		
As sound hits me again with emergent shock, . . .
		
Sounds no one else hears or feels, . . .
		
Tearing apart my happiness . . .
. . . I fight to send them away
And send off the sinister sounds.
As much as sound might hurt, the audiologist explains, some sound, depending on its vibrational energy, can heal; and he suggests that Annie wear discreet, over-the-ear hearing aids
that he’ll adjust to her individual sensitivity. They are like tiny white noise machines that do
not cancel-out sound but diminish it and, thus, lessen the misophone’s response to triggers.
Leery that kids in her new high school will see the hearing aids, Annie brushes off the idea.
But the audiologist is quick. He grins and says that, as a musician and misophone, he bets
she can instantly hear the slightest distortions in a piece of music, based on the quality of the
recording: You can’t tolerate cheap equipment, can you? Your parents are going to have to buy you the most
expensive recording equipment. She smiles because he is correct, because she is impressed that he
could know that, and because she’s been begging us for a high quality microphone. Because
the misophonia has grown in Annie as fast as a weed smothering a flower, I’m hopeful he’s
convinced her to accept the hearing aids—what I believe are our only hope to cure a disorder
considered incurable.
But Annie is a teenager; she wants to blend in, not stand out. She refuses them and I can’t
force her to wear them.
In his last ditch attempt to help, the audiologist offers to introduce Annie to other teenage girls
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he’s successfully treated. She declines. He begins to wrap up our meeting and asks Annie if
she has any questions. How many people hear like her, she asks; and she wants to know more
about the bats. She is part of a very small percentage of the population, he tells us, who can
consistently detect the highest frequencies of human ability. When he says that her sensitivity
is so extraordinary that it is close to the lower range of what a bat can hear, she lights up. It
seems the one good thing of the day—that she has a superpower similar to the bats she sang to
when she was little and they circled above us on summer nights down at the barn. .

Theory—

More comfortable discussing anatomy and the biological functioning of the limbic system, the
audiologist kept fishing me out of my inclination to understand misophonia through metaphor
and irony. What is it that she does not want to hear, besides what she does not want to hear? When he did
not respond, I made amateur attempts to understand misophonia through the lens of psychosocial theory and its messy connection to anxiety. But the audiologist was steadfast, preferring
not to focus on the past or on metaphors and to instead target treatment. I agreed—what else
could I do or say?— but still felt lost in the interconnectedness of menace, misophonia and
mothering.
There is a theory that everything a child does or does not become can be traced back to the
primary caregiver. That would be me. Maybe my facial expressions were, or still are, confusing
or unpredictable. Maybe I shamed or ridiculed Annie in some unconscious way, like those
neurotic mothers who kill the growing autonomy of their children. The psychosocial battles of
childhood are immense, and as adults we’re all walking wounded. Mothers mess up and raise
children who are hostage to doubt, compulsion, routine, and fear rather than energetic and
willful little people with agency and power. Maybe, somehow, I became that kind of mother. .

Birth—
Observe childbirth, measure the swell of bellies and the shape of breasts,
and through experience discover how to bring babies safely into the world.
										
—Neil Gaiman
Before high school begins, Annie is diagnosed with Autism Spectrum Disorder. When the neuropsychologist explains that misophonia is twice as prevalent in autistic individuals, who are
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more sensitive to sound, I’m relieved there’s something besides my parenting to blame.
Still, the fact remains that Annie came from my body.
Annie was a big baby, my midwife informed me, even though it’s impossible to know the exact
size of a fetus. But I shouldn’t worry, she said, because your second baby almost always is born
faster and easier than your first, which, six years earlier, without painkillers and under the care
of a different midwife, took twenty-three hours. I fantasized a three-hour birth for Annie; even
ten would be an improvement.
Toward the end of my pregnancy, the midwife and obstetrician guessed that Annie was either
close to ten pounds or that I had polyhydramnios, an excess of amniotic fluid that occurs in
one-percent of pregnancies. Either way, they concluded that my labor needed to be induced. I
was wary because I knew unsuccessful induction might lead to a Cesarean section. What I did
not know, because it was not controversial news in 2001, was the suspected and debated link
between C-section and autism.
At the hospital, a thin plastic hook inserted into my cervix broke open the amniotic sac. Six
hours later, amniotic fluid long gone and no contractions on the horizon, I was hooked to a
line of Pitocin—a synthetic version of the mammalian hormone oxytocin. Pitocin kick-starts
contractions but can also ramp them up, to an excessive and extreme degree. Fetal monitoring
showed distress; and the attempt to extract Annie with the assistance of a vacuum—something
similar to a toilet bowl plunger—failed. It wasn’t supposed to happen that nineteen hours after
we entered the hospital Annie would be born by emergency C-section, born cold, motionless
and unable to nurse, or that she would land in the Neonatal Intensive Care Unit for a week
with neonatal sepsis. But that’s what happened.
It is surprising now to watch the way sentences represent an experience. As though back then I
could think as clearly as I might write. As if I could’ve chosen to make a decision about the Pitocin or the vacuum extraction in the same coherent way I choose a word. Besides the memory
of the powerlessness of my circumstances, what lingers most about Annie’s birth is that it was
then, and continues to be, the closest thing I can imagine to being raped or tortured.
Conjure up pain so searing and intense that you feel you are being sliced in half for hours. That
was how Pitocin worked, on me at least; and by the time my contractions were violent enough
that my speech was unintelligible and I couldn’t stop screaming, I begged for pain meds. I was
denied them. I don’t know why. When the fetal monitor indicated distress, the doctor shoved
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the vacuum-plunger inside me before determining that Annie was incorrectly positioned. Instead of facedown, she was sunny side up and the plunger couldn’t attach correctly to her skull.
Her head was ramming, again and again, into my pelvic bone, and the Pitocin-caused contractions were restricting her oxygen supply.
I don’t remember being asked, but I guess I consented to the vacuum and to the Pitocin. I must
have. I also don’t remember being told, or reminded, in that moment of great decision, that
Pitocin is a chemical. It isn’t our body’s own oxytocin, the love/sex/bonding hormone that reduces anxiety when you’re under stress. They don’t tell you about studies linking Pitocin to the
development of impaired oxytocin receptors in your baby’s body. No one mentioned then, because it’s unlikely they knew, that Pitocin might disrupt Annie’s neural system, cause lifelong
consequences for her social-emotional functioning, and potentially increase the risk of autism
spectrum disorder. They tell you, We can use Pitocin. Things will move more quickly. And you say, Yes.
It is only years later—when you see that issues have multiplied and suspect underlying connections—that you search for answers. I was never good at math, but I can finish the equation for
Annie: Induction plus Pitocin equaled C-Section, with Pitocin as the variable responsible for
diminishing—if not virtually destroying—the ancient, wild and primal system my daughter’s
body had to cope with anxiety and fear. Before she was even born.
When it came to the bullies, Annie really never stood a chance.

•

What planet do you come from? I used to jokingly ask Annie when she became obsessed with certain activities, or when she blurted out philosophical perceptions I can no longer accurately
represent in words, or when her creative abilities began to far exceed her age.
She drew faces with one eye shielded behind cascading hair, or she drew sets of eyes with
multiple expressions floating in the white space of a pad of artist’s paper larger than her lap.
Annie’s art accumulated so quickly that we converted the kitchen table in the bay window
into an art studio, where, as dusk fell, she painted rivers dropping off cliffs in a sky of starlit
roads traveling to planets in dark blue universes, or she painted snow falling on a canopy of autumn-colored trees, or she drew with a pen the bodies of birds made of thousands of tiny lines.
When she was eight she wrote, in longhand, in one week, a novella of thirty, single-spaced
pages, entitled ‘Magical Ponies.’ The summer she was eleven she composed and recorded a
song a day for two weeks.
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The way I saw it, I was raising an existential-art-monster, not a girl on the autism spectrum,
a girl who would’ve been diagnosed and received help earlier, had she presented, with all due
respect, like the more commonly known and well-studied Aspergian boy-wonders, obsessed
with train schedules and traffic cones.

Treatment—

Annie begs me to find someone who can ‘take away’ misophonia. I come across the name of
a cognitive behavioral therapist (CBT) referenced in a self-published book about misophonia
and, lucky for us, he practices nearby. I dare to think he will be our rainbow, maybe even our
pot of gold, in the storm of Annie’s life. But he is too quiet and reserved. The way he stares
at Annie while waiting for her to respond to his questions makes her uncomfortable. He tries
to fix this by revealing that he’s a musician and, like Annie, also uses Garage Band software
on his laptop. But this only mildly helps; she shrugs; thinks he is old. Her reluctance to speak
convinces him she is like a ‘black box’—as though she is at the bottom of some psychological
ocean: unheard, unfound, unknown.
The CBT treats misophonia by desensitizing a misophone to their trigger sounds. Annie is
hesitant, but desperate, and agrees to try it. He minimizes his Garage Band on his laptop and
opens You-Tube to play videos of people chewing—their lips and teeth and tongue smack and
grind and fill the screen. He directs Annie to watch the videos while he monitors, and attempts
to calm, her anxiety, disgust and pain. The goal is to survive the videos for longer and longer
periods that are measured in seconds. Five seconds. Stop. Ten seconds. Stop. Until eventually,
someday, Annie might endure thirty seconds or more without reacting, and misophonia might
just go away. Like magic.
I know about desensitization because I have horses. Some people hire trainers to desensitize
their equines to the things that frighten them, reasoning that controlled exposure will lessen
the animal’s overall fear. Thus umbrellas popped open or tarps shaken in the wind become
stand-ins for deer or snakes or other surprises that might terrify a horse during a trail ride.
When my friend’s horse, Romero, kept bucking people off, she tried to desensitize him. The
trainer tethered Romero to restrict his instinct to flee and then he sprung open an umbrella.
Romero reared, pulled, trembled violently, and sweated until he was soaked. His veins looked
like a bas-relief sculpture under his skin. The trainer held the umbrella beside Romero until
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his reactions lessened, though he never fully stopped trembling, as far as I could tell. Later,
after Romero continued to throw riders, my friend gave him away to some suburban cowboy.
I tell Romero’s story to the CBT thinking it might give him insight about the shared emotional
territories of humans and horses. Interesting, he says, as he cocks his head and puts his hands
in his pockets. See you next week.
Unlike Romero, Annie was not tethered; her sessions lasted seconds not an hour; and the CBT
stayed beside her. In the end, Annie responded the same way Romero would have if he could:
She fled. Not all at once. She tried desensitization. She hoped it would work. She couldn’t do it.

Notes—

Written on scraps of paper when Annie was ten, a year after the bully attacked her, which I find
many years later:
		—I am the queen . . . light runs in my bones . . .
		
—Dream what you want, dream what you want to say . . .
		
—Music is the way to communicate without talking.
		
It is the way my heart sings . . . the joy to everyone
who believes . . . the way leaves flow in cold
		
wind. . . . Music is the way that I myself believe.
Written on Instagram by Annie at sixteen:
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		

—I struggle with misophonia. It’s pretty rare so you’ve
prolly never heard of it but basically I get very, very sensitive
to sounds and it’s almost as though I can feel certain sounds
in my body, starting with my ears and my hands . . . the smallest,
everyday sounds cause me to twitch and move in certain
ways to make myself feel better. This is upsetting for me.
These sounds can even feel painful depending on my mood
and the sound. I’ve struggled with this since I was little,
which has caused me to deal with it, but it rlly only gets
worse over time.
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Sleep—

Annie absorbs what spills out of social media and easily transforms her appearance into something of an Indie-R&B vocalist. When I comment that she reminds me of a young Madonna,
she dismisses any likeness and hurries past me to leave for school, where she has few friends.
At home, she spends most of her free time isolated in the shelter of her room. On good days,
maybe she draws or writes lyrics or studies You-Tube videos to learn about sewing her fashion
designs or producing her songs with Garage Band and Logic software. But on the many, increasingly not-so-good days when she seems to have lost her way, barely speaking or smiling,
I am reminded of something her psychologist recently said: The bulk of children bullied when
they are young grow up with severe psychiatric problems—stemming from a brain that, having
been consistently threatened, suffers long lasting chemical and structural changes. Hopeful
that this won’t be the case for Annie, but heartbroken nonetheless, I listen to Richie Havens
over and over:
		
		
		
		

Come here where your ears cannot hear.
And close your eyes, child, and listen to what I’ll tell you . . .
If all the sounds you hear ain’t what they seem, . . .
Let your mind go reeling out and let the breezes blow you.

At the end of Annie’s days, when everything she became for that day is gone, washed from her
face and stripped from her body, she sleeps. Sometimes I watch her in the moonlight and listen
to her breathe. I follow the line of her eyelashes toward her temples and remember the shape
of her face on the pillow when she was young and napped in afternoon sunlight. Dreaming and
talking in her sleep, she’s somewhere in her own unbroken world, where I hope she feels safe.
Before tomorrow begins and everything starts again, she has these dark hours free from the
sounds that chase her.
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BLIND WILLIE’S ECLIPSE
by Mark Lager

Night I was born
rain dripped down on me
25th of January
Christ was crucified
on an April afternoon
three hours of darkness
His mother Mary cried
when they wrapped him
in that gray shroud
My mama’s name was Mary
she died during a dust storm
in the month of May
That dust always blew in
from west Texas
like in Pharaoh days
“Motherless children have a hard time
When mother is dead
		
No one will love you like mother will.”
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Listened to my pa
groan and moan
Mary, Mary, Mary
Heard the trains pass
rattle, rattle, rattle
middle of the night
Father married again
a lady who slept around
he beat her
Tied the tin cup
round my neck
took me to the corner
Sweat on my brow
blinding my eyes
I sing for my supper
I sing to the flies buzzing
round my head
spinning circles
I sing to the cicadas screeching
through long, long, long
hot summer days
I sing to the crickets chirping
as twilight fades
and night cools my soaked clothes
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One Sunday morning
sun black as sackcloth
I stare straight up
burn my eyes
I’m black as sackcloth
hiding inside
		
Mama, I’m scared
They held my hands
at the river
head went under
And the earth was void
Darkness on the face of the deep
		
Spirit of God moved on the waters
I feel Him in the soil
in the stones
beneath my feet
Mother’s never gonna hold my hand
she’s gone
so I build a guitar
I scrape this choke
in my throat cross these strings
But no one’s listening
in Pendleton, Brenham, Hearne
so I hitch to Houston
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Fourth Ward
“The Reservation”
Red Light District
No red lights blazing for me
“Lord, let your light from the lighthouse
		
Shine on me.”
Smoke stings my lungs
crowd chattering
clattering
So I raise my voice
I shout and shout
until my throat is sore
Until I rasp
and when I can sing no more
		
I slide, Lord, I slide
Broken bottleneck
some drunk shattered
on the ground in front of me
Brass ring
some lover
left behind
Pocket knife
because a blind man
needs protection
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Then the war was on
rations and rumbling belly
registered for the draft
President Wilson says
“War to end all wars”
but he still wars on us blacks
“If I had my way
I’d tear this building down.”
I heard people cheer and clap
Then I heard a white man’s voice
shout me down
clamp those cold cuffs on my wrists
Twenty four hours in jail
New Orleans
There ain’t no place in this world, oh Lord,
no place meant for me
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DECEMBER 3, 1927

by Mark Lager

News came down to me,
William Johnson,
about Columbia Record Company
		
I hustle just enough change
to ride the train
to Dallas
and freeze
standing outside
Waiting, waiting, waiting
all alone
that winter night
Until white men’s voices
guide me upstairs
to a hotel room
I feel like Jesus
in the temple
starting his ministry
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Jesus and me
both begin at age thirty
		
He could see
all of his disciples
as he sat on the mount
All I have is this microphone
three minute songs
as I sit on this rickety chair
I tell them
about my mama Mary
about His blood
This time
I can shout as loud
as I want
And tell them
to tear all those Customs Houses down
no police here to fear
I hear the white men’s voices
they’re packing up to leave
		
I hear them say “It’s getting late.”
I’ve got no place to stay
it’s going to be so
cold tonight
74

OPOSSUM Fall 2017 FINAL+.indd 74

9/15/17 11:20 AM

My throat is torn
ragged
but, Lord, I’m not finished
Lord, no pain of mine
is as lowdown
as your pain
I see your mama Mary
her teardrops splashing
on your scratched face
I see my mama Mary
my teardrops splashing
on her withered face
I scrape
dried marrow
from those holes
in your hands and feet
I scrape
your wounds, oh Lord
I scrape
dried dust
from those corners
of my mama’s eyes
I bend
75

OPOSSUM Fall 2017 FINAL+.indd 75

9/15/17 11:20 AM

these strings
kneeling knees, crooked spine
digging the dirt of my grave
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BLIND WILLIE’S THIRD HOUR OF DARKNESS
by Mark Lager

By age thirty-three
I finish my ministry
record thirty songs
But I ain’t dyin’ yet
in Beaumont
1440 Forrest Street
I open my own
House of Prayer
to all who are downtrodden
My angel Angeline
she takes care of me
World War II
One sweltering August afternoon
dry as the valley of bones
in Ezekiel
The desert wind blows in
from west Texas
dust covers Beaumont
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And I remember the day
my mama died
the cough in the lungs
The sandpaper taste
heavy in the air
splinters of wood
Catch fire
and our house
burns down
Then the rains
of September
fall in Beaumont
Anna covers
our wet mattress
with newspapers
I mumble, murmur
can’t speak no more
I’m descending
She takes me
to the hospital
but they turn us away
“Oh, Lord,
I can’t keep from crying”
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They bury me
in Blanchette Cemetery
tomb with no name
Year after year
floods
		
coffins
floating
Through cypress groves

						I drift far away

											I disappear
I’m inscribed on a copper plate
leaving our solar system

									submerged in deep space
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WILLOWS
by Steve Young

His new violin teacher lived on a street lined by elms enclosed in iron bars, on the good side of
town—in a large gray manorial house sunk back from the road. Martin’s mother eased the old
Plymouth up to the curb in front and just stared. He could tell she was hating her nurse’s uniform and her cloddish shoes. He wished she would take off her hairnet and shake out her hair.
She always looked pretty when she did that, as if she were shaking off her unhappiness.
Next door, a dog bayed, as if in warning. In the front yard, a weeping willow swayed in the
slight breeze, its leaves a golden green.
“It’s just like ours!” Martin said.
“Yes, only bigger,” said his mother absently. Their own willow was in the back yard of
their pale turquoise house on the other side of town. Through the seasons, Martin watched the
willow’s progress out his window as he practiced the violin. In the spring, the willow grew green
buds––each the size of a child’s knuckle––and the vines hung like strings of beads. In the summer
the vines became lost in the mass of finger-shaped leaves. At night, the leaves glowed phosphorus and dipped and danced in the moonlight at the slightest touch of wind. In the fall, the leaves
turned yellow and brown and dropped off the vines, wilted and weary. They littered the tiny yard
and the tiny yards of the next-door neighbors.
The dog next door to the new teacher’s house barked and barked. “Mr. Pelkey says she’s
kind of high-strung,” his mother said as they opened the doors and got out of the Plymouth.
“Rich girls tend to be––like thoroughbreds, I suppose.”
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•

The maid who opened the door was a small Asian woman with a plump round face. She
greeted them with a tilt of her head and a smile, her eyes narrowing into thin slits. Perched atop
her head was a white lace tiara that matched the white lace bow of her apron strings. She led
them with a slightly arthritic gait down a short hall and into a large sitting room. “Miss Radke
will be only one minute,” she said and bowed her head slightly before disappearing down the
hall.
Piano music wafted in from some distant part of the house.
Mother and son sniffed the air experimentally as they waited. The room smelled of recently applied lemon polish. The floor was heavily carpeted, the walls lined with books in shelves
that stretched from floor to ceiling, the wood a dark mahogany. The back wall contained a brick
Rumford fireplace, so clean it was obviously never used. The mantle was cluttered with exotic
knick-knacks: a black ivory elephant, a woman’s head with a colorful headdress carved in wood,
a porcelain Buddha.
They studied each item without touching them. “National Geographic,” his mother muttered into his ear.
Above the mantle was an oil painting filled with isosceles triangles of different sizes and
colors.
“Look,” Martin said. He backed up a couple steps and pointed up at the painting. “See?
A man and a woman! They’re dancing!”
“Hooray for them,” said his mother and indulged in a brief half smile. She looked at her
watch.
The piano music had stopped.

•

The first things Martin noticed about his new teacher were the glass bracelets around her
wrists, her golden earrings, the string of white pearls against her dark turtleneck. Until recently
he hadn’t noticed those kinds of things; his mother was always telling him how unobservant he
was, how he lived his life like a brain in a jar on a shelf in his room. “Try not to be so morose,”
she advised him but not very convincingly. However, June’s sparkles of light and gold entranced
him from first sight. Her eyes were very blue, her hair was very dark.
“I have some shopping to do. I’ll be back in 90 minutes,” his mother said to Martin. She
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turned to June, “I assume that will be alright?”
“Oh just take your time, “June said. “Don’t you worry about Martin. I’ll keep him busy.”

•

During the lesson, June said, “My boyfriend told me last night that my breasts are too
small. I can’t stop thinking about it.”
Martin’s violin was tucked under his chin, his bow on the E string. “I’m sorry.”
She looked at him doubtfully. “What are you sorry about?” she said.
“That he said that. That he would be so mean.”
She nodded. “I told Mother and she said ‘Welcome to the real world.’ I said, ‘Then I don’t
want to be in the real world.’ And she said, ‘What choice do you have, Junie?’ She calls me ‘Junie,’
which I hate. And I said, ‘There are always choices.’ And she said, ‘What do you mean by that?’
She knows what I mean but she pretends she doesn’t. I’m always threatening to kill myself and
it doesn’t register with her anymore. Someday she’ll come home from her bridge club and I’ll be
dead. I’ve thought about hanging myself from the upstairs railing. Right up there, above your
head. But then I think that that would be too melodramatic. You’re pressing your fingers down
too hard. Lighten up. Boys shouldn’t play the violin.”
Martin, violin to chin, bow on strings, stayed frozen.
She went on. “How old are you? Twelve? Thirteen? You’re small for your age. If you’re not
careful, you’ll turn into a sissy. Those glasses don’t help, either. You should be playing football,
beating up other boys or something. Unless you’re gay. Are you gay? I think Harmon’s gay. I told
him that. He didn’t take it too well. That’s when he brought up my boobs. He said ‘You should
consider implants.’”
He played a little exercise melody but it was hard to concentrate. He made three mistakes. One of them was really awful. She didn’t say anything but the corner of her mouth curved
downward. She smelled of apricots, fresh and sweet and clean. Afterwards, she said, “You need
to practice more. Nathan Milstein played eight hours every day. He went through a bow a week.
I read that somewhere.”
She played a CD of Nathan Milstein performing Bach solo sonatas. Then, to kill time before Martin’s mother returned, she put two Bicycle decks together and they played canasta and
listened to Milstein. June sat cross-legged on the green carpet and hummed along. She said she
had nothing but contempt for the others: Heifetz, Stern, Perlman. She called them “showboats.”
She said, “You can hear Milstein’s whole life story in his playing. You can tell he was an ugly child
82

OPOSSUM Fall 2017 FINAL+.indd 82

9/15/17 11:20 AM

and knew he wouldn’t ever be much handsomer. And he was right.” She showed him the picture
on the CD cover: Milstein in glasses stared glumly out at Martin. “You can tell the violin was the
only thing that mattered to him in the world. That and maybe a cat he was fond of, who liked him
no matter what he looked like but he was mean to the cat and then felt bad about it and would
play a sad piece on the violin to console his soul.”
“You mean the cat’s soul?”
She gave him a contemptuous look. “Cats don’t have souls. People have souls, at least
while they’re alive. After you’re dead, your soul’s dead, too. Don’t you know anything? Next
week I’ll have to show you third position. You’re overdue.”
He couldn’t concentrate on the card game and made some obvious blunders. She said,
several times, “Boy, that was dumb,” and chortled while she picked up the discard pile. Her silky
black hair hung down to the floor as she did so, and the ends feathered the green carpet. She
made four canastas, three clean and one dirty, by the time he melded. He didn’t mind. He was
wholly hers by then.

•

mouth.

“She seems sane enough,” said his mother on their way home.
Martin slumped down in his seat and closed his eyes. He kept thinking about June’s

His mother went on. “She wasn’t difficult was she? For what she charges, she could be
the next Midori.”
He said, “She’s alright.”
“Not that a girl like that needs money. But I suppose that’s how the rich stay rich.”

•

That night as usual mother and son lit two amber-colored candles at the dinner table.
“For Caitlin and for your father,” his mother said quietly. They bowed their heads and were silent
for more than a minute. His mind drifted in the silence, but he experienced none of the familiar
sights and sounds: the screech of tires, the splintering of glass, the forest of blue and red blinking
lights. Or the open graves in West Yarmouth—dark scars on the smooth velvet green of the cemetery—the coffins shiny violet and chrome mounted on sawhorses, the black earth piled beside
each hole, fresh and raw, the minister intoning, and his mother tightening her vise-grip on his
hand until the pain made him bite his tongue until it bled.
Instead he thought about kissing June’s red lips.
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Mother and son lifted their heads and opened their eyes, as if they had awoken from a
deep sleep together. Her eyes were moist. For one panicky moment he thought she’d read his
mind. But she merely said, “May they rest in peace.”
At nine they met in her bedroom, as always, she in her flannel nightgown with the tiny
faded-red roses, he in striped pajamas. She had brushed out her hair and it made her look younger, less severe. They slipped under the covers of the double bed. She put on her reading glasses
and read aloud from her volume of French poetry, a verse from Paul Verlaine. Lately, she’d been
practicing her long lost college French:
				La lune blanche
				
Luit dans les bois ;
				De chaque branche
				Part une voix
				Sous la ramée ...
				Ô bien-aimée.
L’étang reflète,
				Profond miroir,
				La silhouette
				Du saule noir
				
Où le vent pleure ...
				Rêvons, c’est l’heure.
				Un vaste et tendre
				Apaisement
				Semble descendre
Du firmament
				Que l’astre irise ...
				C’est l’heure exquise.
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She turned off the light when she was finished.

•

Third position didn’t go so well. He was nervous and kept glissing.
“Don’t guess where the note is,” June said. “I hate it when you guess. You have to know
where it is, like you know your multiplication tables. What’s eight times seven?”
“Fifty-six?”
“See? You only know because you practiced them.”
“I’m sorry.”
“Don’t apologize. It’s so immature. I never apologize for anything. They want me to go to
Hartt. Guess who’s not going?”
“You?”
“I told them: it’s Oberlin or nothing.” June’s brow was furrowed. She paced back and
forth in front of the piano. She wore a plain pink, sleeveless dress and pulled at her fingers one
at a time, over and over. “Who wants to go to some dumb Connecticut school? Besides, that’s
where Harmon is going, the creep. I broke up with him two weeks ago. But every day he calls up
and apologizes and wants to get back together. I tell him to drop dead but he won’t take the hint.”
Afterwards, she showed Martin her mother’s Diane Arbus photography book, with the
twin girls, one happy and one sad, and the boy with cerebral palsy holding a hand grenade. “This
is truth,” she said solemnly. “This is the way things really are.” She stood next to him with the
book in hand and slowly turned the pages. He longed to touch her arm, to kiss her shoulder, a
physical craving so powerful, he almost gave in to it.
They played canasta again but she was mostly silent through it and he won, although the
victory felt hollow and unearned. When his mother showed up, June didn’t even bother to say
goodbye.

•

That summer he saw her every Tuesday afternoon at three. He learned third position,
then fifth. He practiced many hours each day in the solitude of his room, with the sun beating
hot through the window. Outside, the leaves of the weeping willow shimmered and winked on
their long vines. When it rained, the vines were stirred by the wind, and he thought of June’s
long dresses, how they moved as she swiveled and paced, swiveled and paced. He practiced and
practiced until the light began to fade and his fingertips were numb and his mother had to yell in
increasing exasperation for him to please, please come down to dinner.
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One night he dreamt of June and woke up before dawn and the sheets were damp. He
thought in a panic that he might have wet the bed or he might be bleeding. His mother was already up, thank God, getting dressed in the bathroom. He gingerly folded back the covers but saw
no blood.
His mother came into the room with her hair up and her nurse’s uniform on. “You were
restless last night,” she said. Then, “It’s perfectly natural, you know.”
He couldn’t speak.
“It’s a sign you’re growing up. It’s nothing to be ashamed of. I’m a nurse. I know about
these things. Only,” and she gazed down at him with a smirking half-smile that seemed terribly
knowing. “I am curious who inhabits your dreams these days, who might have inspired such an
eruption. Was it some girl from school?”
He didn’t answer. His throat was fully constricted.
“That’s alright. You don’t have to tell me. Everyone has their little secrets.” She leaned
down and kissed him on the cheek, then turned to go. “Just as long as it’s not your violin teacher.
I’ve been worried about you two,” she said with her back to him, adjusting her hairnet. “I’ve been
thinking that your recent obsession with the violin maybe isn’t so healthy either. It wouldn’t have
anything to do with her now would it? I needn’t remind you that she’s years older than you and
very much out of your league. I wouldn’t want to see you hurt.” She turned back toward him. She
was no longer smiling. “It isn’t her, is it Martin?”
He stared at her for a moment before saying, “No, of course not.”

•

On the last Tuesday in August, June told him it was goodbye. She was off to Connecticut
after all. “I’ll never be famous. I’ll study violin for three years then switch to music ed and Harmon and I will get married and that will be the end of my life.”
“But you can’t do that! You’ll hate it there!”
She shrugged.
“Will I ever see you again?”
She gave him a piteous smile. “Of course not. You’ll get a new teacher and forget all about
me.”
“I could never forget you.” His voice cracked at the end.
She looked at him. “You’re such a boy. That’s what you think now but you’ll see.”
After the lesson, they played canasta for a final time while on the stereo Milstein played
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Bach solo partitas. They sat on her carpet cross-legged. After she melded, she stared at him
without saying anything. The silence grew heated, then threatened to burst. She leaned over and
grabbed the sides of his head and kissed him so hard their teeth clacked, and his glasses went
askew.
At that moment, his mother’s car pulled up outside and June grabbed his chin between
thumb and forefinger. She said in a hard whisper, “Don’t ever write me. I won’t even open the
envelope, I’ll just throw it away. And especially don’t call me, ever. If I hear your voice, I’ll hang
up on you.” Her eyes were fierce, her upper lip slightly curled. Then she relinquished his chin.
In the car, he tasted blood in his mouth. His mother asked him why his face was so
flushed but he was reluctant to answer, lest he swallow and lose the taste forever.
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LONELY HEART
by Ani King

Melvin George wants to rock you like a hurricane. He wants to burn for you, and yes, he wants
to let the good times roll. Melvin George is a professional 80’s Boyfriend, from his acid washed
jeans to his Aquanet hair masterpiece, to his Very Cool Walk, which is pure and true. This isn’t
just a job for Melvin George, no; this is his destiny, Club Paradise’s Best Boyfriend of the Month,
twelve months running. His fate is you.
Watch him walk, the swish of denim and ratty knee bandana, but something else, you
hear it don’t you? The rasp of kismet, and the yearning first notes of a ballad, a rocking hymn
to you? That’s why Melvin George is your favorite: he doesn’t speak, instead he pours out fully
formed songs, from wailing guitar to soulful, pleading lyrics. Babe, he begs, over the crescendo of
instrumental agony, be mine!
Melvin George is a fucking marvel. None of your friends truly appreciate that, not even
when he drops to his knees and cries love is a battlefield, raspy and sincere.
It goes without saying, Melvin George is your favorite Boyfriend, he reminds you of smoking cigarettes in the movie theatre parking lot, throat and eyes stinging. You did that for Charlie,
who had hair like Melvin George, fluffed up in the front, a bit too long and shaggy in the back.
Charlie kissed you like he was eating you, literally devouring your mouth, sometimes biting your
lip or your tongue too hard.
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Maybe Melvin George doesn’t think this is his raison d’etre, certainly you suspect that he
can’t possibly be that into recreating the perfect first date with strangers over and over, somehow
you doubt that, because you can’t imagine it, but he never lets on. Melvin George is exquisite in
aviator shades. He’s eyeing you from behind those mirrored lenses. And you’re happy to pay his
rates and let him lather you up; gloriously nervous while he pulls sighs from you like a magician’s
endless knotted scarf.
Sometimes when Melvin isn’t working, or someone else has booked his time, you go with
Metalhead Boyfriend, who’s name you can never remember, even though he is past gorgeous,
with a lion’s mane of blond hair. You just don’t like him as much as Melvin George; he alternates
between furiously head banging or drumming on your arm, which you find a bit dizzying. Metalhead Boyfriend likes to hold your face by the chin and licks your lips while staring into your eyes-much too aggressively to be taken as gazing. Sometimes he growls and it takes a lot of effort not
to laugh.
Once, after a date had ended, Metalhead Boyfriend confided in you that he and his boyfriend were saving up money to go on vacation, and he made so much more money as a Boyfriend
than as a teacher. Can you believe that, he asked, and you nodded sympathetically, appropriately,
even though talking about money made you uncomfortable. Didn’t he realize that ruined the
experience?
Melvin George never forces his life outside on you, never for moment does he suggest
that this is anything more than the forces of the universe coming together, your time together is
huge, Babe. And today Melvin is going to send you a message in a bottle, an SOS to your heart,
and you are going to blush like crazy when he drops to his knees, throws his leather bomber
jacket to the ground, and lets the guitar swell up inside of him like his love. He’s going to give
you that crooked smile before he lets all pour out, Babe, because he loves you, only you and you
love that you get this first date over and over again, the one you planned so carefully with Charlie.
Charlie who promised to love you, and didn’t.
Melvin George is going to take you to the movies nearly every Tuesday morning, where
he’s going to hold your hand, gently, and when you say Baby, I love you, Melvin George is going
to say, I love you too, Babe, but it’ll be that long ballad that’s been building up inside him, full
of solos and slides, not a quickie in Charlie’s mom’s station wagon after a matinee viewing of
Sixteen Candles, and a brush off the next day. Because Melvin George wants to bang your gong,
he wants to love you all night long. Forever.
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FINDING MY FATHER
by Natassja Schiel

This scene often played out when I worked as a stripper: I’d lean into an older, balding man, grazing his shoulder with my arm before bracing myself on the plush leather chair that he lounged in.
I’d stand between his legs, undulating my body, my torso inches away, but never touching him.
My right breast lingering over his nose. When he exhaled, the tickle of his breath would stiffen
my already semi-erect nipple even more. “You’re so sexy,” he’d whisper over the loud music,
redirecting his gaze to my face. I’d look him in the eyes and think, You’re old enough to be my father.
Then I’d wonder, Are you?
I didn’t know my father. I’d never met him. He could have been anyone.
Customers love to ask strippers about their fathers: Do you do this because you have daddy
issues? The implication is that in order for someone to take their clothes off for money, they must
have a bad relationship with their father, or not even know him. It’s absurd; several strippers I
became friends with over the years were close to their fathers. And single parent households are
common. It’s a well-known estimate that 40-50% of all marriages end in divorce. Not to mention
that many couples have kids out of wedlock. There are no stats on whether or not those couples
stay together for the long haul. Plus, more women are employed as exotic dancers than all other
dance idioms combined. Some strippers are bound to have deadbeat dads and some are bound to
have loving fathers. I’ve worked as a sales associate, receptionist, waitress, bartender, teacher,
and administrative assistant—in no other position I’ve held has someone asked me about my
father.
I’d wondered who my father was many times, but once I started dancing the question
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came up more often. It was the older, lonely men—the men who could have been my father—
who most often asked. So, how could I not wonder about the possibility I’d find him among the
strip club patrons? What if he’d called me “sexy” on several occasions? What if I was dancing
for him every week, talking to him for hours, deepening the bond that develops in relations with
regular customers? What if his attraction to me had been because of an invisible bond that tied
us together? I was curious how my regulars would react to finding out they had been salivating
over their daughter. Whenever I took the idea this far my stomach would lurch. What if they liked
it anyway? What if instead of being repulsed, as I would’ve been, they enjoyed it—still thinking
I was sexy?

•

When I started stripping, I lived in Portland, Oregon, where there are more strip clubs per
capita than anywhere else in the United States. It was 2006 and I was 22 years old. Three years
later, after the economic recession, I wasn’t making much money and was facing homelessness.
Panicked, I decided on the recommendation of another dancer, to move to the Pacific island of
Guam, an American territory. Club G-String funded my flight, gave me a place to live, and paid
$450 for every six days worked (unlike the clubs in Portland, which were tips-only and charged
stage fees). Having a salary felt like a luxury. All I had to do was sign a three-month contract.
There were two main groups of clientele: Japanese tourists and the American military.
Naval Base Guam, the Andersen Air Force Base, and a few other smaller bases take up 39,000
acres—about 29% of the total land area of the island. Only those enlisted in the military and their
families have access to the bases. That means that the indigenous people, the Chamorro, are not
allowed on that land unless they are in the military themselves. When I arrived, in May of 2009,
about 14,000 military personnel and their families were stationed on Guam, and many more on
deployment came through the island. The American dancers were (and still are) shipped onto the
island as entertainment for the military. Tourism was a bonus.

•

Once I was dancing at G-String, I contemplated finding my father among the strip club clientele
more often than I had in Portland. And this became further complicated when I developed a connection with Philip. Phil was retired from the Air Force, but worked as a contractor on Andersen
Air Force Base. He was in his mid-fifties and still wore his light brown hair in a military crew
cut. Phil never went to the stage to watch the girls dance. He wouldn’t even look in the direction
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of the stage. Instead, he’d sit at the bar, staring ahead at the string of red lights that lined the
shelves of liquor. We sat and talked for hours. I never danced for him. He wasn’t interested in me
sexually; that’s why I enjoyed his company so much.
It also made me ponder the possibility that he could somehow be my father. He was
around the right age. I imagined that my father had joined the Air Force after my mother ran
off with me. And that somehow the universe had placed us on this tiny island together, fated to
connect.
I knew that Philip couldn’t be my father because he’d lived in Georgia for most of his
life, got married around the time I was born in 1984, and never had children. But, while living
in Guam, it was easier to fantasize about finding my father because I felt completely disconnected from my real life. The absurdity of finding him in Guam, the severe unlikeliness of it, made
considering it less risky. It was a fun imaginative exercise. There was no real chance I’d find him
there, so I could dip my toes into the idea that I cared about who he was, after all. Something I’d
always denied: “He’s a sperm-donor,” I’d say. “I don’t need him.”

•

It was early in my shift and Philip was playing with his third bottle of Bud Light. His hand
had just stopped shaking. He always arrived when G-String opened, at 7PM, and his trembling
only abated after there was enough alcohol in his blood. My mother had claimed many times that
my father was an alcoholic, explaining that was part of the reason I’d never met him. I hadn’t
believed her because I had caught her in so many lies while growing up, but each night when I
noticed Phil’s unsteady hand, I’d consider the possibility that she was telling the truth. Phil appeared contemplative, then lifted his eyebrows, revealing more of his green-blue irises.
“Have I told you about my wife?” he asked.
“I don’t think so,” I said, shaking my head before taking a sip of my vodka Redbull.
“She had severe asthma. Had an attack. I tried everything. Her inhaler. Called the paramedics. I was holding her in my arms.” His hand was shaking, again, slightly. This time it wasn’t
from withdrawal. “Can I get another?” he asked the bartender, holding up his almost empty bottle of beer, then finishing it in one large gulp. “She was already gone by the time they got there.”
The bartender placed the Bud Light in front of Philip and asked me, “Anything for you?”
I stirred the ice in the otherwise empty rocks glass and nodded. At G-String we weren’t
allowed to talk to the customers unless they were buying us lady’s drinks, a concept borrowed
from Japanese hostess bars. If a customer offered us a drink, we were required to comply. The
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most commonly sized lady’s drink was six-ounces and half the liquor of a regularly sized cocktail,
though we could also order full size shots. It cost the customer $20 and the dancer profited $9.
This meant that the customer paid for every moment spent with a dancer. For each drink, the
dancer received a poker chip that was cashed in at the end of the night.
Phil and I sat silently for a few moments until my drink was in front of me. I slipped the
black chip into my purse, feeling guilty about making money while he opened up. I swallowed
almost half of the small cocktail immediately.
“How long ago was that?” I asked, wanting to know more, but not sure what to else to
say.
“Almost ten years ago,” he said. “I’ve never dated anyone since. Doesn’t feel right. She
was my angel. I didn’t think I could live without her. Sometimes I wonder if I am living without
her—or if I’m just going through the motions.”
If Philip had been a different customer, I might’ve believed his story was exaggerated. Because it was Phil, I knew he was telling the truth. His pain was obvious in the continuing tremor
of his hands.
“I’m pretty lonely. That’s why I spend so much time here.”
It suddenly made sense why Phil never watched the dancers, never went into the private
room. I liked those things about him, but I hadn’t been sure why he came in so often. He was
my favorite because he only wanted company. He never seemed to notice that I was wearing a
sheer hot pink mini-dress, nor did he comment on my pigtails. He was more respectful than men
I’d worked with at “real” jobs. As a receptionist at a computer software company I was sexually
harassed daily by the men in the office. Phil and I talked for hours each night and a tenderness
had grown between us. Because of that, I looked forward to seeing him and felt disappointed on
the rare occasion he didn’t show up.

•

In 2016, at the age of thirty-two, and five years after I quit stripping, my mother told me
who my father was. Actually, what she did was send me a message on Facebook: I found your father. I read the message while lying in bed and before I was fully awake. Bleary eyed and confused,
I was convinced I’d read it wrong. I closed my eyes and wrapped the warm blankets around me.
My phone buzzed again, she’d sent another single line: Unfortunately, he passed away. Then she
emailed his obituary along with the names of his mother and sisters. They’re still alive. Maybe you
can find them. My father had only lived in a few places in Colorado and never far from where my
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mother had met him in Wheatridge. It became clear to me that she could’ve found him if she
wanted to.
My phone buzzed again. My younger sister, Melissa, was calling. Melissa must already know.
We’d been through something like this before. When our grandfather died my sister called me,
trying to circumvent the text that she knew would be coming from our mother. The text was one
line: Your grandfather died this morning. “I didn’t want you to find out that way,” Melissa had said.
She, again, was attempting to communicate the information first, but this time she was too late
I didn’t answer Melissa’s call. I didn’t feel like I could face her, even though I knew that
didn’t make sense. At this stage of my life, I no longer wanted the information. I had accepted
that I’d never know my father. Now, I might know who he was, but he was dead. I stared at the
messages my mother sent and then read the obituary. I closed my eyes, cocooned in the warm
blankets, while my cat purred, pressed against my body. Images started flickering, seemingly
projected onto the backs of my eyelids: a winding road on a mountain, snow, a cabin.

•

When I was twelve and Melissa was eight, six years after we’d moved to Oregon, our
mother took us to Colorado to visit family. One morning she drove us away from the Denver
suburb of Littleton, where we were staying with my great aunt, and into the mountains.
My mother said she was going to introduce me to my father.
The landscape changed as she drove. The sprawling urban town with several grocery and
fast food chains faded away. My mother mumbled an entire conversation with herself, something
she did frequently, particularly when she was stressed. I tuned her out, like I usually did, and
stared out the window. I fixated on a huge sign written in primary colors: TILE. I watched as it
shrank and then disappeared completely.
“I don’t know if this is a good idea,” my mother said, pausing for an answer, but neither
Melissa nor I responded because she wasn’t talking to us. Our mother nodded her head, appeared
to consider the answer she’d heard and replied, “I guess it would be good for her to meet him.”
Enormous pine trees lined the winding road. It was summer and had been hot in Littleton, but
the higher we rose, the cooler the temperature became. Halfway up the mountain, snow pockets
littered the ground, and my mother clicked on the heat. It didn’t occur to me until much later
that she hadn’t been talking to herself in a normal way, but that she appeared to be talking to an
invisible person.
Melissa had fallen asleep in the backseat. I was quiet — nervous and excited, but tried
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not to show it. My mother continued her mumbled conversation, gripped the steering wheel, and
stared ahead at the zig-zagging road. She almost always seemed cool and detached, unless she
was angry, so I mimicked her looking out the window. She had punished me when I was younger
—often hitting me—when I cried or was too enthusiastic, so I came to believe showing emotion
was weakness. Not allowed.
After at least an hour of driving, she parked on the shoulder across the street from a
wooden cabin. Pine trees and snow blanketed the front yard. I imagined magical woodland creatures would come out and play. It seemed like a fairytale.
“I think this is where your father lives,” she said in the biting tone intended for me and
not her imaginary friend. Then she turned off the engine, but made no moves to leave the car. I
fantasized that he’d be similar to me; that he would laugh too much and at inappropriate times. I
imagined he would have fair skin, light hair, and green eyes—like me. It seemed like he could be
no other way. These were characteristics opposite to my mother and sister. They had olive skin,
dark hair, and gray-blue eyes.
I waited for my mother to do something, anything. She tapped her fingers on the steering wheel then adjusted the rearview mirror so she could see herself. I watched patiently as she
yanked a small hair brush out of her purse and teased back her feathered auburn hair, then reapplied peach lipstick and loose powder. “You really want to meet him?” she asked without looking
at me.
I nodded slowly, but didn’t say anything. The truth was, I desperately wanted to meet
him, but I sensed that she wasn’t sure it was a good idea even though we’d driven at least an
hour up into the mountains and were parked outside his house. Her reluctance made me feel
reluctant, too.
“Are we going to knock on his door?” I asked quietly, staring down at my feet. She didn’t
answer. She returned to drumming on the steering wheel. Then she started the car, turned on the
radio, always tuned to the top-40 station: And we’ll linger on, time can’t erase a feeling this strong, boy
don’t you know you can’t escape me—Mariah Carey’s “Always Be My Baby” played softly. I’d normally
turn it up and belt along, annoying my mother, but this time I didn’t. She put the car in drive,
flipped a U-turn, and sped away.

•

Two and a half months into working at Club G-String, my manager, Mike, called me up
to the DJ booth at the beginning of a shift. “You know I hate when you sit with Philip,” he said.
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Why Mike was bothered by this was a mystery. He claimed it was because Phil didn’t buy drinks
— but he was required to or I couldn’t talk to him, so that wasn’t the real reason. The lady’s drink
rule was policed by Mike and the bouncers. If a dancer stayed with a customer too long without a
cocktail, she’d feel a tap on her shoulder and be told to move on. I always had a drink when I was
with Philip and had plenty of black chips to cash in at the end of the night. It’s been suggested
that Mike had a crush on me, but I don’t think that was it. He simply didn’t like Philip and I didn’t
know why.
Mike had bugged me about sitting with Philip many times before and I’d ignored him.
It was impossible to take Mike seriously because he was always wearing track pants and a fanny
pack. His middle-aged skin drooped over his tanned muscles despite the fact that he worked out
for hours each day. He smiled often, and in a genuine, non-creepy way. Some of the other dancers
were barely eighteen, and he wanted to be more than merely a manager. He’d often pontificate
about the island, dropping his knowledge on us: “The main road that runs through the tourist
strip is called Pale San Vitores,” he’d informed me the day I arrived. “It’s named after the missionary that came to convert the Chamorro people to Catholicism.” He wanted us to trust him.
Having no children of his own, he wanted to take care of the dancers. Protect us. Or, at least,
that’s what I think he believed he was doing.
Once he had forced an elderly Japanese man to apologize after grabbing at my crotch.
When I blocked the old man’s hand, he’d smacked me across the face. Mike had been furious,
making a mama-san—one of the elderly Asian cocktail waitresses—translate to the groper, “In
the United States women are treated with respect!” I’d never had another strip club manager
defend me like that, but I didn’t care that it annoyed him that I spent time with Phil. At the end
of our talk, I sighed and rolled my eyes in annoyance before strolling back to the bar.
Phil handed me the bottle of water that I’d asked him to hide. Mike had enacted a rule
that dancers were not allowed to have water while working. He insisted that customers wouldn’t
buy as many lady’s drinks, which was ridiculous. I grinned, the minor transgression pleasurable.
I took a swig of water before sitting on the barstool and hiding it behind my back.
I told Philip what happened. “God, what is his problem?” he asked.
I was only making around $250 a night between drinks and stage money, considerably
less than when I still went into the VIP room, but it was pretty good money and, by staying at
Phil’s side night after night, I knew I was safe. Mike started to walk past us on the way to his
office, but stopped when he was right behind me. He yanked the bottle of water from its hiding
place.
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“Come with me,” he demanded.
I followed him into the office and sat on the beige chair across from him while my eyes
struggled to adjust to the sudden bright light.
“I don’t want you sitting with him.”
“But he is buying me drinks,” I said, aware I sounded like a snotty teenager rebelling
against her dad. I wasn’t surprised I’d reverted to being childish—even my outfit matched my
attitude: red plaid mini-skirt, Hello Kitty t-shirt with the caption You Lost Me at Hello, no bra, and
pigtails. Even though Mike wanted to be a friendly parental-type figure, he also relished the control he had over the dancers: he controlled our home, our pay, our transportation to and from the
club. At this point he was even trying to control my alcohol and water consumption.
“What did I tell you when you first started? How many drinks are you supposed to get in
an hour?”
I gave him a blank stare. I had no idea what he was talking about.
“You are supposed to get four to five drinks an hour. Philip only buys two or three, at
most. You can’t sit with him. It’s in the contract.”
The day I’d arrived in Guam, when I signed the contract, Mike hadn’t let me read it. He
gave me bullet points and told me to sign, skipping to a line at the bottom of the stack — so I
requested a copy. Mike said he would give me one, but he never did. I was the only girl who’d
ever asked, and he couldn’t understand why I wanted to read it.
“I can’t drink that much; it would kill me.” I was concerned about that, but I was more
concerned that I was already drinking more at G-String than I ever had. Although I was skeptical
that my father was an alcoholic, I’d grown up paranoid that I’d become one myself. The idea of
drinking even more terrified me. What if something biological was triggered and once I left the
island, I couldn’t stop?
“So get fake drinks.”
“I hate to break this to you, but the customers know. And it pisses them off.” My first six
weeks in Guam I’d only requested “cape cods,” a euphemism for cranberry juice, because I wanted to stay sober while I worked. Most of the military customers knew about the fake drinks and
one night a customer named Lucky became irate. Just as we weren’t allowed to refuse an offer,
we also weren’t allowed to turn away cocktails that a customer ordered for us. As a regular of the
club, Lucky knew the rules and ordered me four shots of Johnny Walker in a row:
Red, black, red, black.
Once Lucky left, I sat at the bar waiting for the dizziness to subside, praying I wouldn’t
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vomit. After that I ordered real drinks. It was easier than facing retaliation from another customer.

•

As my mother sped down the mountain much faster than she’d driven up it, I told myself
that it was okay—no, it was good—that I didn’t get to meet my father. It kept things uncomplicated. He probably sucked. He would be a horrible father. He wouldn’t want to meet me. He
would’ve slammed the door in my face. I imagined it over and over: slam, slam, slam—the woodland creatures scattering in fear. I recited this to myself as she drove further away from the possibility of meeting him. But in my chest was searing pain that I pretended wasn’t there. I didn’t cry,
that would be weak. I wasn’t supposed to care and clung to the idea that I didn’t for dear life. But
that pain deepened and didn’t abate. My chest hurt for years before I had to admit to myself that
I’d been wounded and I was going to have to feel this wound, deeply, emotionally, or face living
with the physical pain forever.
Halfway down the mountain I asked, “Did he used to hit you?”
She turned toward me for the first time since arriving at the cabin and then racing away.
Her icy-gray eyes looked straight through me. “How do you know that?” she asked.
“I have dreams that he hit you,” I said and shrugged. I had no explanation. There was no
reason I should’ve known that.
We never talked about this event. My mother never mentioned taking me to meet him
again. Twenty-years passed and as the years ticked by, I started to believe that I’d imagined or
dreamed that day, just as I may or may not have imagined that he had hit her.

•

Phil’s worry lines cut deeper into his forehead when I told him Mike was insisting I drink
more, but he waved at the bartender and pointed at me.
“How about the usual and a liquid cocaine with a soda water back,” I requested.
“Do you think a shot is a good idea?” Phil asked.
I shook my head saying, “I don’t know how else to drink more or faster.” I shrugged. “I
just want Mike to leave me alone.” It was that simple. I wanted to be left in peace to hang out
with Phil, the only customer I considered to be a true friend. There were plenty of other customers that night, but I didn’t want to gamble on any of them. If I’d wanted to anger Mike, I
would’ve refused to talk to anyone, making zero profits for myself or the club. Drinking more
while hanging out with Phil seemed like a small price to pay to appease Mike—so I downed the
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shot, cringed, and then quickly also downed the soda water back. “Bacardi 151, Jäger, and Goldschälger so do not go together. I don’t understand why Brie likes these so much.”
I didn’t normally take shots and I picked a liquid cocaine because it was Brie’s favorite.
Brie was my closest friend at the club (and an example of a dancer who had a good relationship
with her father). That night she was in the VIP room with the Navy Seal cross-dresser. He’d keep
her in there for hours. Everyone knew he was harmless. He liked to show off the women’s lingerie he wore under his clothes. For a short while I was his favorite and he always wanted to color
coordinate our outfits. With Brie, he liked to dress up in Star Wars garb and role play. She became
his favorite when he learned she had light saber tattoos on each of her pointer fingers.
“Why’d you order it if you don’t like it, dummy?” Phil asked and laughed.
Less than an hour later, Mike was pulling me back into the office.
“That same drink has been sitting there for an entire hour,” he said.
The shot had hit me harder than I expected. All I wanted was water, but Mike refused to
return my water bottle. My tiny cocktail was untouched, watered down by melted ice; the idea of
drinking more made me nauseous.
“Natassja, I don’t understand this. You are the kind of girl that can make a lot of money.
You used to make a lot of money. Why are you wasting your time?” He was red-faced. I knew I was
annoying him, but I didn’t think he was actually angry. His harassment had reached a new level.
And I only understood why later. A small naval ship had docked and the club was swarming with
young navy guys. After being on a ship for months with no contact with women, these customers
were likely to throw money around. Prior to this I’d taken advantage of docked ships. This time,
though, I stayed with Phil because I knew he’d never hurt me.
“I don’t want to go into the private rooms again.” I tried to stifle my feelings, but started
to cry. Weeks earlier, Brie and I had gone into the private room with a young man in the Air Force.
He was belligerently drunk, but we weren’t concerned about that, at first. Most customers were
drunk. I’d been scared when I arrived that going into an actual private room would be risky—in
every other club I’d worked the private area wasn’t really private and a bouncer was always standing near, watching. Fear dissipated quickly because man after man was respectful. The more that
happened, the bolder I’d felt.
But this time, once the door was closed, the customer lunged at us. We sat on top of him,
each of us restraining one arm, but he kept breaking free. He’d grab a breast so forcefully it felt
like he might rip it off. He’d shove his arm under our mini-skirts, attempting to get his fingers
up under our thongs. He pushed one of us off and try to get his pants undone. Brie or I always
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stopped him in time. “You’re strippers!” he slurred. I can only recall this in bits and pieces, sensations, like his sweaty arm hair pressing into my palm. The vodka on his hot breath. The smooth
fabric of the taupe couch. I shot glances at the light switch that functioned as a panic button. It
would turn on a light in the DJ booth to indicate we needed help. The switch was in the corner,
far away from where we struggled.
Before this, I’d tried to imagine how I’d reach it if I was ever in trouble and couldn’t. And
now, it was clear that we weren’t going to be able to. We clawed, shoved him down, and screamed
the entire time—but no one came to check on us. After half an hour the bouncer knocked, then
opened the door to indicate time was up. Brie and I ran. We hid under the desk in the DJ booth.
I spotted a dead cockroach in the corner and focused on it. I’d normally squeal and gag. I was
shaking, and so was Brie. Mike was aware of the attack and defended us later when the customer
tried to get his money back. But he hadn’t connected the dots—that I’d become scared to go into
the VIP room.
Mike sighed and looked up at the ceiling, “That’s where the money is. I can’t force you,
but if you won’t go into the room, you have to drink more.”
It occurred to me that he wasn’t getting a big enough return on his investment—me.
G-String paid us a wage, but they also took money from VIP rooms and lady’s drinks. A
half-hour in the VIP room cost the customer $300. The club kept $150 and $15 was tipped to the
mama-sans, who were responsible for pushing both drinks and private rooms on the customers.
The dancer kept $135. I’d decided that wasn’t enough to risk the potential danger.
Additionally, the club charged the dancers fees for breaking rules: $50 for being late, $50
for chewing gum on stage, $100 if panties weren’t removed on stage, $150 for missing a shift
unless a doctor’s note was provided, and more. A dancer agreed to the fees when she signed the
contract.
Mike wasn’t worried about me, he was worried about the club’s profits.
The wage and perks in Guam were an illusion.
My name boomed over the speakers. “I’m next on stage. But do I have to?” I asked through
tears.
Mike nodded, “You’ll throw off the rotation.” That was true, except that dancers are taken
out of rotation when in the VIP room. They’re added back when they’re done. Mike wanted to
punish me a little more—trying to fulfill his desire to act out a disciplinary father-role.

•
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An hour after my mother sent the obituary, I called Melissa back. I asked if she remembered the trip into the mountains and she did. “I thought maybe he could be a father to both of
us.”
Melissa doesn’t know her father either. Or who he is. Our mother swore for years it was
a man named Ruben, but a court-ordered paternity test proved otherwise. Even after that she
continued to swear it was him. Because of this, I’d taken to believing she didn’t know who either
of our fathers were. She had been a free-spirit in the 70s and early 80s. I wished she could be honest with us. I’d joked, and also written in poetry, that Melissa and I were products of immaculate
conception.
Who Melissa’s father is remains a mystery; our mother still asserts that it was most likely
Ruben, but she finally admits he could be someone else. She insists he somehow cheated the
paternity test. I question whether she doesn’t know who or where Melissa’s father is—that she’ll
wait until Melissa can never meet her father and then admit, “By the way, it was him.”
I don’t think these are malicious acts. My mother’s father was abusive and controlling.
The consequences show on her face, in her vacant eyes. She never seemed capable of dealing
with her reality. Most of the time she’s so dissociated that I wonder if there is a person buried
somewhere deep down inside her. When she “found” my father, she was lucid. Melissa had been
with her that day and was thrilled to reach our mother, get to talk to her, to be with her. I’ve experienced it too, on a rare occasion, and I always think: she’s still in there. And, please don’t disappear
again. Then, poof, she’s gone. She appears to have splintered her internal world in order to cope,
and I think it’s her splintered-selves that she’s talking to, trying to reach back into herself, and
come back to life.

•

I ran out of the office, rushing past Phil. I didn’t want him to know that I was crying. He
jumped to his feet, his face softening when he noticed my bloodshot eyes. I blazed past him, announcing that I had to go on stage.
I’m so tired, of playing, playing with this bow and arrow, the first lines of Portishead’s “Glory
Box” pulsed through the speakers as I marched toward the pole, grimy cloth and Windex in hand.
After wiping it down, I inhaled—the familiar scent of brass and ammonia filling my lungs. I stood
there, the phallic-shaped cat walk before me, customers sitting around it, eager to touch. Because
the pole was so far from the tipping rail, the dancers had to do “floor-work,” meaning we had to
get down on the ground and bend our bodies into sexy poses while men reached their hands up
and made squeezing motions, indicating that they wanted to touch our breasts, if we consented.
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I watched a gecko dart down the entryway stairs and into the dressing room — a small reminder
I was on a tropical island, something that was easy to forget in the dark club, shut in from the
outside world.
Both hands grasping the pole, I took a high step in my eight-inch stilettos, and then spun
around and around and around. Tears streamed down my face, the stage full of blurry patrons. I
wasn’t sure if anyone could tell I was crying, but it was clear that they wanted me to get closer.
I spun and spun, removing the few pieces of clothing I was wearing while in motion. It was the
only time I had ever cried on stage. My panties dropped exactly as I had perfected, mid-spin, and I
flung them toward the wall. I wasn’t going to be charged a fee for not getting naked, even if I was
crying. Dollar bills collected for my entire set, but I couldn’t bring myself to get close to anyone.
I left all the money on the stage—at least $100, piled in front of confused customers. I walked
naked into the dressing room with nothing.
I sat down and took deep breaths. I wanted to get back to Phil. We were a team.
Phil didn’t have any children and had wanted a daughter. We had a platonic, intense intimacy, and he wanted to take care of me in the way fathers do after their daughters are grown and
out of the house. I imagined our relationship was like mine might’ve been with my father if we’d
met when I was an adult.
“I’m causing you problems,” Phil said as soon as I returned.
I followed him to the exit, the warm, saline breeze of the always open doorway a welcome
reprieve from the smoke-filled club, and another minor reminder that I was technically in paradise.
“Please don’t leave,” I said, desperate. I didn’t think I could get through the night without
him. I was terrified to go into the club and talk to strange men, something I’d excelled at (and
loved) for most of my stripping career. I eyed the crowd, colored lights danced across unfamiliar
faces, and then back at Phil. He shook his head and left. I stood there in disbelief. It felt like he
had abandoned me.
I took another deep, salty, breath. I could rebel against Mike’s demands with Phil around,
but once he was gone, Mike’s dissatisfaction affected me differently. I was crushed I’d disappointed him. He’d stood up for me against the groper. And he’d also stood up for Brie and me
after we were attacked. The only thing left to do was attempt to make Mike happy. Walking into
the crowd, I was offered a shot by a navy boy. Right then I decided to try to meet Mike’s quota,
knowing it was a bad idea. I figured by the end of the night Mike would realize it was a bad idea,
too.
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•

Before I called Melissa back, I told my boyfriend, Jon, about the messages and then showed
him my father’s obituary. My father died February of 2009. In May 2009, when I’d boarded the
flight that took me away from Portland, Oregon, to the island of Guam, my father had already
been dead for three months.
My father was a park ranger, a marathon runner, and the author of two books: Colorado
Landslide Disasters: An Untold Story of the Old West and The Essential Guide To Rocky Mountain National
Park.
A writer, like me.
The picture of a man with pale skin and green eyes was displayed on Jon’s computer
screen. He wore a big genuine grin. “I can see you in his face,” Jon said. “You have the same
smile.” Before that I hadn’t seen it, but he was right. I wasn’t sure how to react or what I was
supposed to feel. I’d never met my father, after all. I started to cry, not understanding how it was
possible to grieve for a stranger.

•

Vomit was lodged in my throat. I swallowed, but my throat didn’t clear. There were
chunks in my teeth. I opened my eyes and adjusted my pillow. My head slipped into something
cold and moist and I noticed a rancid odor.
I grabbed the bottle of water next to my bed and tried to wash it down when swallowing
didn’t work. I was covered in grayish green vomit. My entire bed was also covered. I could’ve died.
The thought jolted me upright.
How did I get here? To my room? In my bed? I remembered taking one last double liquid cocaine shot with Brie. Then the lights in the club went on and we walked into the dressing
room. Brie grabbed me behind my neck and pulled me into a kiss—as sometimes happened at
the end of the night. I had been ravenous. I wanted to consume her. I started kissing her neck,
pushing her triangle top off her left breast, then cupping it before sucking on her bright pink
nipple. She pulled my head back up and kissed me again. Then we both stopped, an unspoken
agreement. She had a boyfriend, a bouncer at the club. It was also 4AM and we needed to cash in
our chips. We changed from our slinky outfits into jeans and t-shirts.
The room started spinning. “I need to go to the restroom,” I announced before stomping
out of the room, leaving all my belongings, including my purse, unattended.
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While I pieced together what happened, I stripped my bed, praying I wouldn’t wake my
roommate Lily (another dancer who was close to her father), who was wrapped like a burrito in
her comforter. We shared the master bedroom in one of the dancers’ condos. I prayed that she
hadn’t smelled the vomit. I could have died.
Of the things that I’d considered might kill me, alcohol poisoning wasn’t among them.
Before working at G-String I had only gotten sick from alcohol once. My paranoia about becoming an alcoholic meant I wasn’t a big drinker. I didn’t like drunk sensations; the feeling was too
out-of-control. Lily didn’t move. I tiptoed into the kitchen and shoved all my bedding in the
washer, which was next to the refrigerator. I crept back into our room, holding my breath as I
skulked past her bed to the bathroom. I stepped into the shower, taking down my sloppy bun —
but my hair didn’t fall — it was matted together with vomit. I carefully untangled my hair with
shampoo and rinsed away last night’s humiliation, remembering more bits of what happened.
It had been around 1AM when the navy boy offered me that first shot, and because I’d
attempted to drink more while sitting with Phil, I was drunk. I joined the group of sailors and
they ordered shot after shot after shot. Any other time in my life I would’ve been horrified. I
hated shots. But I’d become determined and opened my mouth like a hatch, dumping each one
down my throat. Later I’d begged the bartender for a full glass of soda water. “Mike told me I can
only give you small backs of soda with each shot, nothing more.” I pleaded with her to make an
exception. It was obvious she wanted to, but Mike was watching us.
The bartender refusing me the glass of soda water was the last clear memory I had. Otherwise, the night was a daze. The only thing I was sure of was that I’d drunk more than I ever had
before.
I remembered leaving the dressing room, but how did I get to the bathroom?
Brie was abruptly with me, propping me up over a toilet. “Stick your finger down your
throat and force yourself,” she said. A few times she let go and I fell limply to the ground.
“It doesn’t work—I used to try—it never worked.” Then she shoved her fingers down my
throat, over and over and over, forcing me to vomit. I couldn’t believe that had happened. I massaged conditioner through my hair, continuing to untangle it. I wasn’t remembering correctly. I
couldn’t be.

•

towel.

Lily was awake and sitting on her bed when I came back into our room, wrapped in a
“Are you okay?”
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My eyes watered despite my attempt to act nonchalant. I sat down on the exposed, filthy
twin mattress. I hated seeing it without sheets because it was spotted with stains. One was large
and brown at the top of the mattress. It had light edges that became darker in hue as it fed toward
the middle, ending in a maroon color. I fixated on it, wondering what it was—Blood? Coffee? Hot
chocolate? I felt Lily’s gaze, her big brown eyes fixed on me, but instead of looking at her I shifted
my focus to the trail of smaller, more yellowish-green stains that started on the middle left side
and dotted down and around the edge of the mattress—Gatorade? Piss? Vomit? Another wave
of nausea. I’d purged everything from my body so it passed, leaving me queasy. The stains were
disgusting, but they made me curious about the other girls who’d slept where I was sleeping. Did
they have fathers? Mothers? Why had they come? What had they experienced here? What had
happened to them after they left?
Sitting on the bare bed, I felt corkscrew metal poke my butt-cheek. I adjusted myself closer to the edge and the bed creaked, but my new position was no more comfortable than before.
When the bed was made, I pushed the reality of the soiled mattress out of my head. I pretended
that I was trying to sleep in my real bed—the pillow-top mattress I’d splurged on at the beginning of my stripping career—and not on a bed owned by Club G-String. Springs stabbed me in
the back, preventing me from completely immersing myself into the fantasy, reminding me of
childhood and the years when I’d had no bed at all. When I got one, at age nine, I ignored the
coils jabbing me. I was ecstatic, thinking it was part of sleeping on a mattress. After a sleepover,
I’d learned that wasn’t the case; a friend complained about my uncomfortable bed.
I could still feel Lily’s eyes, but couldn’t meet her gaze, so I looked away from the mattress and focused on the white tiled floor.
I told Lily what I thought happened the night before. I estimated that I’d taken around
twenty shots in less than three hours. My purse was missing, and the only way to accurately track
my consumption would be to count the money. I hoped Brie had it. My memories were a puzzle
with missing pieces. I’d never blacked out before and felt disoriented. My body vibrated with
shame.
After I was done telling Lily what I thought happened, she nodded, came over to my bed
and wrapped her arm around my shoulder.
After a long pause, she said, “No one could handle that. I’ve never heard anything about
a drink quota. And I’ve been here many times.” Lily first came to work at G-String when she was
twenty-six. She had come most years after her initial stint and was thirty-five by the time we were
roommates.
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“I’m surprised I’m okay,” I said, embarrassed.

•

Melissa found my father’s sister, Kathy, on Facebook. I wanted to contact her, but wasn’t
sure how she would react, or if she would respond at all. Melissa took this task on in case it didn’t
go well. Two weeks later Kathy wrote back; she wanted to get in touch.
Before your mother ran off with you we got to love on you for a few months, she wrote. You’re thirty-two, right? I had a daughter around the same time. I didn’t think they knew about me. It was surreal
that they’d known, but ignored my existence. Your father had issues with alcohol and struggled with
his mental health. He thought it was best not to be in your life. I read the lines over and over. My mother
was telling the truth. He was an alcoholic and didn’t want me. It enraged me. Who has the right
to decide such a thing? Him? My mother? Why didn’t I get a choice? I considered how scared I’d
been that I would pick up a habit in Guam; how relieved I was that drinking wasn’t appealing
once I was home.
In my father’s obituary picture, I saw kind eyes. I wanted desperately to believe he was
the man I’d projected onto his photo. I couldn’t believe that his presence would’ve made my life
worse. I cried any time the fact that he was dead fluttered through my mind. It was hopeless. I
couldn’t do anything to change it.
I looked you up and saw that you’re a writer. He was a writer, too. Did she discover that I’m
writing a memoir about working as a stripper? How could she not? It’s in all my bios. Was your
childhood happy? she asked. I panicked. I never wrote her back. I didn’t know what to tell her.

•

Mike spotted me when I walked out of the dressing room. I was wearing a slinky turquoise mini-dress that draped loosely over my breasts. My hair in waves, my face au naturel—I’d
long ago stopped bothering with make-up.
“Wow,” he said, examining me up and down. “You look fine.” Then he walked around me,
apparently shocked that I was alive. I half expected him to ask me if I was a ghost. “You’re here!”
“Of course I’m here,” I said.
“I didn’t think you would come in tonight. I didn’t even want a doctor’s note.” He was
ashen. “You don’t understand; we almost took you to the hospital. Wait here.”
Mike went into his office and came back with a digital camera. The screen displayed pictures of me passed out on the ground in a huge puddle of pistachio colored vomit, and then in a
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gurney. “I really thought you were going to die. I think we all did. I can’t believe you’re here. And,
you look fine,” he repeated.
I took the camera from him, disturbed by the images on the digital screen, astounded that
he would document evidence of what happened. But I said, “I’m counting down days. I want off
this island.” I had twenty-three days left.
He gawked at me for a few more beats and then moved on. I was standing in the same
place, near the entrance of the club, staring at the abandoned, dilapidated hotel across the street
wondering if it was haunted, when Philip walked in. I was elated to see him, relieved that he
came back. We walked to the bar and sat down together.
“What happened last night?” he asked me.
“I think I almost died. And I think Brie saved me. But I don’t want to talk about it.”
Phil nodded, “You don’t have to. I’m here to listen if you change your mind.”
“Maybe another time,” I said. “But I don’t think Mike will be giving me a hard time anymore.”
Phil hung his head, shaking it. “I doubt it. He can’t help himself. Can I get you a drink?”

•

I bought both of the books my father authored. They’re much different than the personal
stories I write, but still, he was a writer. It made me feel connected to him in a small and distant
way.
I believed that by reading them I could get to know him, somewhat.
I flipped to the intro of The Essential Guide To Rocky Mountain National Park and read the first
few paragraphs. The prose was much more engaging than I expected, I could almost hear his
voice. He was the photographer as well, and the photos contained in the glossy pages were gorgeous: mountain landscapes swathed in winter snow, fields of yellow wildflowers in summer, the
Colorado River lined with giant pine trees, a woman riding a beautiful auburn horse. I’d never
considered that a guidebook could be a work of art, but that’s what I held in my hands. It was too
much. It hurt to look at it.
The ending I want to write is that I read the books and that I did feel closer to him. That
eventually I wrote Kathy back. That a little while later I met his mother and his other sister.
In reality, I wanted to throw his books off my balcony. “I can’t read them,” I said to my
boyfriend. I asked Jon to hide them and he nodded, complied. For months he had embraced me,
dozens of times, rocked me lightly, while I cried and said: I don’t know why, I don’t know why, I don’t
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know why.
Every time I thought of my father, I visualized the Oregon woods behind the trailer park
where we lived for some of my childhood. During the summers I spent most days back there:
walking along the bank of the cool stream, climbing trees, watching squirrels, catching tadpoles,
listening to songbirds, hiking through the red clay hills. It made me feel alive. It made me feel
whole, safe, loved—things I didn’t often feel at home.
Is that how you felt walking in nature? I wanted to ask him. Is that why you devoted your life to the
outdoors?
I wished I could take a hike with him in the field of summer wildflowers he’d photographed; wanted to inhale the crisp winter breeze alongside him. We’d make snow angels on the
side of a mountain, laughing as we flapped our arms.
Afterward, he’d warm milk in a sauce pan and I’d start to ask the harder questions: When
did you start drinking? How did it get out of control? He’d peer up at me and I’d recognize that his
green eyes matched mine. Before answering, he’d pour the warmed milk over cocoa powder in
oversized mugs and I’d stir the mixture together. What about the struggles with your mental health?
He’d clear his throat; and we’d both warm our hands on the giant mugs.
Tell me your life story.
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FOR SELENA

by Timothy Dailey-Valdés

Someone said Selena the other day
but meant Selena Gomez
and I wanted to teach the girl who said it
about real música, back-in-the-day música.
I didn’t know how without a whole afternoon.
Someone said Selena the other day
but meant the J-Lo flick.
You can’t be penned in celluloid fronteras.
You’re the only one we’d do anything for,
Nuestra Señora Como La Flor.
You taught me duende before I knew the word.
I could listen to your canciones all day, chingona.
You taught me what my childself could learn
of Tejanidad, Latinidad, Chicanismo
when no one else would. Que Dios te bendiga.
I tried to dance like you when
the girls on the playground would try to dance like you
porque you were la Reina
de Tejas Verdad and you knew
so much I didn’t.
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You knew how to fall in love, knew
the corozón’s botany, knew me in a way
I didn’t know myself yet. You were my first
patron saint. Santa Selena, show me the path
to fearless.  I was six years old when a lady
who said she was your friend
tried to kill you. I cried
for a while como la Llorona
but I’d forgotten
that a person can’t kill what isn’t mortal,
can’t touch an estrella.
They told me you were gone,
but you and I, hermana,
sabemos.
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FIVE VARIATIONS ON A BLACKBIRD

by Leah O’Sullivan

Theme

On the first day of high school, I got first chair of the first violins for my school’s orchestra. I wasn’t surprised.
“Gabriella Merlo,” Mr. Boyle called from his office. I was sitting near the back of the class
with a school-borrowed violin and bow on my lap. I went into his office, clutching the audition
music that everyone had learned to play, and sat down. His desk, cluttered with paperwork,
cleanly separated us.
I let my mind wander while I breezed through scales and the audition piece, and at the
end Mr. Boyle looked at me with wide eyes through his thick glasses. “Huh.” He pushed his
glasses up the bridge of his nose. “Did you say you were a freshman?”
I had to sit in the front of the class; not only that, I also had to lead the orchestra every day
in tuning. I wasn’t used to so many eyes boring into my back. I tried to sit up tall when I played an
A for everyone to tune to, but the weight of the stares made me want to curl up under my stand.
I began making mistakes—stupid ones. My shaky fingers made my vibrato clumsy. My
sweaty hands made all my notes flat. Shifting used to feel like sliding across a smooth floor in
socks, but now my fingers tripped to go up the fingerboard. Mr. Boyle’s bespectacled gaze often
lingered over to me, his peppery moustache frowning.
When I had played the violin just at home—when I was beginning to learn what “prodigy” meant—my mom would praise me in that way her friends warned would make me spoiled.
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She clapped for me even when I just practiced scales, beaming. “Gabby, baby,” she said once,
burying me into a hug, my face squished against her belly and my violin dangling away from us
so it wouldn’t get crushed. “You’re so special. You’re so perfect.”
That was before I played in an orchestra. Amid all those pubescent string players, suffocated by the immensity of the noise we produced, I felt like a broken piece of a machine.
Mr. Boyle started us out with a Beatles medley. The only song I knew by the Beatles
was “Let it Be,” which my fifth grade teacher taught us to sing for our fifth grade “graduation.”
This medley went through “Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band,” “Hey Jude,” “Michelle,”
and “Blackbird.” The first songs were okay—I thought the peppiness of the first one was a little
grating—but for some reason, when the piece left “Michelle” and flowed into G major for “Blackbird,” the cellos and violas settling into steady eighth notes, my breath came a little easier, and
the hard black chair didn’t dig so harshly into my back. The eyes of all the students behind me
didn’t feel so heavy. The lilting background chords lulled me into security and I almost missed
the first violins’ cue.
My mom had told me when I was a kid what my last name meant. Merlo. It was my dad’s,
and I think because of that she resented it a bit. “It means blackbird,” she’d whispered to me in
the city’s public library one day. “Here, look at this book.” She knelt down and pulled out a kid’s
book on birds, flipping to a picture of a blackbird. It was chubby with tiny eyes like a fat cat’s and
a bright orange beak. I was disappointed, maybe because I’d been secretly imagining someone
like Batman except in bird form.
“Blackbirds mean you’re naïve,” she said, smiling at me. “I made fun of your father about
that all the time.”
“What’s naïve?” I asked.
“It means you look up because you think gullible’s written on the ceiling.” I shot my head
straight up and squinted at the blank ceiling. My mom laughed at me and messed up my hair.
But the song we were now playing in class sounded so sweet. I couldn’t find it in myself
to make fun of it or to call it naïve. It was open and raw, like a child. With other stupid songs
we played, glorified versions of “Mary Had a Little Lamb” or imitations of Beethoven’s Fifth, I
privately stabbed at the music with sarcasm, using it as a weapon to pierce through the song’s
bullshit. But there was no bullshit in this song.
All of the first violinists auditioned, but I got the solo part, of course. When we practiced
the song, I played through it impatiently, eager to get to my solo, and when “Blackbird” started
up, all my tension released, and I got that school violin to sing; I even saw Mr. Boyle smile at me
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from behind his moustache. Playing that part didn’t feel like practice; it felt like a gift. And I never
thought I’d get something so beautiful in high school.

Variation I

The second chair first violinist graduated that year, and I could count our short conversations during the time I’d known him on one hand. Now, at the start of my sophomore year,
a girl with mousey brown hair, a baby face, and a t-shirt depicting a dude with spikey hair was
my stand partner. Her name was Paige. She was always in class before me, a sketchbook on her
lap instead of her violin. Yes, her violin; it shone like a mirror, no scratches, and strung recently
enough that the strings were still too stubborn to stay in tune. I knew this because she struck up
a conversation with me the second day of class, going on about how she’d gotten her violin as a
birthday present over the summer.
“Is that a school violin?” she asked me, her quiet voice almost drowned out by the chatter
of students and the clicking of instrument cases.
I tightened my bow, not looking at her. “Yeah.”
“That sucks.” She shrugged, as though she wasn’t sure whether or not it did.
I looked at her out the corner of my eye. “The violin only sucks when I do.”
Paige stared at her sketchbook in her lap and I focused on the sheet music in front of
us, fighting the urge to run out of the classroom. For the rest of practice I moved the minimum
amount while playing, worried I would accidentally poke her with the tip of my bow and then
have to acknowledge her existence.
And yet, the next day, she talked to me. “That Bach song is kinda hard,” she said, taking
a cloth out of her case.
My impulse was to say, It’s a great concerto, and the arranger butchered it so any dumbass can play
it. Bach’s études are harder than this shit. But I’d learned since yesterday not to trust my impulses.
“Yeah, it’s okay,” I said.
She rubbed the cloth against her violin strings, making a faint screeching noise that made
me grit my teeth.
The week continued in the same way. Paige talked about how she went to Arizona over
the summer to see family and had I ever been to Arizona? (I hadn’t.) Well the Grand Canyon
is pretty cool. She asked me if I had English with Ms. Nurse (I didn’t—I had it with Mr. Porter)
and if I’d ever read The Count of Monte Cristo for school (I hadn’t). Well, she had to read it over the
summer and she thought it was kinda hard to follow. She asked me if I watched anime (I didn’t
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even know what that was). It’s Japanese animation. She liked it but she didn’t know anyone else
who did. She was saving up to go to an anime convention during winter break.
At first I felt bad for Paige, since it didn’t seem like she had any friends, but then I realized
I didn’t have any friends either. Our short conversations left me with paranoia that everyone saw
me as just as awkward as she was, and that she maybe even pitied me for it. Thoughts like these
made my shoulders ache with the weight of stares, and at the end of every class I was the first to
pack up my violin and rush out the door, desperate to relieve that burden.

Variation II

Two weeks into the year, Mr. Boyle kept Paige and I at the end of class.
“Gabriella.” He removed his glasses and rubbed off a smudge with his shirtsleeve. “Paige
told me she’s been having trouble with the Bach piece. Would you be able to help her after school
today? I want everyone in the orchestra to be ready for the Fall Concert.”
My stomach dropped as I grasped for excuses. “My mom wants me to be home right after
school. She gets worried if I’m late.” That was all kinds of lies. My mom wouldn’t have cared if
I’d needed to stay after school to help someone; she would’ve encouraged it.
Mr. Boyle put his glasses back on and looked at me, raising an eyebrow. “I can call your
mother and assure her that you’re safe at school.”
Shit. I glanced at Paige, who was shrugging as though she wanted to be buried in her
shoulders. “No, it’s fine,” I told Mr. Boyle. “I was exaggerating. She’ll understand.”
We sat in the practice room after school like we did in orchestra: side-by-side, sharing one
stand. I’d never noticed before how much Paige was struggling with the songs. We went through
the whole piece nearly three times before I realized I had to go to the bathroom.
When I came back, she was drawing. She didn’t notice me walk in. I peeked over her
shoulder and was surprised to see my own face on the white sketchbook paper.
“What the hell,” I muttered.
Paige turned around in her chair so violently she bumped into the stand and knocked off
the sheet music. Her face turned a screaming red and she clutched the sketchbook to her chest.
She opened her mouth as if to say something, but no words came out.
And then I surprised myself. “Can I look at the drawing?” I asked.
The redness flowed down to her neck and she looked carefully at her sketchbook as if it
was a bomb, but she handed it to me. It had been originally pencil-drawn, but she’d been beginning to outline it in a black pen. She’d drawn my profile from the waist-up—just me, without
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my violin. My hair didn’t look so frizzy in its ponytail like it usually did. My arms didn’t look as
flabby. My short neck was elongated, and my big nose was elegant. In the drawing, I carried myself with confidence; usually I didn’t carry myself with anything. Staring at the drawing, I thought
that this was maybe how my mom had seen me when she’d called me beautiful. And then it hit
me that this was what Paige saw, too.
I looked at her over the sketchbook and she’d faded to pink now, like a flower was blooming from within her face, but her eyes were afraid. I gave her back the sketchbook, which she
promptly stuffed into her backpack, and picked up the sheet music on the floor and stuck it back
on the stand. “Let’s keep practicing,” I said, lifting my violin into position.
I could feel her eyes on my face, and I heard the faint strum of her fingers brushing the
strings as she picked up her violin. Getting the words out was like pulling out a weed.
“You’re a good artist,” I said, my turn to blush. I didn’t look at her, and I let the silence
linger for a few seconds before I broke it: “Anyways. Let’s go to measure fifteen.”

Variation III

Uncle Marius was a mechanical engineer for a company that made noise-cancelling headphones, and he usually stayed late at night in the office. I often imagined him with his hands in
his graying hair, poring over table-sized blueprints while his coworkers scribbled complicated
formulas onto whiteboards around the room, desperate to create the perfect headphones. I was
pretty sure that his work involved less of this and more of writing emails and making phone
calls, but Uncle Mar never talked about what he did. I had a lot of time to myself at home, and I
spent it procrastinating on doing my homework and heating up frozen dinners in the microwave.
Sometimes he was home for dinner; other times he returned after I fell asleep.
On the day Paige showed me her drawing, the early autumn sunshine felt warmer than
usual as I walked home. I wasn’t thinking about my uncle’s work as much as I was thinking about
Paige’s drawing, and when I unlocked the door and entered the living room, I was surprised to
see him sitting on the old blue couch, flipping through the television channels.
I let the door shut behind me, frozen in the doorway. Uncle Mar looked up at me and
raised his eyebrows, as though he wasn’t expecting me. “You’re home late.”
“I was helping a girl from orchestra with one of the songs,” I said, dropping my backpack
by the door. “You’re home early.”
“I have the day off,” he said, turning back to the television. “I thought I told you that.”
I kicked my shoes off and picked up my violin. “No, I don’t think so.”
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He was never home this early. I usually came home, went to my room with my violin—
which used to be my cousin Nina’s room before she left for college—and played everything that
I’d played in orchestra that day. It was a sort of confession for me so that I could forgive myself
for my own sins—or, rather, for the mistakes I’d made during class. And when I was through
absolving myself, I played something ostentatious like one of Paganini’s Caprices, pieces that I
used to play to impress family when my mom invited people over.
I went upstairs to my room, leaving Uncle Mar down in the living room as he watched
television, and pulled out the simplified version of the third concerto of Vivaldi’s The Four Seasons.
I had been tripping over my fingers throughout the entire song during practice, and now that I
was alone in my quiet room with the white curtains and the faded pink walls that were beginning
to feel familiar, I felt the weight on my shoulders that I carried during orchestra float away, and
lifting my violin onto my shoulder felt a little easier.
I was about five measures into the song when I heard footsteps come up the stairs and a
light knock on my door.
Uncle Mar stood in the doorway, the circles under his eyes seeming darker than usual.
“Gabriella, I hate to ask you this, but could you give the playing a rest for the day?”
“Oh,” was all I said.
“Not that it doesn’t sound, uh, really good,” he said, scratching the back of his head. “I’ve
just been stressed at work and I could use some quiet, at least for now.”
“Oh,” I said again. “I mean, okay.”
He gave me a weak smile and gently closed the door. As I put my violin away, I tried to
think of the last time we’d had such a long conversation with each other.

Variation IV

Every day after school up until the Fall Concert in October, Paige and I stayed after school
to work on the songs Paige was struggling with. I didn’t see her draw in class anymore, the
sketchbook on her lap now replaced with her violin, and I wasn’t sure how to feel about that.
I found that practicing with Paige was making me better, too. Playing with other people
staring at me was different from playing with Paige. Paige wasn’t people: she was just…Paige.
She was innocuous, about as intimidating as a mouse. Plus, I was starting not to mind being
around her. She talked a lot, but her voice was pleasant and soft. Her playing style was similar:
she played the violin in a quiet way that made you want to lean in and listen. I kept thinking
about the way she made me look in her drawing, and I soon realized that every day I saw her I
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noticed something I liked about her: her hair that now looked more soft than mousey, her face
more sweet than baby-like.
It was a week before the concert, a rainy day that made me glad to be in the practice room
with Paige. The storm outside picked up as the wind blew rain against the window with loud raps
like little bullets, so Paige and I decided to take a break until the weather quieted down. She talked about her Halloween costume ideas while I pretended to listen, still not quite used to Paige’s
ramblings. She then stopped talking, and I saw that she was looking at my hair.
“How did you learn to do that?” she asked. I looked down and saw that I’d been French
braiding my hair, the strands twirled in my fingers.
“Oh, um, my mom taught me,” I said, rubbing my thumb up and down the braid.
“That’s cool,” Paige said. “My mom never taught me how to do anything with my hair.”
I tapped the violin on my lap with my fingertips and listened to the storm, loud as ever. I
then put it on the ground and scooted my chair closer to Paige. “Here, I’ll teach you.”
Her hair was thin and fell just below her shoulders, so it kept falling out of the braid.
After the third time trying to wrangle it, Paige wincing as I tugged and tugged, she turned to me.
“What if I practice on your hair?”
“Sure?” I said, as though it were a question. We turned so that Paige sat behind me, and I
felt her fumbling fingers combing through my hair and sectioning it off like I’d told her. The little
tugs on the back of my head were soothing paired with the sound of the pouring rain. I closed my
eyes and thought I could maybe fall asleep, remembering how my mom would comb my hair and
braid it after I took showers at night. She would sit on the toilet in the bathroom while I sat on a
stool in front of her, just at the right height so she didn’t have to bend over to reach my head. The
smell of shampoo and soap still lingered in the bathroom along with the last remnants of steam
from the hot shower, and everything felt warm and damp and safe as she ran her fingers through
my hair.
I opened my eyes to the harsh fluorescent light of the practice room and felt my gut
wrench. Paige’s fingers felt alien as they tugged on my hair, and I was filled with rage. I leapt up
and whirled around to face her, my heart pounding.
“Stop it,” I demanded.
Her eyes were wide. “What did I—?”
“You can’t replace her, okay?”
She blushed, and I suddenly hated her. “What do you mean? Replace who?”
“My mom, dumbass,” I said, the words flying out before I could catch them. “She’s dead,
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and you’re trying to replace her because you have a creepy crush on me, you freak.”
She didn’t shrink away from freak like I’d hoped she would. She just stared at me with
concern in her eyes. “I’m not trying to replace your mom. I was just trying to help.”
I remembered lying on the bed in my old bedroom after the funeral service, while downstairs everyone else milled around and spoke in soft voices. They’d kept looking at me, the pity
in their furrowed brows making them look confused, as if they weren’t sure what to do with me.
I got sick of it, so I went upstairs to sit in my room alone, staring at the walls for a good half an
hour before the knob on my bedroom door opened. I jumped off the bed and ran into the closet,
leaving the door open only a crack.
It was Uncle Mar and his wife, Tara—well, his ex-wife, or at least soon to be. They closed
the door behind them and Uncle Mar sighed heavily, running a hand through his hair. Tara
crossed her arms and studied his face carefully.
“What the hell are you thinking?” Tara asked him in a low voice.
“I’m being a good brother, Tara,” Uncle Mar said. “And a good uncle. Her father didn’t
even show up to the funeral. She doesn’t have any other options.”
“How are you supposed to raise a teenager right now?” Tara whispered harshly.
“I have the money.”
“You don’t have the time.”
“I would if you had any interest in helping.” Uncle Mar’s voice was cold.
They were silent for a moment, staring each other down. I was trying not to breathe.
Finally, Tara pierced the silence. “I just don’t understand why you’re taking this on right
now,” she said, crossing her arms.
Uncle Mar sighed again. “I’m just trying to help.”
And then I was back in the practice room. Paige was staring at me, and it caught me offguard. People usually left me alone if I yelled at them like that, or at the most I got grounded.
“Everyone’s always trying to help,” I said. “But I can help myself. I don’t need help. I’m
not a charity case.”
“Then what do you need, Gabriella?” Paige asked. The way she said my name in her soft
voice shook my resolve for a moment.
I need my mom, I thought, but I didn’t dare say it. “I need you to leave me alone,” I said,
walking out of the practice room and letting the door slam behind me.
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Variation V

It was still raining, and I didn’t want to walk home, so I sat underneath the awning of
the music building, hugging my knees to my chest. I watched raindrops hit the chain-link that
marked the edge of campus. On the street just past the fence, cars drove by, their tires sloshing
through the water on the road.
The door opened and I turned to see Paige walk out, her violin case held tight against her
side. I turned back around and stared straight ahead, but I heard her sit down next to me.
Excruciating minutes passed before either of us said anything. “I’m waiting for my parents to come pick me up,” Paige said, by way of explanation.
“Right.” I stared at my rain-spattered shoes.
“I’m sorry about what happened during practice,” she said, and I looked up at her.
“You’re the one apologizing?” I said. “I’m the one who blew up at you.”
“Well, yeah.” She shrugged. “I made you uncomfortable. I just…”
“Just what?”
“I just really like you, I guess.”
“Well…” I swallowed, trying to find my words. “I figured that, since you’ve been drawing
pictures of me, so you’ve got to at least have a shrine dedicated to me in your room.”
I froze. Had that gone too far? But then a smile burst across her face and she started
laughing, her face turning a familiar pink. I’d never heard her laugh before, and the sound, soft
like everything else about her, made me want to blush.
“I’m sorry,” I found myself saying. “That was mean.”
“No, that was funny,” Paige said, still smiling.
We sat in silence for a few moments, watching the cars drive by. “I didn’t know your mom
had died,” she said softly, her voice almost drowned out by the rain.
“I never told you,” I said. “It happened right before freshman year. She got in a car accident. I haven’t told anyone, really.”
She looked at me, and I realized how close our faces were. “I’m sorry. Do you want to talk
about it?”
That first part I heard often, but the second part, not so much. “I told her I wanted to
play the violin when I was four,” I found myself saying, “and she didn’t even think about it—she
signed me up for lessons. I was so little, I don’t even remember when I first started playing. I just
always have.”
I looked at Paige, worried I’d said too much, but if she felt uncomfortable she didn’t show
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it. “Do you know what I mean?” I went on. “She didn’t have to do that. She didn’t have to be so…
nice to me, but she was.”
“She’s your mom,” Paige said. “She loved you.”
“There are plenty of shitty moms out there that love their kids,” I said. “They’re still shitty moms. And now…” And now it felt like I’d been pushed out of the nest and I didn’t know how
to fly. Now I’d lost a world where I went home every day to someone who loved me, and I had to
be cold inside to survive in this new world that was so freezing with my mother’s absence. But I
didn’t tell Paige that.
“I always feel like an idiot,” I said. “I never know what I’m doing. You’ve seen me in orchestra—I fuck up all the time. And I need to get used to it. I need to get used to the fact that no
one’s going to tell me how talented I am all the time. I need to get used to people not treating me
like I’m special.”
“I think you’re special,” Paige said, in a voice as gentle as her fingers were in my hair.
I hugged myself tighter and stared hard at the ground, my chest tightening. “You barely
know me.” I ground my teeth as I realized that my eyes were watery.
“I think you’re talented, too,” she went on. “I don’t need to know you to know that.”
“Stop it,” I muttered, wiping my eyes.
Paige stopped talking and for a moment, I thought she’d stopped because I’d told her to.
But then she continued. “I don’t know what it’s like to have parents that care that much. Mine
just…kind of ignore me. I don’t know what it’s like to lose someone that cares that much, either.”
She was close enough that I could feel the warmth from her body even though we weren’t
touching.
“And so I think…I think you might be afraid to like me,” she said. “But I’m not afraid to
like you.”
Maybe I just don’t fucking like you, I thought about saying, but instead I just started crying.
I buried my head in my knees and my body shook with sobs. I felt Paige’s warmth right next to
me, and I leaned into her, my face on her arm, and let myself cry. The sky wasn’t raining anymore,
maybe because now it was my turn. I felt Paige’s arm wrap around me, holding me against her
warm body. When I was done, I sat up, using the sleeves of my jacket to wipe my face and looked
out at the street. “Where are your parents?” I asked, my voice cracking.
Paige shrugged and smiled sheepishly. “I walk home.”
“Ah,” I said, nodding and sniffling. “We should walk home together sometime.”
She gave me a smile, and I glanced over her face for a moment, imagining how she must
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have looked at me in orchestra without me even noticing. I wondered if we could ever care about
each other—not just like each other, but really care about each other.
“So. Um.” I cleared my throat. “You’re, um, gay?”
Paige’s blush returned. “Um. Probably? I haven’t talked to anyone about it?”
“I’m not,” I said quickly. It was a lie, and I didn’t like how it felt. “I mean, I don’t know if
I am.”
A car drove by in the middle of our awkward silence, slow enough for me to hear a familiar song flow from its speakers: lilting guitar chords in G major, sweet and open and raw.
My shoulders relaxed, and the awkwardness faded.
“We can worry about that stuff later,” Paige said, standing up. “Let’s go practice at my
house?” She offered a hand, pulling me off the ground; I felt light on my feet. I lifted my violin
and walked with her away from the music building, still holding her hand.
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A 24 HOUR SIT-IN WITH
GABRIELLE CALVOCORESSI
by Andrew Hincapie

Gabrielle Calvocoressi is the author of the poetry collections The Last Time I Saw Amelia
Earhart and the Los Angeles Times Book Prize finalist, Apocalyptic Swing. Persea Books realeased
her third book of poems, Rocket Fantastic, this fall, and she is also working on a memoir entitled
The Year I Didn’t Kill Myself, which expands on her use of personal history and popular culture to
create an intimate narrative of American uncertainty.
On 28 April 2016, I sat down with Gabrielle Calvocoressi during what she referred to
as a “24 Hour Give-In” to help raise money and awareness in protest of North Carolina’s HB-2
“Transgender Bathroom Bill.” Gabrielle hoped that her work would help to overturn this law, but
she felt that simply protesting at the courthouse was not enough. Instead, she collected donations from other writers for a day full of one-on-one workshops and writing advice, conversations
about music and politics, and a no-sleep rule to serve as a reminder that the people suffering this
discrimination don’t get a break.
Then, on 30 March 2017, the North Carolina General Assembly passed a measure that
finally repealed what governor Ray Cooper called “a dark cloud hanging over our great state.” The
new bill is a temporary, and inadequate, solution to an on-going national issue, and as Gabrielle
insists, the work is never over.
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Andrew Hincapie: Maybe this is a nod to the generosity of inviting people in on the next 24
hours of your life, but I’ve noticed much of your work has this open epistolary style, a direct address that often makes your work writing more accessible. But I always see it as you speaking to
me in these poems. Or maybe not me exactly, but the “you” is a big factor in your work.
Gabrielle Calvocoressi: This is a funny way to answer this, but I think it’s the truest way to
answer. I grew up with my grandparents, and my mom was mentally ill and so I didn’t live with
her. She took her life when I was thirteen. Then I moved in at some point with my father and my
step-mother, and we lived in this rural town. And it was different than the little rural town I had
grown up in before where I was part of that community. I really didn’t fit in with this other town.
For some reason I was just really different and I never had friends.
It’s interesting when people talk about how they were unpopular when they were young,
because I think almost everybody feels like that. And I wasn’t uncool in the way that there tends
to be a group of uncool kids who all hang out together, and they’re so uncool they’re basically
cool. I was not that kid. I ate my lunch in the girl’s bathroom almost every day my seventh grade
year. That was me. I was that kid.
And I was not someone whose response to that was that I didn’t want to be around people. I wanted to have friends. I always wanted to have friends. And I always wanted to talk to
people. I’d grown up in a household with my grandparents where people talked to each other and
I grew up in a tiny town where everybody knew everybody and people got on each other’s nerves.
But conversation and story was a really big part of life. You didn’t just know somebody,
you knew everything about them, the good and the bad things. And I think there are plenty of
people in the world who would say, “I’m too nice,” or “I’m too concerned about other people’s
opinions.” I really do value everyone’s opinion, and more than that I value everybody’s ability to
be in contact with other people.
Doesn’t mean I agree with everyone’s opinion. Like when I talk about this bill, I will say,
“I have my opinion. I respect that other people have a very different opinion on this bill.” And
particularly teaching in the South, if you’re going to say that you’re not open to other opinions
you should stay in your house all day. You’re not going to be able to have a very democratic life.
I respect everybody’s ability to have their opinions. And I think this is true in my life and
in my work, I am not someone who believes you cannot be around someone whose opinions you
don’t respect. You can do that if you respect their right to have an opinion. And I would say I
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think of my poems as democratic in the way we think of democracy, not Democratic or Republican. I’m a deeply progressive person. In some ways radically liberal. But that doesn’t keep me
from wanting to be in conversation with everyone around me.
So all that is a way of saying I don’t know if I’m thinking of the reader, but I know I don’t
want to be in a world where anyone feels like they can’t talk to me or that I won’t listen to them.
AH: Given your involvement with this “bathroom bill” in North Carolina, do you see your writing as political?
GC: I am someone who feels that just the act of sitting down and writing a poem is political. I
know there are people who don’t think that. But it’s not me saying that every poet has to be interested in politics. I think political life and politics are really different. And I think any time you
use your voice to say anything you are using your ability to make language to communicate with
other people, and I think that is a political act that more and more people are trying to suppress.
I guess I do think my poems are political, and more in this third book that’s coming out
in 2017, I think that my work is incredibly invested in the idea of boundary. Where is the place
that the self and the other are different and where do those two really come together? And this
is one of the reasons I write a lot about or alongside these iconic historical events, because how
do you have an intimate personal life while these other things are going on?
It’s all of our lives together that make up these iconic moments, but you always forget
that someone was washing their dishes when Kennedy got shot. That is what the person will
always think, “I was washing the dishes.” So we prioritize Kennedy being shot, but really if you
look at the picture of that, probably the person sees the dish before anything else.
I think that’s political. That’s also saying that every single person’s life matters. Because
we all have history and people are doing a million different things a day, and the idea that every
single person should have the ability and the right to talk about the intimate thing they were
doing when something larger happened is what’s important to me.
AH: You mentioned using cultural and historical icons in your work (Amelia Earhart, Ruby Goldstein, etc.) How do you see these people informing your own ideas?
GC: I was lucky enough to go to Columbia and study with Lucy Brock-Broido and Richard Howard, both whom I really think of as the great persona poets of my lifetime. And one of the things
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that they taught me was if you’re going to write persona poems, which can be a great gateway to
the mind of the people of the south or the secrets of the south, when you’re thinking about who
you’re going to talk through, you really need to pick figures who don’t just feel like characters.
You really need to think about where’s the place where your body and that person’s body meet,
and talk from that place, from their experience.
I have a lot of boxing poems from my second book, but as much as I love Marvelous Marvin Hagler, there would not have been any authenticity in speaking through him. Because I’m
just a fan, I was just a kid who liked to watch him. But Ruby Goldstein – I had been watching this
movie Ring of Fire about the Benny Perret fight where he called the fight too late and there was a
death in the ring, and what I realized is that although both of the fighters were interesting to me,
it was this idea of feeling like you possibly had killed someone. Looking around, looking at your
world and there being this larger story that’s constantly pushing against you. And also trying to
explain without making an excuse.
My mom committed suicide, and for anyone that’s had a parent commit suicide, I think
it’s absolutely true there’s a sense of guilt. Even if I know that’s crazy, even if I know I was little
and there was nothing I could have done. I think I felt both desperately like it was my fault and
I also felt desperate guilt because I was relieved in some ways because of how difficult it was to
live in that house for me in my day to day life. So I would say it’s a mix of real people and people
I made up, but all of them feel to me like human beings who I could imagine myself being in that
position.
I’m almost never the hero. That’s something I’ve realized. And in poems it’s something
I think a lot about now. I’m not really interested in heroism in poems. I think people are heroic
without meaning to be and I think there are a lot of heroic voices in my poems, but none of them
are the hero. I think if you look to my books, it’s never really someone who was right at the center. And I’m not ever someone who is right at the center, but I’m someone who is living my best
life and trying to do my part. So I think I’m interested in those people.
AH: The same can be said for the musical references in your work. John Coltrane shows up quite
a bit, Joan Jett is there. Maybe you were listening to these records while you were writing, but
how do you see these musicians influencing your voice?
GC: It’s a couple of things, and maybe I’m thinking this because it’s my father’s birthday – because he’s one of these guys that has a room of records. I mean thousands. So I grew up, as I
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think a lot of us were before digital downloads, that when I would go visit my Dad almost every
weekend there was at least one day in a record shop, if not two. I just remember that sound: the
flip flip flip flip flip flip of the LPs. Him looking through them and he’d go real fast – and the smell
of record stores, the world of the record store and just people talking about music was something
I was constantly around.
I feel very lucky because I had a wide range of people I was listening to from an early age,
and not just the big stars. John Coltrane was big, but he wasn’t someone who anyone I went to
school with was listening to. And Joan Jett was also a big deal, but I think because of her queerness I felt something about her that maybe the other kids I went to school with maybe didn’t feel.
I could be wrong about that, but I had a kind of intimate love for her.
So music has always been very intimate to me, and it’s always been wound up in the
stories of those musicians, but it’s also been wound up with a kind of privacy that I have with
music. So something like Coltrane in that second book, there are the Love Supreme poems, but
the song that guides that whole manuscript is Coltrane’s “Alabama”. That’s the song he writes
after the four little girls are killed, and he writes that song after Dr. King gives the eulogy. So that
song follows the intonation of the eulogy exactly.
There’s this moment when Dr. King looks like he’s going to break from his message of
non-violence, and you can feel everyone in the church, you can really feel the energy. And he
makes a decision on where to go with his rhetoric. And that moment in “Alabama”, you feel Elvin
Jones just absolutely losing his mind at this most incredible moment. And then he comes back,
he makes another decision.
So I guess I would say, just as I’ve always been interested in the voices of people who are
a little less well-known, I have empathy for the one who isn’t the one that everyone listens to.
AH: With all these musical and cultural influences, do you feel that any of these poems run the
risk of getting tied to a specific time period, or can they still apply to a wider range?
GC: I think it depends, and part of it is that with that second book (which is really a music-driven
book) while Coltrane moves all through that, my practice was that when I was working on that
book I would walk every day for eight miles and would listen on my headphones to the most
pop-driven things imaginable. I listened to Rhianna, I listened to Beyoncé a lot. And then things
like Counting Crows and Explosions in the Sky, I can draw inspiration from that, things that are
highly dramatic.
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So I would walk and write the poems in my head to that music and let them be as melodramatic and cliché as they needed to be. And then I would come home and turn on some Coltrane or some very difficult classical music, and then I would write the pop version of a poem
with a different kind of muscularity pushing against it and the poem would find itself.
And I’m more of a notetaker now than I used to be. I actually like the idea of not taking
notes while I’m walking, taking it all in, and seeing what I remember with the understanding that
I could’ve gotten it wrong, which to me is very important in poems. The fallibility of memory.
I had friends who read Apocalyptic Swing, and it may be something to do with where we
are right now, but they were very frustrated with the fact that I hadn’t named Matthew Shepard
in those poems, or that I hadn’t given them the information necessary in those poems, or that
I had somehow disrespected Matthew Shepard. But to me, the important thing is how we prevent it. I’m never going to forget him, but there are lots of people who have no idea who he is
anymore. And that’s important – to watch how our memories give way is to me one of the most
essential things about being human, because the minute we forget who he is then we can go do
that again without having any kind of historical context for it.
So in some ways it goes back to this idea of note taking. I am aware of the idea that I
might forget things or I might remember things differently. So what does that mean? What is my
responsibility once I remember something in a way that it didn’t happen? That’s a big project of
my work: how everyone can be looking at one thing and see something totally different.
AH: Considering how much of your work remains tied to these narratives of memory and experience, do you see longer sequences as a way to organize these stories?
GC: Absolutely, and it’s also a way to just take more time with them. Experience of history is
something that accumulates as opposed to something that just happens.
There’s this idea in doing a series – and part of that might also come from growing up
listening to Opera extensively with my grandfather, going to the opera with him, and every Saturday there would be a broadcast on the radio in the house. But I think series and sequence are
a place where there’s room for multiple kinds of movement, or there can be time for multiple
perspectives. There’s time for you to agree or disagree, or time to see how a situation happened.
If all these people felt all these different ways, no wonder this thing happened.
In my new book, it’s all one long poem, but it’s in different movements and different
ideas come back. Sequence is a way of coming back to things, of checking yourself and rechecking
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yourself. It’s a way of creating emphasis: what’s important 30 pages or 30 years later?
And I do think the series can become a project which can then become a product, and I’m
really not interested in a product-based economy. There’s something about creating something
that feels finished that’s somehow a little less interesting to me.
AH: Aside from these references to history and popular culture, you also use a lot of religious
imagery as well.
GC: Definitely, and I do think of myself as a deeply religious person, which is something I feel
more comfortable saying as I get older. I would not say that at this point in my life I ascribe to a
specific faith, and that’s hard for me. Part of that is because when I lived in Los Angeles, I had a
very powerful Judaic practice because of the community that I lived near. Since then, I’ve realized
that what really mattered to me was the community. I loved studying Torah, things like that. But
my relationship to my God is something that has probably been the greatest constant in my life.
I think I’m always talking about it in one way or another.
I do feel like atheists are still some of the most profoundly spiritual people I’ve ever met
in my life. I grew up in a world where my grandmother was very religious in a way that was
really beautiful to me. It was a small town, and church was where you went on Sunday, but
faith was this thing that was like your whole week. You did things like take people to doctor’s
appointments and you had the minister over to your house. But for my grandfather, who was an
atheist and would never set foot in that church until he went to my grandmother’s funeral, it was
the thing that allowed him to stay in his house until the day he died because the people in that
church community would still come and watch over him for the latter part of his life.
That to me is a really good example of faith. No one needs you to believe in God. I guess
some people do, but there’s always a sense that you’re part of a community, so you can live your
faith in various ways. My mother was very much “born again,” and that was terrifying to me. Her
god was a god of vengeance and a god who was letting her suffer, who was hyperbole and metaphoric and horrifying to me. So I didn’t know what to do, because that wasn’t a god I wanted to
be a part of.
I don’t believe that God is my friend necessarily, or that God talks to me, and I don’t necessarily even know that God is listening when I talk. But God is the most profound silence in my
life, and I do feel held in some way. It took me a long time to get there because my mother’s religion was so terrifying. But now, I’m in a place where I can say that those poems have a religious
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weight to them because it is an absolute part of my life.
In a way, there’s the community that you find and your practice, and then there’s your
relationship to God. And there are times in your life when you can have one or the other, but
sometimes you find a place that has both. I could go walking for ten minutes and find something,
so there’s no way for it not to be in my poems. I think I’m old enough know that I can say I’m a
religious person, but that is as much about the trees outside my house as it is about the fact that
when I didn’t have anyone to talk to, God was the one I talked to. It’s about being open. God
doesn’t have to be just a building, or a person.
AH: This openness reaches outside your poems to your work in fighting the HB-2 Bill, so what
do you see as the ideal goal of this 24-hour give-in idea?
GC: I don’t really know what my influence is, but I know I need to do something. I also know
that as of this morning almost $1,200 in donations have been donated through this. And I’m just
one person. And it’s all of us, that’s what I like. I’m one person, and I hope it’s a day where I’ve
helped people, maybe with their poems.
We’re in this difficult age of self-promotion, but I think what I’m trying to do is to say that
no matter how broke you are and no matter how hard it is, do you have an economy that matters?
You just have to figure what your economy is and how it matters, and it doesn’t have to be the
economy that other people say you need to be a part of to have value.
As much as I’m hoping that what I do helps obliterate HB-2, I also just hope that people
know they have value and they have choices. There is profound inherent worth in every person.
It’s not about commodifying that or turning it into a product. It’s that everyone has the strength
to help someone else, and help themselves become more aware of their own possibilities in the
process.
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HALF LIGHT
by Andrew Luft

My sister, 14 and blooming,
floats in her dimension
						of unrest. We’ve named it
						sleep-walking, the same way
scientists name a young
planet, before grasping how
						the thing moves. The same
						
way a young girl defines life
in the belly of some woman
she will never meet or talk to.
						
Is that not some kind of love? Traces of
						
breath tug with the insistence of gravity,
refusing to detach. The girl
tiptoes, eyes closed, across
						glittered waste, dances light into
						a sleepy house. Sketches pictures of
a god like a stone sketched
by fiery tongues, shining and
						shining as temperatures rise. She wears
						
each callus like a prize. Someone tells her
one day the stone will cool
enough for her to hold it
						
without holding her breath, when she has
						known every type of pain.

•
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Baby-killer
			
—the name stumbles out
				
from behind her young teeth,
rests there
in the space between us, a void
that rarely gets filled.
			
It needles through our family like wire,
				
threads inside my sternum,
under my father’s nose, curls around my mother’s throat—
				baby-killer
The title enters my liberal grandmother,
			
			

humming with the grace of God,
cherishing the final moment of light,

the way a world looks before it slips
into the belly of a black hole.

•

			

I see flickers beneath her dreamfilled eyelids, know she’s in there
somewhere, awaiting transmission:
		

What’s it like

out there? Do you keep time
		

in light? Does everything weigh

a little bit less?
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I hold her hand the next time
she grows older during a single sentence.
She refuses to stare out our tinted car window
as a family watches from the shoulder
while our car passes
so close to their life, their hunger
for a destination.

•

			

I believe in trails of maria, moon craters mistaken for seas, that stain
the stretch of carpet from her bed to her window, glowing like a promise
made by a mother. Is there a better place for magic to exist? If I see
light, I’ll pause before I knock, in case she is whispering to the stars
from her knees or maybe trying to learn a new song on the ukulele
I gave her last Christmas. I’ll pause, keep her there a moment
longer as she claims a far-off planet as her own, hanging her words
like wet laundry, while silence becomes filled by plucks and hums.
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THE FOLK SONGS OF WASHINGTON COUNTY
by Jefferson Navicky

I, Edison, am eternally grateful to the Maine Arts Commission for its generosity, and for destroying my life. A Good Idea Grant: $1500 for one project, and I took that money and ran up north
into Washington County to collect folk songs from a small band of gypsies who harvested blueberries at the end of summer and lived, supposedly, back off-the-grid somewhere in the woods
the rest of the year. My friend, Lazlo, an English professor at Washington County Community
College and a folk music aficionado, served as my guide. He was a convincing enough guy to impress the MAC into believing his credentials, and I trusted him, too, maybe more than I should
have.
He picked me up from the bus station in Bangor in his VW bus. “You’re lucky, Edison,”
he said. “We travellin’ in style.”
“We will not be sleeping together in the back of this bus,” I said, as this was a very important thing to establish from the outset.
“Of course not. I brought a tent. For me.”
“Good,” I said.

•

Into the back of Lazlo’s van, I loaded my machine, a nearly prehistoric conglomeration of
brass and steel, pads and nobs, needles and wax cylinders that would record the songs for posterity. I named the machine Father. Why? I could get into that, but why bother, you know? It’ll
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come out eventually. Father weighed a fucking ton and I could barely maneuver him on my own
and that’s part of the reason I needed Lazlo. But I have to give Father credit: the dude could record music. The most beautiful, deep, rich, soulful shimmerings emerged from the wax cylinders
when I played back the recordings. I mean, the shit could go Smithsonian. But I wasn’t in it for
Museum Fame.
“I have some bad news for you,” Lazlo said as we drove and he sneaked a quick glance at
me from the driver’s seat. “The gypsies are gone.”
That’s why I was in it. For the gypsy heritage of it. Before my mother died and my father
left, they told me I was descended from gypsies, straight out of Romania, and off travelling the
world. This was to be a heritage connector trip, or at least that’s how I pitched it to the Maine
Arts Commission.
“What the fuck you mean they’re gone? The gypsies, are you talking about the gypsies?”
“Yeah, they are gypsies, you know. That’s what they do.” Lazlo reached into the center
console, digging around for what I presumed was a cigarette. I looked down to follow his groping
hand, which was rummaging through a pile of shit that included two bags of potato chips, a tape
measure, a few grossly wadded up paper towels and, presumably somewhere in there, his cigarettes.
“Don’t smoke,” I said.
“What, like, now?
“Don’t smoke.”
“Ever?”
“Ever. Now. In here. You piss me off.”
“So I don’t get to smoke because I piss you off, is that it?”
“I should just let you rip away – rip those butts! – smoke’em as fast as you can so your
sorry ass’ll turn into a spotted penumbra!”
“What the fuck’s a spotted penumbra?”
“You’re the English professor dude. You tell me.”
“Well, I don’t know.”
“I’m allergic to smoke.”
“Since when? You never used to be allergic to smoke. I used to smoke around you all the
time. You even smoked yourself, in case you forgot.”
“Well, now things have changed. I’m allergic to things. Especially from people who piss
me off.” I almost felt bad for Lazlo. He’d gone to all this trouble to pick me up in his van, which
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probably got something like two miles to the gallon, and had agreed to drive me around Washington County for two days in search of folk songs. It was a thing only an ex-boyfriend would agree
to. Or an ex-boyfriend who wanted to be a current boyfriend. So…yeah…Lazlo.
“Come on, Edison, don’t start the trip like this,” Lazlo said, and I could tell he was a little
scared of me, which was good. “Besides, all is not lost. I got a back up plan for you.”
“You got me a back up plan. How ‘bout you just tell me where the gypsies have moved on
to and then I can chase them?”
“Because I don’t know where they went. And I knew you wouldn’t come if they weren’t
here. So I didn’t tell you.”
I let that last comment dry like rubber cement on my future. This was, indeed, the story
of my pitiful life: I get something almost good, a lead, a break, a grant; then I for some stupid
reason rely on other people (often ex-boyfriends) to help me get shit done; and of course those
other people inevitably fall short because it’s not their life to live, leaving me stranded and pissed
and continuing a long line of failings. Sound familiar? You probably know someone like me. I
know quite a few someones like me and they all drive me absolutely bat shit crazy, most of all,
myself.
“I’m going to take you to the King,” Lazlo said, like I was supposed to be excited or something, but I could tell he was even more scared.
“What King? Like fuckin’ Elvis or something? This is Washington County, not Graceland.
Lazlo, don’t fuck with me. We can just turn around and I’ll take the next bus back to Portland.”
“No, no, no,” he said. “You’ll like the King. Just you wait. Trust me.”

•

I should tell you more about Father. The machine, not the biological progenitor, who’s
not worth the time anyway. But Father, the machine, is a true thing of antiquated beauty. You
know how your grandmother’s cast-iron skillet always seems to make better pancakes than any
of your new stainless steel wedding presents? That’s how Father is. He’s been seasoned by eons
of grease. He’s like your grandma’s cast-iron skillet rolled together with her sewing machine, her
typewriter and her phonograph. And, on top of that agglomeration, he’s better! He’s a crank-turning, gear-grinding, toothed anthropological Pegasus! He’s got wheels and cogs and wax cylinders,
which are the most important because they do the recording of the music, right? I actually don’t
even know, but honestly, Father is a complicated, persnickety, temperamental soul. I’m still learning how he works, and works best, and I’ve been tinkering with him for months, ever since I
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bought his dusty mechanical self at an auction in a barn in Brooks. At the time, I couldn’t believe
I’d just spent $2000 for, what the auctioneer called, “a rare antique recording machine that looks
like it’s from The Industrial Revolution, or Mars, and weighs a ton.” That was a lot of money for
me. In fact, that was indeed the lump sum of my savings, but I’d justified it, as I stood on the
chilly auction floor raising my hand as the auctioneer ticked off a mild bidding war, by telling
myself it was an investment in my future as a musical anthropologist, which I even knew at the
time was bullshit. But then, I got this Good Idea Grant, and I suddenly felt legitimized, like this
was the start of a new beginning, like I was leaving behind the long line of wreckage that was my
life of waitressing jobs, bad boyfriends, fried food and too much beer. It felt good, better than
I’d ever imagine, to take three days off work from the abusive, anger-management cesspool of a
restaurant and travel north with Father’s bulk wedged below the bus.
My real father was a traveling musician. I guess I shouldn’t technically use the past tense
when speaking about him, because he could be very much alive, but, you know, if the verb tense
fits, use it. He was a kick-ass fiddler, the kind of dude who won awards and grants, not like that
really mattered to, or affected, my mother and me. His name was Richard Cohen, but his stage
name was The Flaming Dick. Just kidding. That’s what my mother and I called him. His real
stage name, along with his band, was Ricky Golden and the Klezmer All-Stars. They toured New
England.
“So when you gonna admit this is all about your search for your father?” We were camped
for the night outside Cherryfield and had just fought about Lazlo setting up his sleeping bag outside. “I mean, come on, you call that antique bag pipe ‘Father’. You don’t need an English teacher
to pick up on that symbolism.”
Lazlo was half way out of the van and it was obvious that he meant it as some type of
parting shot. Framed in the van’s doorway like that, hunched over so I could see his back muscles
straining through his sweatshirt, I had to admit Lazlo was a beautiful man, a handsome bear who
knew how to spell. I could’ve done much worse than Lazlo and it would’ve been nice to have the
company in the van on a chilly night, but then I remembered this new-found commitment to my
career, to myself as someone who actually finished projects, not just someone who thought up
cool projects, but never did them. I didn’t need the distraction, even if this particular distraction
would’ve been good insulation.
“First of all,” I snapped back, “it’s your own fault for bringing that cheap-ass polyester
sleeping bag. And” – I was revving up – “it’s your fault you’re a pussy.” I felt a little bad saying
that last part, because I knew it wasn’t really true, would seem ungrateful and would hurt Lazlo’s
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feelings, but I strode onward in the name of ambition. “And furthermore, of course I know Father
is a stand in for my real father! What do you think I am? Stupid?”
And on that last screamed word, I slammed the van door shut on the night. Unfortunately for me, and as unbelievable as it may be, I had not completely made the connection between
Father and The Flaming Dick, but I’d be damned if I was going to let Lazlo point that out to me
and get the upper hand.
The van that night was cold and lonely.
We didn’t talk much the next morning. I bought Lazlo a gas station coffee as we drove
north, even though he didn’t ask for it. Around noon, after we’d had a few hours of chilly silence,
Lazlo said that the King was a lighthouse keeper and that we were headed to his lighthouse.
“But we’re headed north, inland, away from the coast,” I said.
“Yep.” I could tell by the way Lazlo said it that he meant, unless you want to really piss
me off, you better be quiet and trust me.
I decided I could do that. I could trust him.

•

It turned out Lazlo was right. There was a lighthouse in the middle of Washington County. It was actually on Nicolai (aka “The King”) Kundera’s farm. He’d had it built site specific, and
it sat out there behind his house like a beached beacon whale. It actually looked mighty ridiculous, but what could I say?
“It all comes back to the lighthouses in New England, huh?” Lazlo said as we pulled into
the rutted driveway and he hunched over the steering wheel, squinting so that he could fully see
the lighthouse in its almost blindingly white glory.
“Have you ever been here before,” I asked.
“Yeah, once. Niki had a big contra dance one Saturday night in the bottom of the lighthouse.”
“And?”
“Didn’t go well. Niki got pissed at everybody for having heavy feet and rattling the windows of the tower so bad he thought they’d bust.”
As we got out of the van, a one-legged chicken ‘ran’ toward us, if you can call it that. “This
better be worth it,” I muttered to Lazlo as I fought the urge to kick the one-legged chicken.
“Just wait.”
A woman emerged from the farmhouse and stood in the dooryard. It wasn’t exactly a
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greeting. She was about as wide as she was tall, wore a soiled formerly-white apron and exuded
an air of don’t-fuck-with-me-I’ve-got-a-pie-in-the-oven.
“Hello, Barta,” Lazlo called out rather timidly, I thought. Barta uncrossed her arms and
pointed at the lighthouse in a way that communicated, “if you must, you must.” Then she went
back into the farmhouse. The one-legged chicken hopped after her.
We walk down a path between high grass to get to Nicolai’s lighthouse, then we climb
the extremely steep stairs from the ground floor to the second floor. It’s so small that I have a
hard time imagining a contra dance in here not bringing down the whole structure. Nicolai sits
in a folding chair. Before I can even say hello, Lazlo has whipped out a pair of cigarettes, Nicolai
reaches, Lazlo lights and they’re smoking together so fast I feel like a bit of a prude.
As he exhales, Lazlo says, “She doesn’t smoke.” Nicolai shrugs as if to say, too bad, what
do I care? Nicolai is toothless, very small, and wears faded overalls with a fuzzy red wool cap
that I bet never leaves his head. He’s so skinny his overalls look like he tied a denim garbage bag
around his waist, but forgot to cinch it tight. He coughs often and I imagine some organ inside
him will soon fly from his mouth. Lazlo whispers to me that he has a bum lung.
Without warning, Lazlo and Nicolai start talking in some kind of foreign language I’ve
never heard before, some kind of guttural timpani. I didn’t even know Lazlo speaks this language.
I’m impressed. For a few moments, they talk, Lazlo clearly regarding the old man with deference.
I’m actually relieved to be left out of the conversation, as it gives me a moment to take in my surroundings. The room’s only about fifteen feet in diameter and has a huge brass-plated and glass
light that takes up the majority of the space.
Suddenly Nicolai is speaking to me: “You like my lighthouse?” I tell him I do, very much.
“I had it built in Romany style,” he says, looking sideways at Lazlo to see if I get the joke. I laugh
like an imbecile, pronouncing each word – ha. ha. ha. – to make sure Nicolai knows I get it. He
looks pleased that I like his joke.
Lazlo says, “Edison came here to sort out her father issues.” I glare at him, and for an instant, I consider calling Lazlo a fucker, but I can’t really do that now in front of Nicolai, and Lazlo
knows that. I owe him one. But to my surprise, Nicolai doesn’t respond, only smiles and shrugs,
like what do I care. I wonder if he’s even understood what Lazlo said.
“You want chicken legs?” Nicolai asks in a practiced way, and from somewhere, I don’t
know where, he pulls out a plastic plate of some kind of deep-fried sticks. “My specialty,” he says
and smiles, that is if you can smile without teeth. The image of the one-legged chicken immediately comes to mind, but before I can do anything to resist, Lazlo is biting into one of them, and
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I know I don’t have a choice.
They’re crunchy, and taste like, of course, chicken.
There’s an awkward silence as we chew and Nicolai smiles without eating. For a minute,
I think he’s saving all the chicken legs for us, which seems sweet, then I realize there’s no way he
could eat one of these crunchy sticks without teeth.
Suddenly, and much faster than I’d expect, Nicolai jumps up and flashes the huge light
directly at his farmhouse. “That’s our cue,” Lazlo says to me. I don’t understand. “Time to go get
Father,” he says and heads down the stairs for the van.
By the time we haul Father’s metal bulk up to the top of the lighthouse, Barta is already
up there, a guitar cradled in her lap. In this light, which almost seems holy, her skin is the pallor
of garlic cloves. She also has a mason jar of whiskey, which she sips and passes.
I set up Father and now, with his bulk, the room is very tight. Nicolai and Barta eye the
machine that will suck the songs out of their bodies with some suspicion, but they don’t say
anything against it. I feel a little like a grave robber.
They start to play, and I record.
Nicolai’s fingers, that only a few moments ago looked like gold-ringed sausages, now
danced over his violin strings, unspeakably light, scampering up and down the melody. Barta, by
contrast, doesn’t know how to play the guitar, but she sure knows how to beat it to near death,
which really does look imminent for her guitar, possibly the most beat-up, cracked thing I’ve ever
seen, the neck held together by an old guitar string and not a fret in sight. I remember thinking
it definitely came out of a dumpster. She hits that poor thing like she’s beating a rug hanging
out on a clothesline, no chord changes, simply a rhythmic beating so savage, in comparison with
Nicolai’s ribaldly skillful fiddle, it’s beauty and the beast.
Honestly, after a few minutes, I don’t know how long I can actually stand this music. Lazlo, on the other hand, leans back in his chair, closes his eyes and sips his whiskey, obviously ready
to let the ages roll by. Even with my visceral discomfort, I can also feel the music’s transcendent
quality. If one gets over the fact that an instrument is meeting its violent end, there’s also a carnal
root stirring that signifies this music is from some deep source, long ago, and that it’s beyond
the bounds of my admittedly poor pop-music sensibilities. This is soul music, my family’s music.
Welcome home, Edison, my mothers say. We’ve been waiting so long for you to find us.
There’s this blissed out moment where I’m uncomfortable and I’m watching myself be
uncomfortable and it feels good, warm and tingly. Then, in a moment, it all falls apart.
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•

Sometimes I wonder, how the hell did I get myself into this? Why did I leave my entire
life in Portland? But I did it and it was, honestly, easy. Now, around these parts, I’m known as the
Queen. When I think back to those moments, those days, in which I became the Queen, despite
my own disbelief and resistance, I think of rupture, and all the ways things burst. I think of blood,
grist, all the violence of change as an act of aggression against the self. Mainly I think of Nicolai.
The doctors said his lung burst, or at least I think that’s what they said. Is that even possible? Can
you burst a lung? All of a sudden, as he played that afternoon, as he looked so happy, he began to
vomit blood. There was no time for anything else. He died within the hour.
It takes a lot of time and effort, an inordinate amount of scrubbing, to remove blood from wood.
Maybe Nicolai had special blood. Some of it seeped through the cracks of the lighthouse’s second
floor, patterned and pooled on the floor below to create a much smaller version of death. The
blood made an image of a lung. There’s so much space inside a lung, so spacious and hollow.
My own lungs work right now, crinkling up to exhale, filling up in a stretch expansion on
the inhale. As I sit on the second floor of the lighthouse, Father behind me, I breathe and look
out the light. Barta is gone.
When I play Father back, it’s the teeth grinding in the cylinders that release the sound of
joy.
Lazlo says he’d like to come visit me, the Queen, but I say no, not now. I’m collecting
myself. I like it that way.
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ALL THAT BEAUTY
by Matt Caprioli

I mutter Latin whenever I have a bad trip. The habit began when a fuckbud offered me synethic
weed. I didn’t know it was tampered hemp until spiky purple waves crawled out of the sofa. I
staggered to my bed. I lay down and hugged myself, rocking back and forth. I tried to think of
something comforting. Opta ardua pennis sequi astra was the first thing I heard. “Optaah,” I slurred,
“Ardua. Penis.” I giggled. “Sekay. Astra.” It’s from The Aeneid. They choose hardship who follow the
stars.
Another time, I was driving away from a quasi-boyfriend and crying. Desperate to relieve
my melodrama, I made the mistake of buying from my former fuckbud, the same one who gave
me laced weed in the first place. Again, I saw malodorous purple. I pulled over on the Glenn
Highway, the main route leading north out of Anchorage. I reclined all the way back. I muttered
et ameris, amabilis esto. Ovid came up with this one. To be loved, be lovable.
For a long time I thought this was a liberating credo. To be loved by people, all you had to
do was be nice. Armed with such a thought, human relations morphed into geometry, as charming and as simple as a teeter-totter: smile a lot and people will like you.
Years came and went and at some point I started to question Ovid’s proclamation. I
wondered if Ovid wasn’t presenting a gentle dictum so much as an ultimatum. To be loved, be
lovable, which is to say be lovable, or you won’t be loved. He wasn’t sharing a secret key to happiness
with et ameris, amabilis esto. He was observing a fact. People would not love you until you gave
them a damn good reason.
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I was so convinced that I couldn’t be loved. My father, the Sergeant, told me so; then my
first boyfriend. My mother, a devout Pentecostal woman, taught me love was grace: all you could
do was repent and hope the spirit would visit you one day. The first time I took 300 dollars in
exchange for sex, I didn’t have to question my worth. As an escort, the hundreds of Benjamins I
kept piling up in shoeboxes were proof that I was loved.

•

Sophomore year of college, I lived with my mother in a two-bedroom cottage on the edge
of Anchorage. The walls were slathered in thick, lime green stucco from the 50s, which made
hanging posters difficult. Fortunately, there was a wood panel in my room that could support
anything I taped on it: album covers, magazine articles, and the $1.99 miniature flags of Italy and
Denmark—all the places I wanted to be instead of Alaska.
Obama’s face hung in the center. From the July 2008 Rolling Stone cover, back when the
covers were large as Moses’s tablets, Obama smiled with gaze cast down. To the right of Obama
was an interview with Sia, the Australian pop singer, from Out Magazine. She smiled at the camera
wearing bunny ears. Nowadays the magazine would kill an intern to have her on the cover. But
in 2009, she was an indie bric-a-brac relegated to a column where she was asked to name five fun
things to-do in Sydney. In Alaska, few of my friends knew who she was. Those who did said she
was weird. Her biggest hit, “Breathe Me” was too raspy, melodramatic—annoying.
I couldn’t articulate why I was drawn to her music, but I did sense that she was struggling, like me. A kind math teacher asked me once if I ever considered conversion therapy. My
family took me to churches where the pastor suggested that the recent string of gay teen suicides
was God hinting that “the homosexual populace” should stay in the closet. In a high school of
2,000 students, I was one of three openly gay kids. I still have trouble recalling the exact dimensions of my loneliness: the physical pain of asking during each waking moment, would I be loved
if I were known?
Until I was out at 16, I thought of suicide frequently. Sia went through a similar bout in
2010. Her trials were distinct from mine, of course, and in several ways worse than mine (will
we ever quit ranking misery on an ordinal scale?). Her diagnoses were bipolar depression and
Grave’s Disease. She was addicted to Xanax and OxyContin. She wanted to stop living. She wrote
a note for her dog walker and the manager of a cheap hotel: “I’ve killed myself and I don’t want
you to have to suffer seeing my dead body.” I wrote a similar note the winter I was 19. It ended
up being the first time I traded sex for money. A man on a dating website introduced himself as
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“Gu$.” I agreed to meet him at the Weston. Before I left, I wrote a note to my mother. It wasn’t
as dramatic as the note I wrote at 14, when I tied several sheets around a banister and saw myself
stepping over the railing. But the states were similar: I no longer gave a damn what happened to
me. I wrote this note to my mother on a Vanity Fair subscription offer before I went off to meet
Gu$:
Hey Mom, if you’re reading this I’m probably dead. You may know how I died. I’m so sorry for any pain
that causes you. I just honestly see nothing wrong with it. Please don’t miss me much and enjoy your life. You’ve
been annoying me a lot lately, but I hope you know I love you more than anything. I owe you a lot, even though
I’m very bad at showing my gratitude—I love you forever.
Matt
P. S: If I’m just missing, I went to the Weston to meet a “Gus” in room 1738 at 11:30pm. You can see
our talk on www.adam4adam.com. You can use my computer, the password is ‘Giotto’
I wedged my note into spine of the bible, right before the Book of Matthew. If I did die,
this would be the first place she’d turn to.

•

In my isolation, sexually and geographically, Sia’s music felt like the Voyager Golden Records, proof that somewhere in this universe was sentient life. Chord after chord, the whispery
vocals—all the crackles—told me I wasn’t alone. One day I’d find people like me: confused and
isolated, whose inherent qualities made it difficult to love themselves. I spent hours listening to
her album, Some People Have Real Problems. I smiled, realizing how pathetic I was for not going out
there and carpe diem-ing the fuck out of the world. Some people did have real problems. Still, I
stared at the ceiling, listening to “Lullaby:”
		
Send a wish upon a star
		
Do the work and you’ll go far
		
Send a wish upon a star
		
Make a map and there you are
She was vulnerable, and despite everything her hope for the future was infinite.

•

When to be loved be loveable grips your psyche, you start being skeptical that anyone can
love you. You become hardened to grace, less receptive to love because you feel you must perform
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flawlessly to warrant it. You, under this credo, constantly question your worth; when people approach you with goodwill, you can’t accept it.
Exhibit A: I was 17 and a guy I had a huge crush on stood on a balcony watching me play
tennis in an indoor court. I ignored him, faking absorption in the game. I seemed to be fascinated with the white painted borders of the court. He waved at me a few times. I ignored him, and
pinched the raw strings of my racket together. I couldn’t imagine anyone that handsome being
interested in me. I ignored him until he stopped waving.
When you find people who are willing to pay 300 dollars for the chance to touch your
body, the question that’s nagged you for your entire life—am I really worth anything—stops. The
answer is resounding: yes, in this hour, you are worth quite a bit.

•

I only needed to take on two to four clients a week to make ends meet. Suddenly, in one
hour I could make what usually took 40 hours—and by the end of it I’d have a charming new
acquaintance and the fresh glow of an orgasm. Escorting gave me limitless time to do what I
wanted. I spent hours in my new room (rather large for Manhattan) reading The Color Purple, Illuminations, and 1Q84. I met provosts and therapists, directors and hedge fund managers. I went to
parties and restaurants that my background in Alaska would never have led me to.
I had mimosas on a Wednesday afternoon while all my friends were at work. Then I had
gin and tonics with them for happy hour. I passed the night with a client or fuckbud, drinking
martinis or Long Islands. I was surrounded by more people and money than I could imagine in
Alaska, yet I felt something vital was missing. What I wanted, something like love, was nowhere
to be found. Of course, I was looking in the wrong places. Later I’d read about reaction formation, the psycho(analytic) tendency to reel in anxiety by doing the exact opposite of what’s really
desired. What I wanted and feared was love. As an escort, I could flagrantly garrote that desire by
declaring love was of no consequence.
Sia first spoke candidly of her alcoholism on the Howard Stern Show (Bonett). The origins: a young singer asks a friend how to calm her nerves before a big show. The solution: booze.
I never went to rehab, but I did use alcohol to forget my past and current problems. I botched
interviews from being hung over and woke up in beds and subways I didn’t remember walking
towards.
I am continually amazed how often we hurt ourselves. Sometimes I think humans function like the light spectrum. Life, a white light, strikes us in peculiar ways. At some point, almost
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always, it cracks us and we refract in a specific color. Some the blue of depression, some the yellow of alcoholism. For me it was the red of promiscuity. My reaction to pain was to turn to other
men—clients and one-night stands. I ran through dingy apartments and five star hotels so fast
that I didn’t have to ask what I was doing. Each client and fuckbud I met excused me from asking
what I was doing, if I hurt, what had cracked me in the first place.

•

When I was 20, still trapped in Alaska, I played “Breathe Me” on a gay bar’s jukebox at
6pm. I didn’t have a fake ID but I was seeing the bartender, a John Stamos look-alike with blue
eyes and a large schlong. There were three people: me, John Stamos, and a bitter twink named
Dennis. He was the bar’s ghost and wannabe quip master. He was mean and worse when drunk.
The gentle piano chords started. I looked around the empty dance floor lined with mirrors. The bar’s blue lighting matched its somber stroll. By midnight the place would be shoulder
to shoulder. I wondered what everyone would think of this song that meant so much to me.
It’s a nostalgic, melodramatic song, “Breathe Me.” The music video is Sia pictured through
thousands of Polaroids, live-action style. Waking up alone, moping around an apartment with
paisley wallpaper, straining to dress for a walk outside. It’s delicate. It’s sad. It’s someone perfectly exposed.
“Booo!!” twink-Dennis shouted soon as the chorus hit. “What the hell is this? Why is she
so whiney?”
Dennis didn’t look to me or John Stamos. His eyes were set on the shelves of liquor. “Get
over it sister! Life sucks. We all go through shit. Stop adding to it with your mopey vocals.” He
gesticulated around his nose as if wafting away a fart.
John Stamos laughed it off. I simpered, as if the razing of a song tied to my soul meant
nothing. I sensed that twink-Dennis was wrong, that the song’s emotion—the truth of it—had
touched a reality in him he had to shrink from. He did what any reasonable individual does when
confronted with uncomfortable truths: he pushed it away. I’d think of him when I read, “Melodrama puts us on guard. We are the uneasy enemies of our own melodramas as much as other
people’s” (Li).

•

I could not love myself so I turned to others. When no boyfriend could make me feel love,
clients did. Once, a guy I wanted to date gave me an STI. He finished eating me out then whispered, more to himself, “and now you have gonorrhea.” A client, in contrast, gave me seven-hun145
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dred dollars to spend one evening together. We drank at The Algonquin, ate a steak dinner, and
talked about Dorothy Parker. A hookup once felt my stomach’s lack of six packs, then affected a
yawn, saying he just remembered he had a meeting first thing in the morning. A Sunday regular
gave me a new hardcover book every time we met because he knew I loved to read. Everywhere I
walked in New York, through bars, sex clubs, yachts and beach houses, a prayer coursed through
me. On OkCupid, eye contact on the subway, roof parties, surprise concerts, my blood hummed
with one aching request:
be my friend
hold me
wrap me up
unfold me

•

In New York, I fell in love with more female artists. The past, it turned out, had just as
many women struggling with self-acceptance through song. They sang against jagged judgments,
to be released from the cruel bind of et ameris, amabilis esto.
I walked up Fifth Avenue in a daze. Nina Simone’s voice slid down my ears, rocking in a
slow hymn sung for no one but the self:
any day now.
any day now.
i shall be
released.
Of course I thought of Jack, the boy I wanted to forget, when Janis yelled at the apex of
“Flower in the Sun,” the guitar sprinting off a cliff, her hair whirling:
don’t you feel me moving,
baby, don’t you hear me cry?
i know i hurt you, but lord don’t you know i cried,
i know i hurt you, but babe don’t you know i tried?
I liked the women who were beaten down just to stand up again and sing even louder. The
silence they endured, the censorship of their full psyche—it was something that resonated with
me as a gay man.
Walking up Fifth avenue I imagined all the women I grew up listening to. Often, they
were judged to be too girly or precious or melodramatic—Britney Spears, Pink, Jewel, Avril Lavigne, Alanis Morissette, Sia, Regina Spektor, Santigold, Cat Power, Joni Mitchell, Karen O, Thao,
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Patti Smith–all the women who struggled to break out of the cast of their existence, they were
each in my head, shouting and clapping with me up Fifth Avenue.
I loved Sia for insisting that a private struggle could exist publicly. I loved her for validating the process of coming out. She admitted her father’s emotional abuse in “Oh Father”. She
recognized the struggle to express the internal in “I’m In Here”. She didn’t apologize for feeling
so much in “Breathe Me”.

•

“Breathe Me” only has two verses, and the chorus is repeated three times. Then there’s
a cymbal clash, and the rapid bassline takes over the melody, violins and cellos make a new soaring harmony, and the interval between simple piano chords widens. The music takes over for 90
seconds until the song ends. But live, Sia always adds some vocal heterophony. I see her struggle
with et ameris, amabilis esto in how she handles the final 90 seconds of “Breathe Me.”
In 2007, she belts out painful screams, twisting vocals that border on metal. This was the
year I came out to everyone and felt the isolating repercussions. In 2011 she ululates; it sounds
like she’s swallowing her sobs; same year that my first boyfriend wrecked me. In 2016 her notes
are elegiac and towering. By this time I saw that escorting for me was a crutch. I gained some
sense of what was required for real love. I could accept myself just enough to recognize love in
the form of a man my age, tall with kind green eyes, holding the door open to his apartment and
asking if I’d like to come in.

•

I saw Sia in concert for the first time October 2016. My boyfriend joined me. I made him wear a
blonde bob wig with me. I didn’t mind his discomfort and passed him a beer. This was my reward
for going with him to a Giants pre-season game.
Behind her gimmicky wig, she belted out her top hits: “Chandelier”, “Elastic Heart”,
“Cheap Thrills.” Her latest album was This Is Acting, twelve tracks she had written for other artists, all of them rejected. It was just like her to take that rejection and make art from it—make
millions as well. Some Sia fans long for her old days, everything before 2011. But I love the new
stuff. I love the unapologetic confluence of art and business, the willpower to enter and recalibrate an industry for the sake of one’s sanity. In one interview after she became a global star, she
said “I’m just trying to work out a way to be a singer and to create cool content. I’m willing to do
that as an entertainer. But I’m not willing to give up my actual self” (Wiig).
I didn’t expect her to play “Breathe Me”, a minor hit from 2004, a dud compared to the
Billboard success of “The Greatest.” But then the piano started, the sound of someone walking
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on water. “Oh my god,” I grabbed my boyfriend’s arm. “Is this happening?”
“Help”—the cracked, aspirate H– a plea, a statement and an imperative. “I have done it
again.” The MIDI in “Breathe Me” is harmonious and exact. Sia sings within this predetermined
set, running with some channels, opposing others, at times flat out colliding with the melody. Performing live, a male dancer swayed in a business suit with gargantuan monster hands
strapped to his back (made larger by 40 foot screens), stumble-walking, punching the air on
occasion, wrangling with that credo—to be loved, be loveable. The intro of “Breathe Me”, to
paraphrase one academic, is a convincing sonic portrait of someone going through a debilitating
time (Lacasse).
It’s the voice of “Breathe Me,” really, that creates a sui generis rhythm. The voice runs
forward or backward or stands still while the music prowls on. It’s like she’s trapped in a preset
universe, just bouncing around, running into wall after wall. “Breathe Me” contains unrelenting
hopes, fears; it’s a song with its own life, gifted with the agency of reaching great highs or tragic
lows.
Behind the dancer were sky blue screens. The stage echoed the phrases, pauses, stutters
built into the lyrics. Leading to the chorus, it’s like Sia is trying to hide her problems: “Overall,
it is not easy to understand what Sia is actually saying, as if her character were in fact trying to
(literally) elide her problem, to hide, in effect, in the very act of its expression” (Lacasse).
I’d used escorting, hooking up in general, as a way to forget love. In smearing myself
around New York, my actions declared that I didn’t care, want, or need love. “Breathe Me” knew
otherwise. It mirrored the unarticulated underbelly of my promiscuity: in the act of declaring I
cared nothing for love, there was the seed of truth that love was all I wanted.
Toward the end of my escorting career, I wanted to obliterate all memories of my first
love in 2011. I slept with four clients in less than 24 hours. In four hotels I dropped my jeans,
unbuttoned my shirt, and crawled toward a smiling man greedy in his lust. They took me. The
oblivion was delicious.

•

At the concert in 2016, I waited to see how Sia would handle the last 90 seconds. She
could mimic the melody of the piano as she did in 2010. She could scream to the edge of control
as she did on Lady Croissant, 2007.
What I heard flooded my arms with goosebumps. Her voice made a B5 sharp. It was controlled, elegiac, operatic. The dancer was walking in circles, in white light with his arms cast out,
the image of grace.
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Watching this, I saw the times I’d wandered through Washington Square alone, overhearing the self-confident crackles of young people in love. I wondered where I fit in the world. If I
could ever make a spot within the spinning globe that would be mine and stable.
I glanced at my boyfriend, who was hunched over, elbows on knees, smiling at the performance. He knew about my past. It had taken me months to tell him, and I’d only done so when
I was angry with him and thought we should break up. I’d thought my sordid history would be
enough to cut the bond between me and this clean kid who grew up in one house, attended one
college, got a good job straight out of it.
I preferred self-sabotage. Finding him was the best thing that ever happened to me, but I
still felt that I wasn’t good enough for him. “Can’t believe you’re dating me,” I’d joke. He’d smile.
“Don’t think like that.” But I couldn’t stop thinking like that.
I recall looking at his startled face when I said, “I have something to tell you.” I sat on the
couch, and felt my stomach lurch. I told him rapidly. He kept rubbing my back. It felt like I had
punctured an abscess. I was silent as my knees rattled. I waited for his judgment.
“Well,” his voice was soft. “I’m not thrilled by this. But I still love you. I still want to be
with you.” My head felt airy. I had expected every other reaction but acceptance.
We flourished after that. For the first time in my life, someone knew me, the good and the
perverse; he knew me entirely and chose to stay.
My face crinkled as she sang in this wildly high voice, embodying a character that lay
within her but that had never materialized.
“Breathe Me” is a song for those entangled in self-destruction. It carries within it a latent
hope of resurrection. Somewhere in the halls of her voice I heard the hope that transformation
was possible; that was why she was singing—to call those forces that could make her new inside.
She continued belting out high notes, realizing her potential, the pain now her beauty.

•

After a 12 step program in 2010, Sia started writing for other singers. From Beyoncé
(“Pretty Hurts”) to Britney Spears (“Perfume”), she made millions writing taut pop anthems, often with a latent darkness behind them. She couldn’t believe how easy it was. In 15 minutes she
could dash off a smash hit. She has several formulas: party songs (“Cheap Thrills”) love songs
(“Diamonds) or victim-to-victory songs (“Titanium”, “The Greatest”). In a Guardian interview,
thinking of her past music, Sia said “I think I was a clever lyricist, but I don’t choose to be any
longer. When I started to write for pop people I was like, wow, this stuff is incredibly simple. I
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mean, extremely rudimentary and almost naive” (Mossman). It almost seems like she’s figured
life out. She isn’t beholden to fame, no longer in the clutch of to be loved, be lovable.
Yet I wonder about the victim-to-victor formula. True victors don’t need songs. They sit
content in their tower, they ride their chariots through the city with a proud upturned chin. They
are mute. It’s the obsequious who make florid orations. Real victors don’t have to proclaim themselves as anything; their bodies and privilege assert themselves forcefully.
I wonder if it’s really possible to go from a victim to a victor. Once you’ve been cracked,
can a victory song ever make you whole again? You chant and sing and stomp your feet to be the
person you envision. The transformation lasts only as long as the song. When it ends, so does
your victory.
Winners don’t need victory songs; they simply bask in their glory. But the embattled can
never stop singing. There’s always a question—who am I, is this real, who is controlling me,
when will I be free? And it’s these abrasive questions that cause so much friction in their relationships, the hot heartbeat right before bed, the private tears and frustrations; but also all that
beauty.

•

I’d like to say Sia and I are whole. Our struggle is over. We’ve won. We’ve completely
scrubbed from our DNA the external commandment to be loved be loveable. We’ve risen above our
craving for the immediate solutions of sex and alcohol. But if I continue to see clearly I see that
that tidy transformation, the movement from point A to point B, is a lie. Those who have been
cracked never stop repairing themselves. Often with art. Often in vain. These songs are blissful
interruptions to a permanent condition. But is there any other choice?

•

“I will still make music,” Sia said in 2014. “I like to sing and I like to make records—and
that part is fun. But I don’t need to be the star any more. I don’t need to sing in front of thousands, as I can sing in the shower. The accolades don’t nourish me—being with loved ones and
my dogs does” (Bearns).
I find this a bit disingenuous.
I think Sia still wants fame. Et ameris, amabilis esto still courses through her, as it does for
me. But now she fights against its total dictation. She only sings publicly when her face is covered
by a wig. All her contracts stipulate she can quit a tour whenever. She still wants to be loved. I do
too. Only now, we refuse to die for it.
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BLESSING

by Pamela Murray Winters

After we got our VIP wristbands, they led us through
to meet Jesus. The green room was smaller
than we expected. He had changed from his robes
into a chambray shirt and Dockers, His feet
modestly clad in white socks and Tevas.
He still had that aura, though. The scent of cloves
and mown grass. I got snookered into taking
camera after camera to shoot souvenirs. The old
grip-and-grin. It seemed polite to ask for a photo
of my own. His embrace was warm, brotherly,
only a bit damp, and I felt supreme love and deep
foolishness in equal portions. My companions yelled
Say Christmas! I murmured I feel stupid.
The Lord said Everyone feels stupid. It’s OK.
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“FOR NOW, ELVIS CAN MEET AND TALK
WITH HIS FANS”

by Pamela Murray Winters

Elvis is a mess. That cowlick won’t stay down.
Pimples dot his neck. His hair glints
of the gold he was born with. Next year
he’ll dye it black; someone decides
it’ll photograph better. Here in
1956, he’s learning the poses: moodily shirtless
in bed, kissing a girl in a dim hallway,
seated at an upright, fingers brushing
the keys. It’s so we can see the secret birth,
the king-to-be. Whence came that beanstalk vision:
the skill of some photographer, the colonel’s
gin-eye? Even if ‘56 is the last time he’ll wear
his own light hair, and shop in record stores
alone and slow-dance with his high school girl,
normal’s gone with the Tupelo shotgun shack,
gone with Jesse, the dead twin. Normal was
some night Mama told him that hair’s
too long, and wash that face, and grow up.
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WHAT WE PLAY FOR
by Jackie Sizemore

Summer in the suburbs meant Tamara and I spent a significant part of our free time mowing
our parents’ lawns, leaving hidden pockets of long grass. I kept asking for a pool, one of those
giant plastic tubs that sit in the yard. I dreamed of all the grass I wouldn’t have to cut. My mom
said a pool was a waste of money.
“Marni,” she would sigh. She always sighed my name, dragging the ‘a.’ “Summer is
what, two, three months here?” Then she’d give me a dollar for the pool at the park. She’d
switched to the hospital’s night shift so we’d have a bit more money, but that also meant she
was always cranky. So I spent most weekends at Tamara’s because her dad worked for the county court and she had a hot tub and all the public pools were too cold anyway.
Tamara and I were eager for eleventh grade. At our school, junior year was the big divider. If it wasn’t clear already what people were going to do with their lives, it would be then.
Vocational classes or college prep, those were the options. Tamara kept saying I should do the
hair program but I was too scared to commit. I like dying my hair different colors, I’d say. Not
those little highlights like Tamara did in her wide, curly hair. Mine was pink then, butI was
thinking about trying purple next.
“Haven’t you seen Grease?” I’d ask Tamara. “I’d be like Frenchy, the beauty school dropout after fucking up some nice lady’s perm.”
Tamara said I pretend I don’t want things when I think they aren’t going to work out.
Also, I’d heard the hair program kids spent a week learning different ways to part hair on their
faceless mannequin heads. I was like, how hard is it to move a part from the middle of someone’s head to a zigzag on the side?
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One night in July, I remember the streetlight was glaring in my bedroom window keeping me awake, so I texted Tamara all these crazy questions. The big ones of life. Like, what does
it all mean? Life sucks and then you die she’d written back. Should I marry a rockstar? Only as a
back-up plan. Want to go to Warped Tour at the end of the month? Let’s take the van.
Except it wasn’t really her van, it was her older brother Ryan’s.
If Tamara and I ever wanted to go somewhere, Ryan offered to drive. It wasn’t like he
was busy with anything. But he could have blasted music in his room, or gone on his computer,
or whatever else he did at home. Tamara said he did shrooms once but I didn’t want to believe
her, so I didn’t. Drugs were another weird divider at school. There were plenty of people who
smoked pot, or stole beer from their parents for parties, but anything beyond that was seen
as pretty out there by most of us. I mean, I knew the guy who was going through his ecstasy
phase, grinding his teeth through music class, or the girl who bumped into trash cans at lunch
and said excuse me. I was a little more worried about her. Ryan didn’t seem like the adrenaline
junky type, or the bored type. He was naturally chill. He didn’t need drugs to make him more
interesting, and I didn’t want to imagine him swapping high stories with the teeth grinder.
Ryan had graduated from our high school two years before, which makes it sound like
he wasn’t that much older than me, but he was a super-senior, and I was young for my grade,
so we were four years apart. At Tamara’s house, I would always put my backpack by everyone’s
shoes and listen to Ryan’s speakers vibrate the ceiling. In ninth grade I looked in his room
when he was out back. The walls were dark blue with posters sticky-tacked around. There was
one from Clockwork Orange, all artistic, a big eye with fake lashes and that droog hat.
Whenever Ryan said he could drive us somewhere Tamara asked if he was sure. He’d tell her
not to be a brat. Sometimes he’d change to a better black T-shirt. But we’d all meet in the van,
Tamara in the passenger seat and me on the far left side of the row seat. He took out the back
row because there were never actually seven passengers. One time I said he should put a couch
back there and he said it was a good idea. Whenever I rode in the van I was in charge of pulling
the thousand pound door shut. It was sticky and I’d have to pull it back and forth until it finally
came loose. Ryan always waited a bit before asking if I needed any help, but I wanted to look
strong so I’d say no.
Sitting right behind him in the van, I was the closest I could be to him. I think he knew
that. That summer, Tamara and I were on a horror movie streak, which was stupid because
we spent half the movie with our hands over our eyes asking each other Is it safe yet? Is it over?
Sometimes I’d catch him looking at me in the rear view mirror as we rolled down Main Street
to the video store, or maybe he was just driving. It was hard to tell. I’d test myself with how
long I could meet his gaze, feeling sick and excited and hungry all at the same time. He’d put
his hundred CD book on his lap and flip through, like he was deciding what to play for us. The
van only played tapes, but he had a tape that connected to a CD player. After a few sleeves, he’d
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slide a CD out and say, “I think Marni wants something angry,” or “I know what Marni wants
to hear,” and it was always Korn. I know they got really cool a few years ago when nu metal was
in, and their newer stuff doesn’t have the same punch, but it’s what I wanted to hear. In the
light blue van with the sliding door that stuck and Ryan’s eyes looking back at traffic or maybe
at me, I wanted it so loud that my toes bumped off the floor of the van. So loud that I could
hold the metal rings in my ears and feel the bass buzz so low it wasn’t even a note.
But I was never alone with Ryan. Any time we talked Tamara was right there. Which
was fine, I mean, he was her cool older brother. But what if he was looking at me in the mirror
on purpose? At the time I felt like nothing could ever happen with him. All I know is, that
summer, I found myself wondering more and more about him. Like if Tamara suddenly had to
go somewhere and Ryan was in the backyard and he’d be like we should have done something sooner
and then we’d tear at each other’s clothes underwater while the hot tub bubbled around us.
I’d get these thoughts even when I was supposed to be hanging out with Tamara. What kind of
friend was I, dreaming up alone-scenarios with her older brother?

•

The Sunday before the Warped Tour concert, I woke up early so I could mow the lawn
before it got too hot outside. Then my mom woke up and got mad because apparently the grass
was short enough already and now I might have killed it. The lawn was a war I could never win.
My usual Sunday would have been hanging out with Tamara, but she was busy. Ryan slept in
late on Sundays anyway. So I was wasting time on my computer, scrolling through a website
of the world’s most elaborate pools when Logan, the thrower for the track team, messaged
me asking what I was up to that day. I said nothing so I’d sound cool. His mom decided to go
on a last minute vacation with her boyfriend so he had the house all to himself. I knew what
he meant––if I went over we wouldn’t have to pretend-watch a movie in the basement. I was
curious about what I might get away with without being watched by any parents, but there was
only one thing I hadn’t done yet and I’d already decided I wasn’t losing my virginity to a thrower. For sure. I’d only hung out with Logan a few times after school. Nothing serious. Definitely
driven by boredom. Definitely just hanging out, and certainly not my boyfriend.
Before that summer hit, Logan started finding ways to talk to me about homework.
Then he asked what I liked to listen to, and ended up snagging concert tickets to the Deftones.
After the show he slouched forward to kiss me and I couldn’t think of a reason not to kiss him
back. He seemed like a quiet-weird guy, not someone who was going to give me any trouble
with feelings and shit. All he did at the concert was the sway-and-grind dance. That’s what Ta156
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mara called it. But I made him dance behind me so I didn’t have to remember him being there
if I didn’t want to.
He opened the door to his house wearing his uniform of black on black. Pink Floyd
played in the background, and he was in this pseudo-depression because who doesn’t get a
little sadder listening to The Wall? He led me upstairs by the hand, which was strangely sweet of
him. His hand was sweaty and hot, but I didn’t want to pull away and get mopey. At his door, I
danced my toes across the line of carpet separating his room from the hallway.
“You can come in, I’ll put on some other music,” he said. He put The Wall away and slid
Dark Side of the Moon out of its cardboard cover. The record player clicked back on. His mom had
written her last name across the rainbow shooting out of the prism on the cover, which kind of
ruined it. The needle rolled across the scratches. I remember telling myself that I was there to
hangout and not have to worry about someone’s parent walking in. Odds were Logan wasn’t
going to get another weekend with the house to himself, so I figured after this my quota for
messing around would be satisfied for a month or two, and I could ditch him, once and for all.
Logan was good looking, I told myself. I’d never seen him without a shirt on because
he was self-conscious of his lack of abs, and I’d only felt him on the outside of his jeans. He sat
down on his bed, patting a spot next to him. The whole bed moved in a wave.
“Yeah, it leaks. I change the towels out though,” he said.
“You sleep on a wet bed?”
“It’s good for me. Keeps me tough.”
It was weird, I’ll admit. But I’d already biked all the way to his house. I anchored myself
to the wooden frame and tried not to lean on the mattress. A poster of four girls’ asses with
each Pink Floyd cover painted across their backs hung beside me. My mind spaced out to Pink
Floyd harmonizing about lines on a map when I felt Logan’s hand sliding down my waist.
“Oh, right,” I said.
He licked my neck and tried to bite my ear but he bit my earring instead. I said ouch so
he’d know not to try that again. Back to my neck, then my collarbone, my shoulder. Improvement for sure. I stood so he could pull my jean shorts down. He left them around my ankles,
which I thought was quite rude. I had one foot free when he tugged my hand back toward the
bed. We sloshed back and forth, kissing. Cold water seeped through the green towel and into
my shirt. I imagined how I would tell all this to Tamara later and smiled to myself over how
funny it would be.
“I’ve got stuff,” he said.
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“I’m kind of cold,” I said. But when I sat up he was holding a plastic grocery bag with a
box of condoms in it. His smile was confident but his eyes looked about twelve years old.
“I figured, house to ourselves, you could stay the night and…”
“You think I’m having sex with you?” I’d already asked myself my standard question:
Can I live with losing it to this one? Logan was a no, so it was a no. I pulled my shorts back up
and buttoned the front quickly.
He wouldn’t stop moping about it, of course. He’d already told his friends, he’d bought the
condoms just for me, he really liked me.
I compromised. “I’ll give you a blowjob, but that’s it.” I knelt on the floor so I could roll
my eyes without him seeing.
Logan sat back into his leaking waterbed, his hands unstable against the waves. His legs were
that sickly white that hasn’t seen the sun, even though it was summer. He rolled up his T-shirt
at the bottom so it wouldn’t get in the way. It was a good thing he was so small, otherwise the
waves might have popped him against the back of my throat and made me gag. I had a steady
rhythm going but his thighs weren’t twitching, and his hands were busy balancing himself on a
mattress made of water. Worse, he wasn’t making any noise at all. Like I was a mind reader or
something. It’s got to be soon, I kept thinking.
“I can’t come from these,” he said.
“What?” I stopped and held him to the side like he was a cell phone and I was talking to
somebody in another room.
So to recap, I was on the floor with rug burns on my knees, freezing in my wet shirt,
giving some guy action that he hadn’t really deserved. Meanwhile, he was vacillating between
showing how pissed he was that he wasn’t getting laid––like he even knew what that meant––
and putting on a show of how much he felt for me.
I got off my knees. He stared at the ceiling trying to look dramatic as I fixed my T-shirt facing
away from him. Walking out of his house, I thought of the perfect way to text Tamara about it:
Have sympathy for my sympathy blowjob.

•

The next day was Warped Tour. Tamara and I consulted on our outfits via text because
we wanted to look equally punk but not matching. I decided to wear white because most of the
other people would probably wear black. Out-punking the punks. My hair was freshly blue due
to a jolt of hair-spiration from the night before. My fishnets matched the dye perfectly. At some
terrible morning hour, the van coughed a hello from the street.
“C’mon, sucker!” Tamara waved me over.
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Goddammit, I thought. But I forgave her. Her hair was up in twisted-bun pigtails, and
her best pink spike-studded bracelet popped against her golden skin. She never burned like I
did.
In the car, I wondered if Ryan knew what I’d been up to with Logan. I didn’t think it
was something a sister gossiped about to her brother, but I didn’t like this sudden feeling of
worrying about it.
“Did you do anything fun this weekend, Marni?” Ryan said.
Tamara laughed.
“Nothing worth remembering,” I said.
We drove out of the suburbs listening to slow electronic music, some DJ I’d never heard
of. The world moved in slow motion, people drove to work at the beat of our music. Nobody
talked, not wanting to break the spell. The houses got bigger and the space between them
spread farther and farther apart. I remember a shell of a barn collapsed on one side with a red X
spray-painted across the front. Lawns turned to farms and then back to grass plots with white
“For Sale” signs shoved into them. I was glad to escape, fully ready to slam myself against other
punks.
Ryan made sure the music played loud enough to give us a proper entrance to the
amusement park. It was the only place big enough to host six stages of bands at one time. I
could see lights flashing and roadies doing sound checks. Way in the distance, the rollercoasters launched half-empty cars and the pirate ship reached its highest point before swinging
back down. I watched a bunch of kids pile out of an actual mom-van. They got in line without
looking back. Their mom looked exhausted, and I pitied all of them. I swung the van door shut
and hurried to the clustered line of people. Tamara and I stood close to each other and pointed
out the best and worst outfits.
“Tight red pants, 11 o’clock,” I whispered.
She pretended to look at her phone in Mr. Red Pants direction. “Nice. Oh unfortunate
goth dye job at four. See the stains behind her ears? She probably doesn’t even know.”
“Well, she’ll see it in a mirror at some point.” I laughed.

•

Tamara and I spent the morning kicking our legs and arms out at the small stages. The
Canadian ska bands and punk groups looked like guys from our high school. By noon, a blue
line of sweat ran down my neck. I wished I had washed my hair a few more times so the dye
had set.
With hours of dancing to go, I figured we’d better rest up. We lay on an open space of
grass outside a covered concert pavilion while a band set up, or broke set, it was hard to tell.
159

OPOSSUM Fall 2017 FINAL+.indd 159

9/15/17 11:20 AM

All around us, small pockets of punks fixed makeup and adjusted boots. One of the morning
stage bands wove through the grass, handing out pins and flyers. I remember they walked with
the most attractive member in the lead. Marketing, I thought.
“Check out those dudes, hitting on twelve year olds to sell their CDs,” Tamara said.
“Ah fame.” I gestured theatrically. “Is it already too late for us?” I’d been complaining
of break-out bands with ages closer and closer to ours.
“I don’t know,” Tamara said. “It’s hard to guess their age with all that eyeliner.”
“Well I hope they are really, really old.”
“They’re probably Ryan’s age.” Tamara assessed the band members, who had wandered
downhill to play with a baby wearing Converse and a Ramones T-Shirt.
Ryan wasn’t that old, plus he’d only graduated high school a little bit ago. He had his
own space in Tamara’s house and I knew he cooked dinner sometimes. I asked Tamara if she
thought Ryan was still figuring things out.
“Figuring out that he’s kind of a loser?” She laughed. “At least you and I have plans.
You’ll be a hairdresser who sells jewelry on the side, and I’ll go to high school part two and get
one of those certificate things.”
“You mean hair artitste!” I shook my blue hair at the sky.
“Well Ryan needs to get going already. It’s like he’s never thought about what he wanted to do with his life. He even had an extra year to think about it. But my dad says as long as he
doesn’t see him on the other side of the court room, he doesn’t mind supplementing his slug
life.”
Tamara kept leaning forward slightly like she was expecting something from me. I knew
what my role was. I was the best friend so I was supposed to join in. Tamara wanted to complain or have a mean-session against her brother, which I would totally understand. Except it
was Ryan.
We wandered around looking for a band to watch. We thought we were pretty into the
punk scene, but the truth was, we only knew half the bands. A Hare Krishna guy in an orange
toga handed me their book in front of a slushie stand, but I didn’t take it because I didn’t want
to carry it around the rest of the day. Then I heard a sound I couldn’t place. Tamara said it was
bagpipes so we ran towards it. The audience was packed tight except at the very front where
a group of beefy guys with fraying jean vests had formed a circle. But instead of a mosh pit
there were three girls doing Irish step dancing. The crowd’s attention kept switching between
watching the girls and watching the band, all while clapping in rhythm. The song ended in a
flurry of instruments and I realized there was a woman playing a violin in the band. Cool.
The violin hummed quietly and another song began. A man sang softly, like how I
imagine a pirate on a ship would sound as he was rallying the crew after they lost someone
at sea. He was all “m’ boy,” and I was like “what?” but I loved it. The drumbeat sped up and
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the bagpipes got louder and I felt a hole in my chest fill up that I didn’t know was empty. The
music burst in a crash of cymbals and guitar and mandolin. The girls in the circle started up
again, their arms stiff at their sides and their fleet flying like fucking Riverdance. We reached
the circle and one of the vest dudes let out a “whoop!” I spun circles and grabbed one of the
Irish dancing girls who looked more Italian to me. Tamara bounced on her toes behind the edge
of the circle but she joined in with the clapping.
We danced there until the sun cast a pink tone to the dust on everyone’s shirts and
shoes. The last show of our day was Rancid, which seemed like the most old school punk we
could get our hands on, but of course now I know better. Tamara wanted to get really close to
the stage this time, so close that her pictures would show all the wrinkles on the band’s faces.
The crowd was stacked along a slightly sloping hill. The smell of sweat and pot hit us in waves.
We pushed through one person at a time. I’d had my fill of fun, and honestly would have been
happy watching from somewhere in the middle. But we kept going. Sometimes I had to wait
while Tamara squeezed between two sweaty guts to catch up with me. We’d just started descending on the hill when we heard someone nearby shouting “princesses.” I turned around
and saw a giant meaty man in a cut-off shirt and cargo shorts. He had his hand wrapped around
Tamara’s arm.
“The punk rock glitter squad! Such lovely, young. . . ”
A roadie walked toward the microphone and the crowd, launching the crowd into a
sheep-like cheer. The roadie waved and spoke mic checks into the microphone like he was an
actor in the Shakespeare movie we’d watched in tenth grade.
“Stop it,” Tamara said. The man ignored her.
“A little sticky, eh?” He squeezed her arm. “Are you excited for Rancid, princess?” The
man howled like a wolf. “Yeah! Out come the wolves!” That’s when I noticed he was swaying.
He steadied himself on Tamara’s shoulder. She froze. I could feel her leaving the crowd and
hiding inside herself.
I tried to yell at him to let go of her, but the roadie’s self-indulgent guitar solo drowned
me out . People standing close by threw sideways glances our way, but no one was going to
help. I pushed my way back to Tamara.
“You fucking creep, get off her.”
“Ho! That’s some mouth for a princess,” he said. He uncoiled his arm from Tamara and
reached for my face.
“Don’t touch me either.” I slapped his hand away. People turned towards the three of
us. Someone yelled, “Yeah get him!”
The man stared at his hand like he was still registering the slap. He didn’t seem to have
any friends around. I wished that they would show up and haul him away. Then I realized they
might be as bad as him, and un-wished that thought. The man smiled, wrapped his arm around
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Tamara’s chest and cupped her boob.
I’m not sure what I did next. Tamara said I screamed a bunch of nonsense and threw
my whole body toward him. When he fell to the ground, I stood over him pointing and yelling.
“You think you can just get what you want? She’s wearing a T-shirt and that means you can
touch her boobs? You’re a creep, a poseur, you probably don’t even like punk music!” This was
the ultimate insult my mind could come up with. Our mini-audience agreed, and vocalized
their support.
“My bad, my bad.” The man held his hands in front of himself, flailing like an upside-down turtle. He wobbled to a crouch before standing. In his drunken mind, he must have
sensed the vibe turning against him. “Warped Tour, woo!” He shook his fist, “Oi!” Some cheers
responded from a distance, but they weren’t close enough to see what was happening. He
stumbled off towards the stage.
Tamara gripped her camera tightly. I pried one of her hands loose and led her back out
of the crowd. We needed fresh air, a breeze, and an absence of drunk dudes. Four guys walked
on stage, but we were so far away they looked like mowhawked stick figures to me. The crowd
clapped, yelled, whistled, and surged to the front. We took refuge behind a waist-high wall
separating the seated audience from those who wanted to stand and dance.
“You okay?”
She nodded.
“Hey, we’re finally seeing Rancid. They’re all the original guys too. I know they’re going
to play ‘Time Bomb’ for you, like, for sure.”

•

Rancid closed the show with an encore of our favorite song, which Tamara bounced
along to. We followed the river of people out of the stage area and into the amusement park
itself. We rode rollercoasters and gravity defying rides until Tamara felt like herself again. The
park closed, and our skin shone under the fluorescent lights with layers of sunscreen, sweat,
and anger. We knew we had it pretty good, but it was fun to be pissed. We people-watched
from a stone wall facing the parking lot, the cement cooling our fishnet thighs while we waited
for our ride home. Like an idiot, I’d forgotten to put sunscreen on my legs and had a crisscross
shaped sunburn.
The bass line of a Korn song droned from the parking lot. I was buzzed on hunger and
burnt-out on sun. I thought about wrapping my legs around Ryan in the front seat of the van.
We walked through the row of other teenage punks waiting for rides back to the suburbs, or
the city, or the farm, wherever they came from. We all looked the same so it was hard to tell.
“How’s my little anarchist?” Ryan asked Tamara through the open window.
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“Less Than Jake was awesome this morning, so you were totally wrong,” she said.
“Did you see The Causalities like I told you? Wait you guys saw ska bands?” They bickered back and forth while I tugged the V-neck of my shirt down just right.
As we drove back through the one-lane roads, I felt our energy slip lower between the
empty spaces of an electro-duo’s breakbeats. Ryan rested his arm on the door, driving lazily
with one hand. Tamara fell asleep against her seatbelt. When Ryan noticed, he pressed the volume down, shaking his head at his sister.
Before I lost all my nerve, I wrote a message on the back of a receipt with a black marker
from my purse: Call me if you want to do something about this.
At the street in front of my house, Tamara woke up and looked through the pictures
she’d taken with her camera. I slid over to the middle seat.
“You need help getting out?” said Ryan.
I pressed my note onto his thigh and strong-armed the door open like I knew what I was
doing. Tamara never even looked up from her camera screen.

•

Halfway through junior year, my friendship with Tamara fell apart. Turned out we each
thought we were the one working harder to keep the other happy. After a series of handwritten notes and one final coffee shop sit-down, we decided to hang out in different circles. I got
my guidance counselor to place me into the hair program starting in the spring. I figured it
couldn’t hurt. It wasn’t like I was signing a contract to go to real hair school or anything.
Over winter break, I disappeared into my room and my computer. My mom was happy
that I was finding direction, and probably pleasantly surprised I’d cut the umbilical with Tamara. I was digging through the state university art department’s program trying to figure out
the differences between their degree options when Ryan called.
He didn’t stay on the phone too long. There was too much for us to say and finding the
right words to begin seemed pointless. I told my Mom I was meeting up with some friends
and drove her car to the coffee shop. His van was already in the slush-covered parking lot. Its
tailpipe spouted a cloud of smoke into the night while the van shuddered. I parked a few spots
away by a light post, unsure of my next move. I remember pushing my hands to my chest trying to tell my heart to calm down. I took one last look in the mirror to make sure my makeup
hadn’t melted off my face before stepping into the cold.
The driver side window rolled down and I heard the faint noise of music. Snow settled
on my coat and caught in my hair. My cheeks were hot and cold at the same time.
“You want to go somewhere?”
“Sure.” The confidence I’d felt on the phone was wavering. What was I going to say?
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What would he tell me? At the time I felt, whatever happened, nothing would be the same
between us. A small part of me worried this would be a one-time thing. Another part of me
wondered why I was even worrying about that.
“Cool, come on in,” he said.
I walked around the back of the van.. The passenger door opened easily. I tried to hop
up into the bucket seat as smoothly as possible. The van was dark inside but I could see Ryan’s
face from the faint glow of the tape player. The music was different from what I’d heard outside
his window. I kept my eyes on the floor, concentrating on the rhythm. Then I recognized it, one
of Korn’s slower songs. I looked up and Ryan was staring through me. He opened his mouth to
speak then shook his head, smiling.
“What?” I said. Had I done something stupid already? There was nothing I hated more
than seeming young.
He reached across the space between our seats for my hand. I jumped, hoped he didn’t
notice, and then remembered I still had my puffy gloves on. I pulled them off and let his hand
find mine. Sweaty hands or not I was going for it. I shifted in my seat and leaned toward him.
His other hand brushed through my hair and cupped the back of my neck.
“You’re full of surprises, you know that?”
I jammed my armrest back and leaned in. “You know it.”
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BASHOVIA

by Darcy Jay Gagnon

Whiskey, ice, Robbie Basho’s Visions of the Country, side B, track 1, “Orphan’s Lament,” one of
Basho’s few piano pieces, opening on a jaunty introduction of pentatonic chords that could be
Asian or American or who really knows and, after a heavy cadence, transitions into his familiar
Indian raga style, where notes are scattered across scales of arpeggios without any noticeable
pattern and to an invisible tempo that would shatter any metronome in confusion. Meanwhile,
Basho’s vocals—which have a timbre placed somewhere between an operatic baritone and an
orca whale—soar over the chaotic trickle of keys and are both intensely voluminous and serene.
It is somewhat hard not to imagine Basho singing with lips like a bird.
Robbie Basho was born in 1940 in Baltimore, MD,1 but was soon orphaned. He was given
the name Daniel R. Robinson Jr. by his adopted father, but it would not stay his name forever.
His middle-class upbringing was typical and, in 1958, he enrolled in the University of Maryland,
where he began playing guitar music inspired by the nylon string picking style of flamenco. After
dropping out of university, he honed his style and began writing classical compositions. Being
in Maryland and being a classical guitarist, it was only a matter of time until Daniel R. Robinson
Jr. met the prominent bluesman John Fahey, but they were not friends, even though Robinson
1 Robbie Basho’s biography information was collected from Blue Moment Arts’s Basho archives page at http://
www.robbiebasho-archives.info.
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was signed to Fahey’s Takoma label throughout the 60s, which at the time was reintroducing
Appalachian and plantation blues into mainstream culture. Of Robinson, Fahey said, “Very hard
to get along with…I never hung out with [him] personally much. Nobody did. You couldn’t.”2
Nonetheless, it’s Fahey who produced the story of how Daniel R. Robinson Jr, after “spending a
night on a mountaintop and ingesting a great deal of peyote,” announced the next morning that
he was the reincarnation of the 17th century Japanese poet, Matsuo Bashō3.
So he became Robbie Basho, which is how I will refer to Daniel R. Robinson Jr., an orphan
with someone else’s name, for the rest of this essay.
Basho got interested in blues. Then he got interested in Chinese folk songs. Then he got
interested in Ravi Shankar, the famous Indian sitarist, and started composing ragas for guitar
and manifestos on “Zen-Buddhist-Cowboy songs.” In the liner notes to his albums, he attributed
themes and colors to various complex chords using his Esoteric Doctrine of Color and Mood for 12&6
string Guitar,4 where an open G chord represents dark-blue or purple-pink and sets a mood of
mountain snows; or C-minor, which he refers to as The Grail Chord; or the D modal frog minor
chord, which has a color of grey-black green and represents anguish, death, or “full sweetness.”
Basho’s name is often seen in the same sentence as John Fahey’s, and it is easy to lump
these two guitarists together; they were both composing at a time of folk music revival and fusion, and, in their own ways, they revolutionized how the world sees the guitar as an instrument.
Fahey grounded himself in the folk blues of America, but Basho was like a cloud, drifting between
influences, never really settling in one particular style. However, he consistently composed with
a goal of high emotion, or rasa, a Sanskrit word that could mean “flavor,” “sap,” or “essence.”5
Basho experimented further with instrumental reincarnations of chants from American
Indians and medieval era monks. In his liner notes, his descriptions of his songs are as elaborate
as “A musical statement portraying the Love Tryst between Man, Nature, and the Almighty,” to
the simpler “A short country piece,” to, my personal favorite, “A good night song for all those who
heard a day in the life of North America.”6
In spite of Basho’s eccentricities, it is difficult to understand why he adopted a stage
name after the great haiku poet, or what in himself he felt particularly reincarnated of the nota2 Found in “Blood on the Frets” from the August 1998 issue #174 of The Wire
3 From Fahey’s 2000 liner notes to Basho complilation Bashovia
4 Published in the album notes of the first “The Seal of the Blue Lotus” issue
5 Richard Osborne, “Robbie Basho—Clear Out Of Time,” published in e-book Portrait of Basho as a Young Dragoon
from Grass Top Recording
6 These descriptions from Basho’s 1978 Visions of the Country, as reissued 2013, Gnome Life Records
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ble aesthetic. Matsuo Bashō is one of the few ancient masters of poetry well known outside of
Japan and, particularly with the beat generation Robbie Basho was born into, was popular among
many American artists. However, as I thumb through Visions of the Country and my other Robbie
Basho records, I cannot find a single track that blatantly evokes 17th century Japan, and even
the few lyrics that can be forcibly compared to Matsuo Bashō’s verse seem no more influenced
by him than Ravi Shankar or Pope St. Gregory the Great or Sitting Bull or whoever else Robbie
may have been reading or listening to or learning about at the conception of these songs. What
is transparent in Basho’s tracks though is his attention to various cultures of the world, a theme
that seems to exist beyond the LP and into the very fascinations of the man. Therefore, in order
to understand why Basho said he was the reincarnation of Bashō, if he even said that at all, we
must go back further than Bashō himself, to the environment and culture that surrounded the
poet in his Japanese homeland.

•

This is the story of how Japan was created.7
The islands of Japan were formed when drops of land fell from a spear pulled from the
ocean. The spear belonged to two Shinto Kami, or nature gods, named Inzanagi and Inzanami.
When Inzanami died giving birth to the spirit of fire, Inzanagi mourned and went to the land
of death to retrieve her, only to find she had become zombie-like and grotesque and covered in
maggots. So Inzanagi left her and returned to the land of the living, where he tried to wash off
the stench of the land of death by bathing in a river in the southern Japanese island, Kyushu. His
wardrobe, jewelry, and fragments of flesh fell into the water and transformed into various Kami
themselves, such as the Moon Kami and, most importantly, the Sun Kami, named Amaterasu,
who was given the islands of Japan by Inzanagi. She is the direct ancestor of the first Emperor of
Japan in 660 BC, Emperor Jimmu, and of every Japanese Emperor up until 1946 AD. Emperor
Jimmu, the first Emperor, decided that the royal throne should be in the center of Japan, not in
the southwest island of Kyushu (where his ancestors were born and/or washed from Inzanagi’s
flesh), so they fought their way to the area of Yamato. Who were they fighting? We don’t know,
but we do know that Amaterasu (Jimmu’s great-great-great-great-great grandmother) sent one
crow and a murder of some type of “tailed-creatures” (not dragons) to help win the battle, which
7 A majority of this mythological background comes from two sources: Sources of Japanese Tradition, compiled by
Tsunada, de Bary, and Keene; and the podcast, “A Short History of Japan” (http://frug.podbean.com/page/4/).
Some of the names and inconsistencies were cross-referenced with Basil Hall Chamberlain’s 1919 translation of
The Kojiki (http://sacred-texts.com/shi/kj/index.htm).
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apparently worked. Jimmu’s victory marks the start of the age of men, and during his 75 years on
the throne (he lives to be 127), the first Emperor of Japan began appointing families to run his
kingdom in Yamato.
Flash forward to 552 AD. This time, it was Emperor Kimmei on the throne, and Korea
(only a mere 150 kilometers away) needed some help with a civil war they were having. So, they
sent a statue of Buddha (the biggest craze at the time in mainland Asia) to the Yamato government, ostensibly as a gift, but really as a way to ask the Japanese to help them with their own civil
war.8 Ultimately, Emperor Kimmei and the Imperial elites of the Yamato government decided not
to help the Koreans, but they did like the statue. So they decided to try out Buddhism for a bit,
mostly due to the coercion of the Soga family, who believed they could profit off the new religion.
However, this upset the Shinto Kami gods, and they created plague and drought to punish the
Japanese. An angry mob of commoners burnt the new Buddhist temple to the ground and threw
the statue into the river. And that was the end of Buddhism in Japan.
Or at least until 577, when Korea, in another civil war, came with another request for
aid, another statue—to a different emperor, this time Emperor Bidatsu. So once more, with the
coercion of the Soga family, Japan tried out this whole Buddhism thing, and again the Shinto
Kami got angry and gave everyone smallpox. Temple burns. Statue tossed in river. After a few
more dead emperors and a lot more dead Japanese, human existence became kind of a burden,
and those who were left just started wondering what the point of it all was. Eventually it was
Prince Shotoku in 593, who decided “Buddhism, the fruit of principles, arose when the human
intellect matured. It explains the last stage of man.” So, finally, after half a century of consistent
plague, drought, and smallpox, Shotoku gave Buddhism some meaning to human existence, and
the religion finally stuck, which was great for the government, but was even greater for art and
literature. To this day, both Shinto and Buddhism dominate Japanese religion.9
It’s not hard to see what was so desirable about Buddhism after a half century of sorrow.
Buddhist belief states that, even though life is suffering, that suffering is caused by desire in all
forms. Not all that uplifting, but here’s the good part: the only way to escape the endless pain of
living is freedom from all desire! This also includes the desire to be free from desire. That’s desire
too. In the end, Buddhism strives at a spiritual level to become wholly and internally at peace,
8 The message from the Koreans said of the statue, “Imagine a treasure capable of satisfying all desires in proportion as it is used.
9 This is according to “The Short History of Japan” podcast, which states that, today, most Japanese will identify
as both Shinto and Buddhist.
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from both pain and passion.

•

Along the Tachi Pass and the Monkey Racetrack of Forty-eight Turnings, the treacherous
Hanging Bridge, and the Site of Awakening, Bashō has journeyed toward Sarashina for, what else,
but to witness the harvest moon over Mount Obasute. Now, at Zenkoji Temple, Bashō is unable
to write a line because of this chatty monk, who wholly believes he is offering some comfort to
the travel-worn poet with marvels of Amida Buddha. Even in his distraction, the light of the
moon now shines through the windows and lacquers the temple walls, lifting Bashō from his
Autumn Sorrow. Tsuki no tomo, he writes. Moon as my companion.10

•

This is the story of how Japan was created.11
The islands of Japan were formed when drops of land fell from a spear pulled from the
ocean. This, of course, is not true, because, somewhere around 40,000 BC, the island of Japan
was not an island at all, and humans first travelled across the land bridge connecting it to the
Asian continent. Then, around 12,000 BC, the world experienced a heat wave that caused some
glaciers to melt, and the land bridges between Japan and Alaska, among others, were flooded.
The people left on the now-island maintained relatively isolated lives by scavenging off of the
local fauna that emerged with the raised temperatures, until 500 BC, when the Chinese, now in
the Bronze Age, introduced rice farming to the Japanese islanders. With a new, reliable source
of food production, land became a commodity, which caused the beginning of rice farms within
rice kingdoms, the most important of these kingdoms being in Yamato, which was ruled by the
Emperor, or “Heavenly Superperson” as translated from the Kojiki, one of the earliest texts on
Japanese creation.
It stayed this way for some time until 604 AD12, when the country reluctantly received
Buddhism under the rule of Prince Shotaku. In 804 a man named Kukai (not the Emperor, just
a rich person) visited China and discovered a new kind of spiritual Buddhism called Shingon
10 This dramatization is based on Bashō’s Sarashina Travelogue, using two translations: Sam Hamill’s 1998 transla-

tion published in Narrow Road to the Interior; and David Landis Barnhill’s 2005 translation in Bashō’s Journey.
11 Much of the historical information was gathered from Sources of Japanese Tradition, compiled by Tsunada, et al.,
and adopts a tone of brevity from Bill Wurtz’s YouTube video “History of Japan.”
12 This date is deliberately inconsistent with the earlier information on Prince Shotaku to show the inconsistencies in dateing this ancient information.
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Buddhism, and when he returned, he created a new alphabet which would open new frontiers in
Japanese art and literature. Under his influence, the Royal Palace in Kyoto became something of
a medieval bohemia as it concerned itself solely with art and literature and little with governing.
With no security from the distracted government, anyone with money and land took to hiringsamurai to defend their properties, and eventually the samurai organized and created their own
government in Edo called the Shogunate, which competed with the Emperor for control of Japan
over several centuries. In 1333 the Emperor overtook the Shogunate government, and in 1336
the Shogunate overtook the Emperor’s court. However, the Shogunate government (now located
in Kyoto) allowed the Emperor to keep on being the Emperor, being a heavenly superperson and
all, but one who mostly just acted as a heavenly figurehead.
At the end of the 15th century, there was some confusion about who would succeed the
head Shogun currently leading the country who was, for a period, childless. You can see where
the conflict arose. As a result, many Shogun leaders rose and fell, and all the while, various
battles terrorized the country over local territory. Finally, a warrior named Nobunaga took control of the capital in 1568, eliminating the placeholder leaders over the former government and
finally bringing some unity to Japan after 200 years. Then he died, and so did his assassin, and
Nobunaga’s assassin’s assassin took control of the country. In 1598 he died and was succeeded
by his 5 year old son, but not really, because one of his advisors, Tokugawa Ieyasa, started a new
government in Edo in 1603. The Emperor stayed in Kyoto, still serving as a heavenly whatever,
as he would for the next two and half centuries.
In Edo, Tokugawa enacted a very strict government and closed off the country to everyone
except for the Dutch13. Despite the ominous vocabulary of his rule, Japan experienced peace, or
something like it, for the first time since humans walked to the island. No one could leave, no
one could enter, but there were no internal battles, the population increased, literacy improved,
and art flourished once again. This is the period that Bashō was born into, the Tokugawa period,
and it is one of immense contradiction14.
13 There is various speculation on why the Dutch were the exception. The commo theory is that the Dutch were
more interested in trade than colonialism, and, recognizing that, the Tokugawa Shogunate allowed them to continue. This is only one theory, of course, but that topic is best left for a different essay.
14 To elaborat on this idea, a quote from Tsunada, et al.: “The student of Tokugawa Japan is everywhere faced
with seeming contradictions. He finds first of all a military dictatorship which rules the country for more than two
hundred and fifty years virtually without warfare, and which sacrificed the chance of an overseas empire in favor of
peace” (443).
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•

Very little is known about Matsuo Bashō’s early life.15 No more can be said of his upbringing or that of his parents, who were probably of a respectable class. What we do know is that, in
his early adulthood, Bashō was a low-ranking samurai who served in the Iga region for a young
feudal lord named Yoshitada, with whom he shared his passion for poetry, and the two composed
several renku, or collaborative poems of linked verse. After Yoshitada’s untimely death, Bashō left
Iga for Kyoto and gave up life as a samurai. This was not uncommon, as many left the soldiering
life to become monks or merchants. However, Bashō did neither, and instead spent his time in
Kyoto studying poetry and philosophy, especially of the 12th century Japanese poet Saigyō. All
the while, he wrote, and after some time, his poetry gained him a small following. Around 1680,
Bashō had already gathered a modest number of students, and they built him a hut in rural Edo.
In front of the hut, his students planted a banana tree, or Bashō tree, giving both the hut and its
master their names, respectively, Bashō-an and Matsuo Bashō.
At this point, it is roughly 50 years into the Tokugawa period, a time when a fierce military dictatorship has closed Japan off to the world in favor of peace, and it is around this time
that the Buddhist term ukiyo, which up until 1680 meant “sorrowful world,” began being interpreted as “floating world,” uki being a homonym for both adjectives16. As Japanese scholar
Ryusaku Tsunoda describes it, the term probably gained traction because “it gave so vivid a picture of the unstable volatile society which had been succeeded by the medieval world of sorrow
and gloom.” This can be seen in the famous Genroku painting of crashing waves to symbolize
chaos and ever-changingness of the early Tokugawa period. At the same time, however, the new
philosophical theme of giri, which can be translated to “duty” or “moral obligation” presented
itself as a humanized contradiction to the floating world: The ever changingness of ukiyo and the
lawfulness of giri. Perhaps the 17th century dramatist Chikamatsu Monzaemon best elaborates
on the implications of giri in art and literature in his preface to the kabuki play Naniwa Miyage:
I take pathos to be entirely a matter of restraint. Since it is moving when all parts of the
art are controlled by restraint, the stronger and firmer the melody and words are, the
sadder will be the impression created. For this reason, when one says of something which
15 Most of Bashō’s biographic information was retrieved chiefly from Makoto Ueda’s Matsuo Bashō, also relying
heavily on analysis and translations from Tsunada, et al., Hamill, Barnhill, Yuasa, and Corman & Susumu.
16 Analysis of giri and ukiyo is retrieved from Tsunada, et al., pages 443 - 444.
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is sad that it is sad, one loses the implication, and in the end, even the impression of sadness if slight.17
This unpretentiousness is perhaps what most influenced the evolution of the haikai poetry as a form for the common man, whereas previous poetry had been primarily aristocratic. At
last, none exhibited all of the philosophies of the unpretentiousness and relatability of giri better
than Bashō, ushering in a new style of Japanese poetry.
Bashō insisted that his school seek to embody both change and permanence, which
doesn’t really make any sense. Additionally, he claimed that in poetry there are no predecessors,
which slightly contradicts his last point, but he goes on to clarify by saying, “Do not seek to follow in the footsteps of the men of old; seek what they sought!” Ironically, this Bashō quote was
stolen from Shoryoshu’s Kobo Daishi Zenshu III, written in 427 AD18.
So, like the period he was born into and the aesthetics it bore, Bashō was a creature of
contradictions. He compared himself to a bat, “neither priest nor layman, bird nor rat, but something in between.” However, Bashō was consistent in his craft, in which no topic was too controversial or too plain. Some of Bashō’s best poems are ones that depict commonplace scenery, most
notably, the “Frog Poem,” the seventeen syllables of which have been translated into English
over thirty different ways, almost as a joke at this point19. Or there is this poem, which depicts an
evening during which Bashō shared an inn at the same time as two travelling prostitutes:
Prostitutes and priest
Slept under a roof lent a beauty
By bush clover and moon.20
His decision to place the courtesans before the priest is deliberate, especially in a period
with a heavy caste system. Yet Bashō’s mind always wanders to the natural world, as he parallels
his company that night to the moon, one of the first and most notable Kami in Shinto scripture,
and the commonality of clover, still not undeserving enough of praise to be so removed from
Bashō’s limited allotment of syllables. In describing this scene, he has not directly commented
17 Translated by Tsunada, et al., page 446.
18 As noted in Hamill’s introduction to Narrow Road.

19 Just Google “Bashō Frog Poem.”
20 Translated by Earl Miner in Japanese Poetic Diaries, 1976
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on anything, but allowed his reader to reflect on humanity, religion, class and the underrated
splendors of the natural world in philosophy, similar to William Carlos Williams’s “no ideas but
in things.” As Tsunoda states, “Each [topic] became in his poetry a microcosm which suggested
the macrocosm, a perception of universal truth from one essential detail.” Even still, Bashō’s best
feature is his honesty. There is no pretention or snobbery in his work, only the humble musing
of a man who is interested in far too much.

•

The following is an entry from one of Bashō’s disciples, Kyorai, who recalls Bashō’s advice
to him regarding one of his poems:
…Master told me, “I doubt anyone will appreciate this verse now. You’ll have to wait a
year or two.” Later, he wrote me on his journey with Tokoku to Yoshino, “My mind has
been so dominated now by one poem about the cherry blossoms of Yoshino and now by
another, each of which so completely describes the scene, that I myself have not written
a single verse at Yoshino. All I do every day as I go along is to recite your ‘The day before
yesterday I crossed the mountain over there.’” The poem was acclaimed when I later read
it to other people. How did the Master know that it would be popular in a year or two? I
for one never dreamt it.21

•

In his new home of Bashō-an, Bashō spent the next four years gaining significant celebrity through his publications of haiku poetry and his collection of devoted students. But it was
here that he became restless. As if he were beckoned by the wanderer spirit Dosōjin22, he came
to admire the wayward life of a travelling monk who, he claimed in one of his letters, “wanders
about with only a begging bowl in his hand.” While Bashō’s hut was being rebuilt after it was
demolished in an accidental fire, he set out to Edo from Kyoto, the first of his many long journeys to come. At age 40, Bashō was already an old man for the time and, at this point, he did not
expect to survive the journey. Recognizing this, he titled his travel diary The Journey of a Weather
Beaten Skeleton. But he did not die, and returned to a rebuilt Bashō-an for two years, only to depart
21 From Kyorai’s conversations with Bashō, compiled in Tsunada, et al.

22 Bashō references Dosōjin in his first haibun of Narrow Road, stating, “at wits’ end, beckoned by Dosōjin, hardly
able to keep my hand to any thing...” Translation by Cid Corman in Back Roads to Far Towns, 1968
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for another travel, this time to Sarashina, to witness the harvest moon and visit the well-known
Shinto shrine. Next, he made trips to Mount Yoshino, and Akashi, and his former hometown of
Ueno, and before long, Bashō was a well-traveled poet, often invited to stay with his admirers
and always returning home with more parting gifts than he could manage. He rarely travelled
alone, often assisted by one of his pupils with whom he would record poetry within his travel
journals. These travel diaries became a genre unto themselves, creating a style called haibun,
which used short poetic prose together with haiku, the poetry and prose co-existing within the
same entry but never directly referencing each other. Take for instance, this entry about visiting
an abandoned temple, which ends with a sentiment that is not isolated to this particular scene:
In Yamagata Province, the ancient temple founded by Jikaku Daishi in 860, Ryushaku
Temple, is stone quiet, perfectly tidy. Everyone told us to see it. It meant a few miles extra, doubling back toward Obanazawa to find shelter. Monks at the foot of the mountain offered us rooms, then we climbed the ridge to the temple, scrambling up through
ancient gnarled pine and oak, gray smooth stones and moss. The temple doors, built on
rocks, were bolted. I crawled among boulders to make my bows at shrines. The silence
was profound. I sat, feeling my heart begin to open.
		Lonely stillness—
		
a single cicada’s cry
		
sinking into stone23
It was only a matter of time before Bashō set his sights north, to the extremely rural
and alien center of Honshu, where there would be fewer roads and fewer acquaintances to offer
him shelter from the brutal mountain conditions. Despite the danger, the 45-year-old planned
his most arduous trip yet, and in 1689, he left from Edo to the northern interior in a trip that
would take him one-hundred-fifty-six days and across fifteen hundred miles24. He travelled with
his student and friend Sora, who shaved his head and dressed as a monk, as the two knew that
they were less likely to be robbed by bandits along the road with such a disguise. Along the way,
he visited a powerful samurai in Kurobane, the Tosho Shrine at Nikko, Gongen Shrine on Mount
Haguro, a hot spa, Iizuka castle, and the broken islands of Matsushima, the last of which impressed upon Bashō new levels of inspiration: “It must have been the mountain god Oyamazumi
23 From Narrow Road, translated by Hammil
24 According to Ueda
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who made this place. And whose words or brush could adequately describe a world so divinely
inspired?”
He then headed west to the sea, and followed the coast south to Ogaki. During the journey, Bashō composed one of his most celebrated travel diaries, Narrow Road to the Interior, which
would also be his last of the genre. It is in this diary that Bashō is not only at his poetic best, but
also resonates a way of life that exhibits the egoless, spiritual serenity that, for him, can only be
achieved by truly immersing himself in nature.
He returned to his home an old man. Perhaps it was all those days on the road, or perhaps
it was his consistent celebrity, but back at Bashō-an, among his peers, he felt truly less serene and
became kind of a dick. Or, as Bashō’s chief biographer, Makoto Ueda, more eloquently describes
his time back at Bashō-an, “[He] gradually became somewhat nihilistic. He had become a poet in
order to transcend worldly involvements, but now he found himself deeply involved in worldly
affairs precisely because of his poetic fame.” Perhaps Bashō’s annoyance toward his stationary life
is best shown in this haibun he wrote in 1693, three years after Narrow Road:
Whenever people come, there is useless talk. Whenever I go and visit, I have the unpleasant feeling of interfering with other men’s business. Now I can do nothing better than follow the examples of Sun Ching and Tu Wu-lang, who confined themselves within locked
doors. Friendlessness will become my friend, and poverty my wealth. A stubborn man at
fifty years of age, I thus write to discipline myself.
		The morning-glory—
		
In the daytime, a bolt is fastened
		
On the frontyard gate.25
In this haibun, Bashō compares himself to Sun Ching, a recluse from the three kingdoms
era of China who read all night with a noose around his neck to keep himself from drifting off to
sleep.
Bashō attempted the hermit life, living for short spurts away from society in places such
as The Unreal Hut at the southernmost tip of Lake Biwa and the House of Fallen Persimmons
in Saga, but after about six months or so, he always returned to civilization in order to continue
sharing and writing poetry with his students. As much as he enjoyed the solitary life, Bashō could
not be separated from the lifestyle of his craft, even as his health deteriorated. In 1694, Bashō’s
25 From Ueda, translator unknown. Ueda also makes the reference to Sun Ching in his endnotes.
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poems carried an awareness of his waning mortality as he became more and more haunted by
his verse. On his deathbed, he acknowledges that he should be praying and freeing his mind
from desire, yet he cannot, and calls his obsession a “sinful attachment.” Always the creature of
contradictions, Bashō died plagued by his passions, just as he was in life, and never found peace
from his desires no matter how much he pursued Buddhist asceticism through his poetry. His
final poem reads:
Stricken on a journey
my dreams through withered fields
go wandering still.

•

This exploration might suggest that I discovered Matsuo Bashō’s writing through my
fascination with the musician Robbie Basho, but, in fact, the opposite is true. I began studying
Matsuo Bashō as a paper topic for an undergraduate class on prose poetry, particularly analyzing
Narrow Road to the Interior, which remains one of my favorite and most read books of poetic prose.
No, it was some years later, when I was sitting with a glass of whiskey in the home of an Appalachian acquaintance some time after last call; “You’ll probably dig this,” he said and threw on
Visions of the Country.
I immediately recognized the namesake, but it was only a few seconds into the experience
that I told myself, “oh this has nothing to do at all with Matsuo Bashō.” It’s because, despite
all of Basho’s exotic influences and fascinations, even with Bashō himself, his music is always
rooted in his home continent. Included within Visions of the Country is a short essay titled “A day
in the life of North America,” where Basho paints a portrait of his continent as a young woman,
“untamed, untrammeled upon and unashamed,” ending the piece with “love and peace” repeated
three times followed by an Abenaki Indian greeting:
One can still hear her singing in the high countries of the heart and in the vast canyons of
constant memory where the life of a single being is not forgotten nor forsworn and some
where a child is born, and no where is the blanket torn between thee and me and shining
sea and God knows
		Earth calls
		Rain falls
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		Corn grows
loloma, loloma, loloma

kwai kwai

However, as I listen to “Orphan’s Lament” these days, I am amazed at how Basho is not
just able to echo the landscapes of the American West, but also the southern Japanese Island of
Kyushu, or maybe the plains of Northern Ireland, or the foot of the Himalayas, or someplace else
I have never been but it still seems real, or real enough, to give me a sense of nostalgia for a place
I cannot define and have never known.
The song is dedicated “to all the little orphans of the rainbow; and may they find the gentle hand of the Creator.”

•

The invisible tempo slows towards the final verse (“All my life I’ve been forced to roam /
Never had a place to call my own / Will you wait, will you wait for me?”) and the piece ends on
several descending chords, each stuttering across two key strikes like the ping of a plucked steel
echoing through the vast desert canyons. I want so badly to attach some biography to Basho’s
music. Sure, he was orphaned at a young age, but seemed to live a healthy adopted life. Sure,
Basho, too, was plagued by his passions, with twelve records showing his choice to never go
contemporary even though he could, but personal strife seemed to be one of the few things he
was not interested in. He felt his duty was to introduce a higher sense of spirituality to a nation
increasingly more invested in the material world26. He was interested in the journey of the soul,
and rather than figure out why, sometimes it’s better to sift the ice in your whiskey and let him
take you there because God knows
		Earth calls
		Rain falls
		Corn grows.
Anyways, loloma, loloma, etc.

26 “It is clear in interviews that he gave that Robbie himself viewed part of his mission as musician to be to
bring to the West an experience of higher and more spiritualized feelings that he thought had been lost or neglected in the crush of popular culture and a materialized approach to life.” From Richard Osborn’s Portrait of Basho as a
Young Dragoon
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INTERVIEW WITH PIANO
by Lois Marie Harrod

Ms. Piano?
Pianoforte
Soft and loud?
I’d say soft and strong.
How so?
Gentleness requires fortitude.
Still, they are difficult simultaneously.
Ah, yes, the problem with harpsichords
and battered . . .
Women?
I was going to say drums,
the way little boys beat them
until the heads give.
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Oh, you do mean women.
No harpsichords, it’s not hard
to destroy a harpsichord.
How about pianos?
Well, certainly there have been
those who battered pianos.
Beethoven and Liszt?
To name a few.
The old piano battered by the Beatles
coffee stains and cigarette burns and now untunable
is valued at 150 thousand pounds.
Untunable?
Well, it hasn’t been used since l980,
and worse than being battered
it has not been tuned or played.
So an unused piano is worse off
than a used woman?
We are talking pianos, I believe,
the modern piano,
Despite the batterers and bangers
she’s a tough instrument.
I bet you hate those charity stunts
when they bang a piano for fun.
Happened to my sister.
On the other hand Edith Steiner-Kraus
saved herself with a battered piano.
You remember, don’t you?
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No, sorry, I don’t.
No. Well, when she arrived
at Terezin she discovered her name
was on the list for Auschwitz,
but she began practicing
on a legless piano and, offered
to give a concert, thereby
avoiding transportation.
Fortunately, as Socrates recommended,
she had several recitals worth
of Bach and Schubert in her head.
So art can save us?
Pianos, no, but women, yes,
if they know enough by heart.
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BORIS THE BLOOHOUND
by Jennifer Lynn Christie

“I know you aren’t supposed to put your coffee on library books, but something inside of me just
can’t help it,” says Mrs. Fender. It’s eight o’clock and here she is with a copy of Wuthering Heights
as a coaster on the chestnut-colored coffee table. There are magazines scattered about as well, a
queen of classics and opinion pieces.
“How is it?” I ask about the book, because that’s how you talk to adults, you ask them about
their problems and wait for their heroic answers, but Mrs. Fender doesn’t give one, she instead
asks if I’d like some soda. She picks up her coffee mug and reveals the brown rings beneath. Like,
if I were a librarian, that would be one of my issues—suggestive rings all over the product. Mrs.
Fender herself has no ring, but is still a Mrs. in her mind. Although, tonight she’s on a date, and
I’m the sitter.
But I’m not really a sitter. I’m here as backup, reluctantly so. Mrs. Fender doesn’t know me, but
she knows my sister, Lillian. She thinks very highly of Lillian and wishes Lillian could be here
tonight, but understands how conflicts arise. Boy-o! Does she ever.
Mrs. Fender takes another sip of her coffee and says she’s got to go. When she stands up from the
couch her gown ripples like desert wind. It’s flesh colored, this flowy thing my own mother, no
mother I know, would ever wear. It’s the kind of thing that brings in attention from distant cor182
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ners of a dark room, or across the street, as in you’d have to describe Mrs. Fender as voluptuous
forever after seeing her in this dress. Unlike me. I’m wearing shorts and a T. I stand up with her,
like maybe I must shake her hand. I don’t know. I’ve never babysat before.
“If you get hungry, eat whatever you like, and remember, the emergency numbers are where?”
“In the cupboard,” I say. I sit back down and turn to look at Mark, who is lying with his head
against the Persian rug that overlays the carpeted floor beneath. He’s been there, silent, for as
long as we’ve been perched on the couch. When Mrs. Fender closes the front door, he sits up like
he’s been shot through with a bolt of lightning.

•

When I’d first arrived at the Fenders’ door I could tell it was going to storm. I’m not good with
premonitions, but the wind had picked up and I could see all the leaves around the house shaking
their fists. Which is fine, that’s normal. This is a Friday night at the end of September. Storms
happen.
Mrs. Fender smoked several cigarettes as we walked around, which I found deeply intriguing; I’d
never seen a mother smoking inside before. She brought to mind the image of a 1950s housewife
given completely over to the island of her days, lost, but holding on. So there were the cigarettes and this dress, and she moved like a cat, trotting through mud but trying hard to keep her
paws clean. I first laid eyes on Mark when we arrived in the kitchen; he was sitting on a stool at
the counter in pajamas, and when he saw us he slid all the way down to the floor to where we
couldn’t see him anymore. I heard him scooting away into another room on his butt.
“Where’d he go?” I asked, and Mrs. Fender shrugged. “He’ll be around. Ply him with ice cream if
you must. It’s fine. It’s from the creamery.”
I had no idea what she was talking about but asked about the television.
“Do you have HBO?” I said. We don’t have HBO at my house, but sometimes the cable company
accidentally channels it in and all these smutty shows come on, shows explaining topics like how
dildos are made in Taiwan or China or wherever. It’s infinitely fascinating, though I wouldn’t
know what to do with a dildo to save my life, and the shows aren’t how-to’s or anything, more
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like Unwrapped, but for dildos. I wonder if Mrs. Fender has a dildo tucked away somewhere, but
it’d be crazy to ask.
“No, dear. I have jazz,” she said, which was a response that meant she had no idea what I was
talking about either, and for a second even I had forgotten what I’d said, so consumed with the
idea of dildos I’d become. We’d left it at that.
Will Mrs. Fender kiss her date tonight? I wondered.
It doesn’t matter. Now it’s just Mark and me, and he’s showing me a collection of treasures.
A seahorse, a crab claw, and a rabbit’s foot. Everything fits into his tiny hand, all of it smooth, or
soft, and dead.

•

“What do you see when you dream?” Mark wants to know. We’re sitting in the bathtub because
I’m worried about the storm. We’ve placed candles here and there due to the flickering electricity,
though we’ve heard no rain. The wind, however, is a viper at the windows.
“I don’t know,” I say. “Usually people from my day.”
“Like your sister?”
“Sure.”
He sighs. “I like Lil.” I flinch because her name is definitely not Lil.
“Lillian,” I correct. If I called Lillian Lil she would punch me. The lights above shudder, which
continues to add to the strangeness of the night. It feels like something else is here in the house,
but I haven’t yet seen an animal. “Do you guys have a cat?” I ask.
“No, just Tobias.” This is the third time Mark has mentioned Tobias. Lillian, apparently, knows
about Tobias as well. According to Mark, Lillian and Mark talk about Tobias when she babysits—
or babysat, I should say. She cancelled on the Fenders last minute with no excuse at all. Not even
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I know where she is. But Lillian is like that. She’s hard to pin down.
And so too is Tobias, it seems. Tobias, says Mark, is somewhere in the walls.
“Is Tobias a rat? I think those are kind of cute, you know.” In case he’s trying to scare me.
“No, Tobias is Tobias. Hello, Tobias!” he says.
“Stop it,” I say. Mark, in his Spiderman pajamas, is adorable. I’m alarmed at this observation
because I have never found children adorable. Or anything. I’m neutral. Lillian finds children
interesting and can meet them on their level, as our mother likes to say in praise. I wonder what
that’s like. To have Lillian of all people really get you.
We go downstairs when the lights come back fully and put on some music. Distinctive Jazz. I take
it off the record player after a few minutes, however, because I begin to feel lonely and crazy.
“How about this?” says Mark. He pulls out some orange vinyl from a sleeve designed to look like
a piece of express mail, or maybe it is express mail, it’s impossible to tell. We set it down to spin.
Everything is going to be okay
When you throw your dinner
In the glowing ashtray.
You are not alone,
My delicate beast
Preparing for the world
an intricate feast.
Come on, baby,
Oooh, yeah
Let’s dance up in the clouds
on my
Chaaaaaariot ship!
185

OPOSSUM Fall 2017 FINAL+.indd 185

9/15/17 11:20 AM

We bop our heads in unison. “This is great!” I have to shout because the volume is up all the way.
“Yeah!” says Mark, and we bop until the electricity flicks off again.

•

In moments like this I can get a little lost in my head. We are staring into Mrs. Fender’s medicine
cabinet of wonders and all I can think about is everyone else who has done this before—taking
down the pills, body scrubs, some kind of plastic shell with the days of the week marked out
around its circumference—everyone who has existed in this very spot in front of these shelves,
everyone except me.
“Did you do this with Lillian?” I ask. “Like, before?”
“Lillian loves to do this,” says Mark. “Here, put this on.” He places an eye mask over my eyes
and I see those bright spots that appear on the back of your eyelids when you look at the sun and
then have to close them.
“What do you think this is?” Mark says, and something is placed in front of my nose.
Whatever it is, it smells like a skunk. I pull off the eye mask and examine the bottle: Bovine liver
salts. It’s full of little powdery tablets.
“You want one?” Marks offers. From the flame of a candle, there forms a twinkle in his eye.
I see no reason to say yes, except that I do.
“Did Lillian ever take one?” I whisper. I don’t know why I’m whispering, but it feels like it always
does when talking about Lillian—like talking in a mausoleum.
“Lillian likes this.” Mark pulls out a vial of liquid with a dropper cap. Holy Basil. “For your fears.”
I take a bovine liver salt pill instead and place it on my tongue. It tastes just like it smells, but I
swallow.
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“Stop trying to creep me out.”
Mark takes a pill for himself and says, “What do you mean?” He chews it like Pez.
“Tell me the truth,” I say, “where’s your pet? I feel it stalking us.” Which is true. I can feel a pair
of eyes on the back of my head and keep twirling around.
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” says Mark, a little sultan, thoughtfully swallowing
the awful medicine. But I know that he does. In fact, there’s a dog, there’s a dog somewhere in
this house. Lillian would talk about it, back when she used to show up to the breakfast table the
mornings after babysitting.
This whole time I’ve been thinking that name Tobias sounds quite familiar. But Tobias is not the
name I originally remember. What I remember first is the dog.
In fact, I remember this dog very well now because it involves an incident when I saw Lillian on
a night I shouldn’t have, a night that almost never existed—the night I first learned about this
little dog she so loved, a little dog named Orlando.
Around the time Lillian began babysitting, I decided to sneak out of the house—the evening after
my fourteenth birthday. There was no forethought on my part. Most kids go out with friends, but
I don’t. I just showed up that night to a place teen bands play.
I saw Lillian immediately and unexpectedly, not standing back in the crowd, but up on stage.
Four boys were playing behind her, making all sorts of discordant sounds that didn’t seem to
mean anything, except, I slowly began to feel, in that room, that they did, that they must, that
these sounds were breaking up the night. I stood there, frozen and terrified, realizing that Lillian
and I had independently escaped home, only to meet its most inner, integral parts out in the wild.
I thought, Lillian doesn’t play instruments. Lillian doesn’t know how to sing, either. She doesn’t even
listen to the radio, forgetting there are so many things about Lillian I no longer knew.
That night the lights were flashing and a disco ball was spinning, and illuminating strands of
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Lillian’s long, long hair, and she was looking off to the side of the stage as if she saw something,
but when I looked there was nothing except a cinder block wall, so if there was something to see,
only Lillian saw it. I shouldn’t have felt it, but I did—I started to feel stupendously embarrassed
for Lillian, the way you do when someone loses control of themself in a public place like the library or grocery store, like she was about to let go in a totally inappropriate way. And I realized
then that if this was all it took for me to feel this way, that terror and shame must always be
right there under every other human emotion we feel to distract ourselves from the steady panic
always ready to go, that always actually is going, like a heartbeat, hovering, and we only realize
this is our normal state when something visual presents itself to us in our individual terror’s
symbolic form, and we greet it immediately, familiarly, because deep down it is the only thing we
truly know.
Then she started to sing and my whole body deflated, indicating I’d been a little puffed up, which
is so incredibly weird because I’m the kid sister, and Lillian hadn’t spoken seven words in a row
to me at that point for what must have been years. And when she sang all the dissonance behind
her mellowed into a melody, though I realized, furthermore, the noise was always actually a series of sly, very sly, intricate notes (like lace is to the eyes)—which is amazing because the only
element in the room that had changed was Lillian’s voice over the fuzz, order revealed in chaos;
she was telling some kind of story, and slowly it occurred to me that I knew this story, that it
involved me directly, that it was my story, too, and I just stood frozen in the back of the room
because what she sang about was a memory I believed only I had been holding on to for a very
long time.
I mean, let me just say it plain: My sister loves me; at least she did up there on that stage. There
was significant lack of proof of this before (one day she did, then one day she just didn’t), but
then, you see, I saw that she did.
The name of the song was called “Boris the Bloodhound.”
Boris was ours, he always had been.
He was the last thing to be ours.
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That moment under the disco ball—the noise, the boys, the slim beam of Lillian’s voice—it shimmers like a lost baby tooth in my mind, fairy-blessed and glowing.

•

We sat together in a booth that night, after she’d seen me, splitting a soda.
“Do you remember Boris?” she asked, sipping slowly. Another band was already approaching the
stage and soon we’d have to yell to hear one another, and this realization further agitated a tightly
coiled panic within me.
“Yes! Yes, I do.” I was very excited.
“Well, I have a theory about Boris,” she said.
When we were young, the two of us alone had seen a wild dog around the time of our father’s departure. We spoke no words concerning the beast—for he was huge and magnificent—but, after
we saw him, silently rode our bikes away, past a neighborhood pond, disappearing together up a
hill, and in the days thereafter would affectionately refer to him as Boris the Bloodhound, a name
that we’d seemed to agree on telepathically. He was a kind of good luck charm, the symbol we
needed to get through the brutal simplicity of a carefully orchestrated day to day existence, time
slots, phone calls, the little treats of confetti icing chocolate mud cake (Lillian’s request) that our
mother used to win us back over if we became anxious about the new reality our days now encompassed. Even as tiny children, we simultaneously realized this, that Boris must be an angel,
our angel, though we’d never see him again; and when our mother told us later that year that
our father had bought a plane ticket for France one-way, it was like a breath we’d been holding
conjunctively let loose, and we generously released Boris back to the world, never to bring him up
again. If Boris couldn’t bring our father back, then perhaps he was meant for some other child, or
children, for a family where there was still some hope. And our hope in another’s hope was itself
a kind of hope. However, on the subject of Boris, silence became our code, a code that pervaded,
slowly but deliberately, into all other aspects of our relationship. We became something other
than companions—a technical formality of the blood, two blossoms near but separate, on the
branches of a wintery family tree. There was no word for us anymore, no definition, no definition
at all. Just silence.
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Until that night under the disco ball, which was still going as we spoke, which never that night
stopped spinning.
“Boris is alive,” Lillian said.
“He is?”
“Billie, do you believe in reincarnation?”
“I don’t believe in anything.”
“What are you talking about?”
“I mean, I believe in everything.”
“Good answer. Me too. Especially now. There’s something I’ve been meaning to tell you.”
“Really?” Why hadn’t she? But then I remembered we hadn’t spoken like this in forever. “What
is it?”
“Billie, I think I’m in love.”
I took the soda and sipped it down past the label. “Oh?” I didn’t believe her, or maybe I just didn’t
want to. Couldn’t we, for one second, be friends? Of course an outside party would ruin that.
“Let me tell you about him.”
“Alright.”
“He’s homeschooled, and very interesting. He’s just convinced his mother to let him drive all
the way to California. By himself.” She sipped a little soda. “He’ll be back in a month.” Was she
planning on going with him? Would she run away?
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“Alright.”
She told me an involved story about the first time she saw him, on a walk in the rain, a boy and
his dog, how from a distance she saw him bend over, pick up the dog as the first drops fell, no
hesitation in this reflex of care, and turn to walk home.
“I don’t know. It was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen in my life. My knees turned into jelly,
but I ran after them. Like, it was, it must have been, love at first sight.”
“Where was Boris?”
“Boris was that dog. Orlando.”
“That’s an impressive name. But is he even a bloodhound?”
“Don’t be an idiot, Billie. Boris was never really a bloodhound, he was a wolf. We didn’t know
that then, we were just being kids when we called him ‘bloodhound.’ One of us heard that word
early on and I guess we both liked it. But he was never a bloodhound, he was always a wolf. Now
he’s a beagle.”
“A beagle?”
I wondered why she thought this. I mean, the whole point of Boris was his mysterious, no doubt
mystical capabilities, capabilities he’d never actually bestowed upon us, which in some ways
made him all the more divine, and I suppose the potential for his divinity, the belief in divinity
at all, had never left us entirely. Boris meant hope, and because we were there having this conversation, we must, I realized, be hopeful not just for the world, but for ourselves. But what did
that really mean?
Boris was for the nearly impossible.
Bringing us back together, not ripping us apart.
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Right before the second band began to play Lillian started talking more about reincarnation and
I, distracted, sucked down the rest of the soda.
I suppose, in retrospect, I should be grateful. She was, in her own way, trying to reach me. But I
felt disgusted, and betrayed. It wasn’t possible that Boris would come back as a beagle because
one doesn’t transcend from beast to beagle, unless you’d gravely sinned, or something, and Boris—he was an angel. Her theory didn’t make any sense. And besides, Boris was ours, not hers,
and not mine. Ours. She’d given Boris new life without even brief consultation. That’s what hurt.
The little place in my heart, held up high on reserve, it was breaking in two.
The band picked up.
“And the guy? What’s his name?” I cried.
She said something, but I didn’t hear. She was already turning.
“What?” I screamed. When she said it again, I could barely make it out.
“Tobias,” she shouted, and never looked back again.

•

The pills we’ve taken start to make me feel whoopsey. I have developed a great and healthy hunger. Mark and I scan the freezer for the ice cream. The fridge below holds three pristine carrots,
and that’s it. The ice cream is in a tasteful pint-sized container, the cream, notes its label, comes
from the happiest of cows. We pass the pint back and forth on the couch, each with our own
spoon.
“Tell me more about Tobias,” I say. There are pieces of delicious, perhaps elderberries here? I lick
to excavate. I have only intuitive knowledge of the elderberry, having never seen one before. I
examine the ingredients as Mark shakes his head.
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“Ask him yourself.”
“He’s here? Hiding? Like a weasel?”
“I think he’s upstairs.”
Perhaps Tobias is Mark’s older brother. All the pieces could come together in a satisfying way like
that: Lillian meets the hermit brother of the little boy she’s been charged with and falls in love
(or thinks she falls in love) because this older boy is some genius, incapable in many ways, but
still somehow endearing, affectionate—a well-meaning prodigy. It’s odd I’ve never seen Tobias
before, not even a picture. Could he really be here?
The lights have remained on for some time now, and a thought keeps surfacing: Who is the boy
that stole my sister? I take the pint with me upstairs, Mark trailing behind.
“If Tobias is up here, why do you need me?” I ask. Maybe it’s the bovine liver salts talking, or
maybe it’s just plain old truth. “Does anybody really need me? Or is everyone too busy with their
own lives to care about what I think, think about what I’m doing? Huh? Why isn’t he watching
you tonight? Probably out there with Lillian showing her the stars, making out over a landfill,
or whatever. Or is he really here? Oh, I know about Tobias, Tobias and Orlando, your dumb dog,
and his big dumb eyes, bla, bla, bla.” I turn around. Mark has sprawled out on his belly in a pose
of sudden futility. He looks up at me and there are tears in his eyes. Forget him I think, which is
certainly not what I’m getting paid to think, but face the doorway of a room that is immaculately arranged, as in, if we were in a TV show, this would be the set, and if someone accidentally
wandered inside before the film began to roll the director would slap them for insubordination.
Everything has been placed in a just so way, items of a person who never intended on coming
back. Plaid comforter, sheets turned down, old-fashioned typewriter, wooden desk and suddenly
I get it, I get it so fast I’m bowled over. I dramatically crumple to my knees because in one blazing
thought, like a sign from God, I’m thinking, Oh God, he’s dead.
All the pieces come back to form a new story, not Lillian’s, but the Fenders’: A widow and her
little boy living together with the ghost of one child now dead. Tobias: the lost child. Tobias: the
dead boy my sister still loves.
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“Who’s Orlando?” weeps Mark, and I cry, “I’m sorry, I didn’t realize.”
We have an intense moment at the top of the stairs, separate but together, and it passes. We let
it, without words. Silence.
Soft glow of candles. The power is out again, and only now do we remember how earlier we’d lit
wicks for all the rooms of the house.

•

There are some things that don’t add up, but then again, what ever does? For example, I will
never know where Lillian is if she isn’t here, right here beside me. She is my ghost and I am hers.
And the eyes, the eyes in all the rooms, following me, on the back of my head? That could be
imagined. Or it could be anticipation—that I’ve been waiting for Boris in the form of Orlando to
arrive.
Show me a sign, is what I’m always thinking.
But actually it’s Mark catching me from behind, Mark asking what I’m doing. I thought he was
asleep and feel instantly guilty because really what I’m doing is looking for dildos and who looks
for dildos at a time like this, when you feel like you and everyone you know is dead?
“Nothing,” I say, and slam the drawer. No dildos. Never any dildos. “Looking for the emergency
numbers.”
“They’re downstairs in the cupboard. I can show you.” Down the stairs we go. It must be ten
o’clock at night. Perhaps Mrs. Fender is giving a magnificent hand job to a bank man in a rain-glistened parking lot at this very moment. Some things are better left unknown.
He opens the cupboard and I say, “Ah, yes. There they are. You are so right. Good thing I have you
around.” Then we sit at the kitchen counter after I take the three carrots from the fridge, an act,
I believe, of motherly affection. We don’t eat, but stare at them. Still life.
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“Mark,” I say. “Is Tobias dead?”
“Yeah,” says Mark. “Tobias was Mommy’s first boyfriend. She said he died in a car a long time
ago.” He says this so casually.
“Oh. He’s not your brother?”
Mark shakes his head. “I don’t have a brother. Mommy used to talk about Tobias to Lil. Lil used
to come over and play with me and ask about Tobias.”
“Did Tobias die on his way to California? Did he have a dog named Orlando?”
“I dunno.” Mark has picked up a pen and begun to draw on some spare paper. “Where’s California?”
“What else did your mom tell Lillian?”
“Like, what he’s like. Mommy calls a psychic and she says Tobias is an angel and watches us.”
“Like a guard dog?”
“Like a good dog.”
If there’s a Tobias for Mrs. Fender, there’s an Orlando for Lillian. If there’s an Orlando, there’s a
Boris, and if there’s a Boris—even a whisper—well, us two girls can make it out of here, fatherless but alive.
I look at the picture Mark has drawn.
“Who’s that?”
“Abraham Lincoln.”
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“Oh, that’s nice,” I say, though the rendering, made with a ballpoint pen, is somewhat Rorschach.
“Sometimes Abraham speaks to me,” says Mark. “At night. Mommy says I have the third sight.”
He draws what could be a mole on what might be a cheek.
“What does he say? Abraham, I mean.”
“Heed us.”
Then the dark peace we’ve discovered is broken by crashing boots walking through the front door
and I scream, seeing that, unfortunately, there’s no time for emergency numbers in an actual
emergency. I try to grab Mark to bring him down to the floor behind the island, but he’s up and
running away and shouting, “Daddy!” I’m too frightened to go after him, the one who confronts
the intruder, the boy who talks to Abraham Lincoln. This is exactly how some people must die.
No electricity. A dead landline. A fainthearted girl who has insulted the ghost of a boy another
boy’s mother loved, a mysteriously kept spare room on the second floor, dildos so well hidden
you’d have to hack through the floor to get to them, like in that Poe story we read in English with
the heart, but not a heart, a pulsating dildo, because maybe, just maybe, there’s nothing sacred
or beautiful in this world. Just death for the dying. It all makes some kind of sick sense.
“Who are you?” asks a man with a beard and very wet jacket and I scream again, and I die.
But I’m not dead and he’s looking down at me on the floor, cradling Mark in his arms, who has
his face embedded in the man’s burly neck.
“I’m the babysitter,” I croak, cold and dumb as a snow angel.
“Aw, shit,” says the man, and then apologizes for the curse. “Don’t tell Mom I said that.”
Then Mrs. Fender walks in through the same door and her hair is all mussed and lipstick is pale,
and she’s wobbly in her heels, and I’m like, suddenly getting it, this is the father of her child.
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“I told you I could be home early if you were going out tonight,” the man says. There is just no
love there in his voice.
“I didn’t think you’d get the night off,” says Mrs. Fender.
“I can get every night off, any night off, if you just tell me what you’re doing.”
“I’m going upstairs,” says Mrs. Fender, and then, “pay the sitter, won’t you.”
These are all horrible things to hear. I’m dead on the floor, I’m melting into the carpet.
Mrs. Fender disappears up the stairs like an actress for the stage. The man takes out some bills
and hands me $100. I’m being paid to keep a secret, to keep this quiet, all of this, to keep their
world silent.
“You need a ride home?” he asks, but I say no, I’ve got my bike, and the storm, it’s subsided.
Is there anything sadder than what is happening right now?
I touch the man’s leg and say, “Can I help you put him to bed?” and he says, “Sure,” and we go
upstairs together.
Mrs. Fender’s bedroom door is closed, and instead of taking Mark into his room, we go into the
other bedroom, and let him rest on that bed. The man takes off his jacket and hangs it up in the
closet, and I see the clothes there are also the clothes of a man, his clothes. This is his room. And
that’s when I want to flee.
What in this world is good?
I see what Lillian has done. Of course she didn’t want to keep coming here. The family is—and
this is when I actually want to cry—better than ours.
I say goodbye to the man, and then I ride my bike slowly up a hill, through the streets, over a
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bridge. There is not a car, not a sound, but, I’m imagining the eyes of a dog in every other window, staring softly at me, no barks in their throats, being nothing, nothing more than the good
boys that good boys are meant to be.
I’m going to tell Lillian something terrible, something that will haunt her as much as it’s haunted me: that Boris is not Orlando, that Boris and Orlando are nothing, that hope is dead, and
that nothing is ever meant to be, and Lillian can lie to me and say she already knew it, that she
knows everything first, that the world is actually a very terrible place, that there is such a thing
as love and then it disappears leaving a complete vacancy, goodbye forever, goodbye, over the sea,
goodbye, and that its disappearance, no, that letting it go (any angel might tell you this in their
conniving little way) is the only way to be free.
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BIG JOE

by Brian Manton

Big Joe Williams drank peppermint Schnapps and Gordon’s gin and, when he’d had enough, you
likely couldn’t decipher his words to find out why he was so angry with you. He drank from the
bottle but poured liquid tension into other peoples’ rooms and stomachs. You’re not leaving ‘til
he says so.
Joe was born in Crawford, Mississippi in 1903. He was short but bullish and barrellous enough to
still be called Big Joe. He spoke with a thick Piney Woods accent through fewer and fewer teeth
as time went on. In his early years he travelled the United Sates as a blues troubadour playing
wherever he could – juke joints and brothels, lumber camps and railroads, store fronts and alleyways. Unlike many other bluesmen of the time, Joe never kept a side job. Joe just played and
moved on to each next gig. He signed with Bluebird Records in 1935, brought in by talent scout
Lester Melrose, and helped establish the small band ‘Bluebird sound’.
In the 1960s, Guitarist Michael Bloomfield travelled with Big Joe, through Illinois and Indiana,
Missouri and Mississippi, to be introduced to a cartography of bluesmen – names that mapped
the form: Tampa Red, Komoko Arnold, Jazz Gillum, Sonny Boy Williamson, J. B. Lenoir, Lightnin’
Hopkins. Their journeys were sweetened by Joe’s big-hearted sober compassion and soured by
that air-raid-siren look in his small eyes once the turn was on him. But when he played… when
Big Joe played he had access to this full range. Force applied with beauty. Barely tamed music
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beaten with shoulder wide fingers. He bullied the strings and sweated the frets. His constant
victim, a nine string Silvertone. An extra three strings, moral support for the usual six – each
coerced into a custom tuning that prevented others from stealing Joe’s style.
1963, the American Folk Blues Festival. A small wooden stage, smaller with Big Joe’s tree stump
presence. A reverent introduction gives way to quiet. The lull is strangled and thrown to the
floor by chords under fingertip punches and plucks of precise imprecision. His heel effortlessly taps out the percussion of heavier movements. “Baby please don’t go.” His voice dense and
knotted like him. The music seems squeezed from him. Reluctant toothpaste becoming granite
sculpture, revealing shapes that were already there.
A thick hand covers the Silvertone’s mouth, quiets her strings to submission. “Before I be your
dog.” He grips her neck and retraces the refrain in quieter notes. Big Joe sings please don’t go to
mean you go on and run now. The bigheart starts pumping that liquid tension. The words are grimaced and his eyes are small again. A last strum starts angry but ends with that next-morning
sober compassion.
In the Encylopedia of the Blues, Gérard Herzhaft writes that Baby Please Don’t Go is “one of the
most played, arranged, and rearranged pieces in blues history.” I was lead to Big Joe through Van
Morrison’s rendition; an airy version without the same menace or heartache. I can’t listen to that
any more. It’s cut short every time by a single fingertip punch.
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MY BABY IS GONE (1)
by David Ishaya Osu

Have you seen my baby?
—Asa
i
That day we
drank milk
to no return
ii
This is a story
of sweats
sperms and
unripe blood...
...piling
in my palm
my bed
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iii
She was still in her trousers
when the night broke
guns held in waistcloths
iv
I cannot see
in the mirror
again my face
have you seen
my window
closed?
Or, is there
another sky
for a dead bird?
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MY BABY IS GONE (2)
by David Ishahya Osu

Can I say I’m sorry...?
—Asa
i
Yesterday is with us
in our pockets
our sheets
and tongues
but the baby has gone
ii
When you peel the clouds
will you see a skin
like mine?
will there be
a song to
welcome?
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iii
Not an empty
nest, please; give
us a lily bed
iv
If drums do not call us
what will?
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A FLIGHT OF VOICE
by José Sotolongo

The first time he lost his erection, the April he turned forty-six, he thought, “Oh, oh. Here we go.
Downhill.” But he had had too much wine with dinner, and Ramona was her usual placid self.
She went to sleep and that was that. But Alfred stayed awake and worried. There were other little
things happening to his body the past few weeks. Legs heavy going up stairs. Inability to clear
morning phlegm from his throat.
The next time they tried to have sex a few days later the erection was there but didn’t last.
His doctor prescribed a pill that worked, but you had to plan an hour or two ahead, and who did
that? Who scheduled sex as if it were a dental cleaning?
Ramona was less of a good sport about it the second time. He kissed her nipples and used
his hands, and she responded, but there was a subtext of irritation to her vocalizations, an atypical restraint. The third time they tried she just kissed him and said, “It’s okay, hon. Let’s just go
to sleep.” Her good cheer had always been a comfort to him, like a canopy over their bed, and he
felt it levitating away.
That May, Alfred was at the grand in the living room practicing a Bach fugue in G minor,
which he had played in concert dozens of times. He ruined a section that came after a brief pause,
his fingers not able to resume in time, and he stopped playing, confused and scared. He had been
flubbing phrases the past few weeks in pieces he practiced frequently, pieces he had recorded
and played for years. He didn’t understand why it was happening, and wondered whether it was
a function of his getting older. But he knew that pianists worked well into their seventies and
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eighties, and often got better in those decades.
This total freeze of his fingers today was new. He felt his forehead covered in cold sweat.
Ramona came into the living room from the den, where she was painting, brought in by the prolonged silence.
“Something wrong?”
“I don’t know what’s going on. My fingers just stopped.”
Alfred held out his hands and watched as they twitched. He thought he might faint. Ramona went to him and took his right wrist. “What the hell is this all about?” she mumbled.
He took a break and went to the den with her to watch cable news, which she kept on
while she worked on her paintings for an upcoming show. Instead of going back to the oils, she
sat with him on the sofa and ignored the table by the window with the paints and brushes. She
held his large, right hand and massaged the fingers, then did the left. Her own hands were childlike, proportionate to her compact body. Her short fingers had a precision with the brushes that
was surgical.
“When’s the next concert?” she asked.
“Two weeks. Chicago.” He stood up. “This is crazy. I have to get back to work.”
“Maybe you need a break. We haven’t had a vacation in years.”
“I’m booked solid the next year. I can’t just blow that off.” He had raised his voice, which
he only did when she interrupted him in the middle of a piece, something she rarely did. And as
usual when he flared at her, she raised her eyebrows and walked away, back to her painting. Her
body, the size of a twelve year old, remained erect and proud.

•

The headline for the review in the Chicago paper was “Titan Falls.” Alfred never read
reviews, but at the airport, waiting for the flight home, he winced and sank in his seat when he
saw the banner on a paper held by a man sitting across from him. And indeed, the evening had
been disastrous, the audience applauding politely at the end, a humiliation that contrasted with
the exuberant greeting his reputation elicited when he first appeared. He made several gaffes in
every piece, and considered stopping at intermission, but was incredulous of what was happening, convinced that it would resolve at any moment. The chilled sweat on his forehead and his
upper lip dripped on his hands and the keyboard.
After the last piece on the program, the subdued ovation stopped after his first exit, and
the audience did not bring him back, the first time in his career he had not played an encore or
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two. He went back to his hotel confused and terrified, declining an invitation to dinner by patrons
of the concert series.
When he landed in Newark the next day, his legs felt stiff and heavy as he exited the
plane. He wished he had walked around during the two hour flight. On the jetway into the terminal, his right leg stopped moving mid-step and he fell, landing on his carry-on. Several passengers
stopped and helped him up. He was embarrassed, being mistaken for a frail invalid, and declined
further help. In the terminal he sat down to catch his breath and tried to move his stiff legs. He
rested his hands on his lap, and saw that they were flapping as if they were waving at someone.
He fumbled for his phone and called Ramona.
“Can you come get me?”
“Al, you have the car.”
“Something’s wrong. I can’t drive. Please find a way.” He hung up.
Ramona found a neighbor who drove her the twenty miles from their home in Maplewood to the airport, and found Alfred in the baggage claim.
“Something’s up with you. You need to see Dr. Stevens,” she said once she had pulled out
of the parking lot. “I’ll make the appointment when we get home.”
“You’ll do no such thing. Nothing’s wrong. I’m fine most of the time.”
Ramona stayed silent the rest of the drive home. When Alfred tried to climb the stairs to
the bedroom, he had to stop at every step as she watched from below. That evening, while they
were in the kitchen getting leftovers assembled for dinner, she said, “We have an appointment
with Dr. Stevens tomorrow at one.”
Alfred picked up the open container of chicken salad he had just set on the table and
threw it on the floor. Ramona looked at the mess, looked at him, and walked out of the kitchen.

•

Dr. Stevens greeted them with his usual big smile, long white teeth surrounded by cinnamon lips in a sienna face. He examined Alfred alone, then brought Ramona into the room.
“I have a suspicion of what it is, but I think you should see a neurologist.”
“A neurologist?” Alfred’s tone was skeptical. Ramona looked at him as he shook his head.
“What is it? What do you think it is?” she asked.
“I want a neurologist to confirm, but I think it’s Parkinson’s.”
“How can that be? Aren’t I too young for that?”
Dr. Stevens shook his head. He had small pimples on his neck from shaving. “Not at all.
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Some forms start early.”
Ramona drove home. They were silent most of the way. “I don’t like that Dr. Stevens,”
Alfred said.
“He’s always been good to us. He’s never been wrong.”
“Well, he’s wrong now. I want a second opinion.”
“The neurologist will be the second opinion. She’s the expert. Even Stevens said that,
right?”
Alfred said nothing else the rest of the ride.
On the driveway, Ramona saw he was trying but not succeeding in swinging his legs out
of the car. When she went to lift his struggling legs, he swung his hand at her face but didn’t
make contact. She stepped back and watched as he stumbled out and took small steps into the
open garage, then closed the passenger door he had left open.
The neurologist was a stout, middle-aged Indian woman who shook both their hands
but did not smile. She wore no make-up and her grey-streaked black hair hung straight down to
her jawline. She examined Alfred, giving short commands, not making eye contact: stand, hold
out your hands, walk heel to toe. She checked the muscle strength in his hands, his legs. It took
almost an hour. Afterwards she spoke to them and looked at Ramona more than at Alfred.
“Given how recently this started, the quick progression, and my findings today, I would
say you may have ALS, also known as Lou Gehrig’s Disease.”
Ramona gasped, and Alfred’s mouth was paralyzed, all saliva gone. He thought he might
faint, saw spots in his vision.
“We’ll need to do an MRI.” Dr. Singh said. “It will be diagnostic.”
At home, Alfred went to the den and looked at Ramona’s paintings, dynamic, colorful
abstracts that he loved. He wanted to touch the textured layering of the paint, which always
brought him pleasure, but wasn’t sure they were dry enough yet. He turned the TV on, not wanting to even look at the piano.
In the kitchen, Ramona read online:
		
…characterized by relentless degeneration of corticospinal tracts, anterior horn cells, or both.
		
Symptoms include muscle weakness and atrophy, emotional lability, and respiratory compro		
mise to the point of needing mechanical ventilation. Death is usually from complications asso		
ciated with immobility and respiratory failure. There is no treatment other than supportive
		measures.

•
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He tried practicing the day after he saw Dr. Singh, but his fingers on the keys were erratic,
disobedient, the notes he produced so wrong and slurred he closed the keyboard, rested his head
on the grand and tried to cry, thinking that doing so would ameliorate his hopelessness and sense
of doom, but all he could do was whimper like a puppy. Ramona stayed away in her corner of the
house, finishing her abstracts for the show.
For a few days his symptoms seemed to improve, or at least not worsen, and he tried playing the fugue again, but his ears could not stand the butchery. He tried an easy Chopin etude, and
produced a recognizable, amateurish version. But he persisted, thinking the MRI might prove the
neurologist wrong, and that he should practice for the day when a hitherto obscure treatment
resolved his illness, whatever it was. He would relish rubbing Dr. Singh’s face in her own presumptive and wrong diagnosis once the MRI results were in.
He worsened again two days later, the day of the MRI, and he awoke having trouble
speaking clearly, his tongue sluggish in his mouth. When he got the results from Dr. Singh on the
phone, his vision darkened for several seconds, and he felt the abyss of unavoidable death, now
certain and proximal. The hopelessness paralyzed him as he stood by the phone, until Ramona
put her arms around him and cried. He didn’t push her away, but did not hug back, and his eyes
stayed dry, desiccated by anger.
He called his agent, who didn’t recognize his slurred, staccato speech.
“Alfred?” Jerry said. “What’s wrong?”
“ALS. Lou Gehrig’s Disease. No cure.” It came out: Ay-eh-ess. Oo Gue-igs Disiss. Oh cue.
“Can you put Ramona on?”
“This has nothing to do with Ramona. I can’t play anymore. Cancel Boston.” This nah’n to
do Ramona. I can’ play ‘neemore. Cancel Bossen.
“Boston? That’s in three weeks. No chance you can get better by then?”
“Jerry. Please. Cancel everything.”
After he fell twice, he allowed Ramona to help him in and out of the tub. She bought a
plastic shower seat. “It looks like a fucking nursing home in here,” he said.
He started having trouble getting in and out of bed or a chair, but struggled without
asking Ramona for help. She watched out of the corner of her eye. When he remained still, head
down in defeat, she swung his legs from the bed to the floor, or gave him an underarm assist out
of a chair with her forearms. No sooner was he in the new position, he swung his hand at her in
annoyance, but didn’t make contact.
A few days after the MRI results, Ramona tucked a napkin under his chin to catch the
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forkfuls that fell off on the way to his mouth.
“I have my show in San Francisco next week,” she said as she was clearing the kitchen
table.
“Already?” Ohreddeh?
“I’ll be gone four days.”
“You have to go?”
She didn’t answer right away. “We’re going to need the income now more than ever.” Her
voice was just above a mutter. She continued loading the dishwasher without looking at him.
Alfred struggled to push his chair back away from the table. She went behind him and
pulled it out, then offered her forearm for him to hold on to. He swatted it and the smack was
like the crack that ignites lightning. She sat down at the table and looked at him. Alfred looked
for anger or reproach, his just rewards for the eruption of nastiness, but saw nothing other than
sadness, maybe even distress, in the wrinkles of her forehead.
“We need to hire a nurse to be here while I’m gone.”
“I don’t need a nurse. You’re not a nurse, and you do fine.”
“An aide, then. There are agencies in Newark.”
“Let’s not rush into this. It’s expensive, and I don’t want a stranger here. I should be fine
for a few days.”
“I’m not asking.” She got up and continued loading the dishes. When she was done, she
said, “Call me if you need help getting up.” She stopped on the way out of the kitchen and looked
at him. He nodded, keeping his chin tucked.

•

Esperanza was massive, although shorter than Alfred. Her biceps looked like footballs under her
scrubs, her thighs like traffic cones, and the hips basketballs flaring out from an impossibly narrow waist. Her narrow shoulders and proportioned breasts looked like transplanted parts from a
normal human.
Ramona brought her in the day before her trip to show her the house and the routines,
but after an hour she wanted to leave.
“It’s okay. I’ll figure it out. I’ve been doing this ten years.”
She didn’t look more than twenty to Alfred. He didn’t like that she patted his shoulder
and called him “Papi.”
“I’ll see you tomorrow, Papi,” she said as she put the keys Ramona gave her in her shoul210
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der bag.
He didn’t like that she didn’t ask if he needed help. When he made a move to get up from
the sofa she sprung up and hoisted him as he mumbled “Give me a chance to try.” She made him
sandwiches in the kitchen while he watched TV, and she brought her own food in plastic containers she washed before packing them back in her shoulder bag. He wanted her food: black bean
salad fragrant with cumin; golden, deep-fried ham croquettes; sweet, glossy plantains. When she
lifted the lids off the containers, the redolent garlic, pimentón and olive oil made his sandwiches
smell like cat food, and he wanted to reach across.
On her last day, she turned off the TV after her telenovela was over. Alfred was on the
sofa nearby, reading a score for a Satie Gymnopédie he had planned as an encore months ago.
He missed the discipline and craftsmanship his profession demanded, the sense of accomplishment, the pride in his virtuosity. He remembered Dr. Singh, in a singular moment of humanity,
explain when she discussed the MRI with him that the present day would be the best he would
ever have, to live every moment. But he remained entangled within the strings of the piano, his
identity shaped by the scores he had studied and brought to life. The grand had been silent now
six weeks.
Esperanza had seen him reading scores every afternoon. “You play?” she gestured her
chin at the grand.
Alfred looked up and nodded. His left hand held the score while his right fingers moved
over phantom keys.
Esperanza tilted her head to the side, expectant. “I love piano music.”
When Alfred didn’t look up again she went to the shelves that held CD’s. “A lot of piano.”
She pulled out one of the cases and studied the front. “Oh my god,” she said.
Alfred glowered at her, lips tight. He closed the score. She was holding his recording of
Bach’s Well-Tempered Clavier, the source of the fugue in G minor he had been working on when his
symptoms became undeniable. He was afraid of it now, as if even just hearing it would bring him
another devastating catastrophe.
He tried to get up, and she rushed to him. This time her arms went around his chest in a
tighter hold. It felt like an embrace to him, her breasts on him. He could smell her talcum powder, and he held his nose to her neck. It was a physical intimacy he hadn’t felt in a long time, and
he felt a surge of blood and a swelling in his genitals. He had to stop himself from putting his
hands on her buttocks and pulling her pelvis into his.
He shuffled to the piano, sat down, adjusted the bench. With each hand he played just
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one note, then another, a third. The sounds brought back to him the heaven he had known, and
he remembered Dr. Singh’s words, which had seemed like platitudes at the time. He played the
fugue, slurred, phrases cut off. He omitted embellishments, smited grace notes. He pummeled
through the disaster to the end, and closed the lid over the keys.
Esperanza’s applause was frenetic, a machine gun of appreciation. Pathetic, Alfred
thought, an audience of one, and an ignorant one at that. “Thank you,” he said. And suddenly he
was exhausted. “Take me to bed. I need to rest.”
She lifted him, gave him her arm, and this time he took it. Her skin was covered in a hush
of fine fawn down, and he let his fingers drink in the soothing softness. At the bedside she braced
him with her formidable biceps to lower him, then swung his legs onto the bed.
Alfred looked at her round face, brown eyes too small, but with a glint. He raised the hand
that was closer to her, not wanting to touch her, necessarily, but in gratitude for her listening, her
admiration. He missed that so much, the contract between musician and listener. I’ll perform for
you, and you give me your attention, your adulation. Gone. Just like he suspected Ramona would
be at some point. Three days in California, and she had called only once, another door closing.
Esperanza didn’t take his hand, but placed her own on his shoulder, something he had done once
at a funeral with a bereaved spouse. He couldn’t even flinch.
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SILENCE (FOR ARVO PÄRT)

by Jerrod Schwarz

When I listen to you, everything
in a house becomes intentional.
The old lampshades in the closet,
laminate floor rippling in winter,
holes from someone else’s picture frames.
You make houses look like the limestone
that grows around curled up fossils:
I’m cutting asparagus in someone’s skull,
I’m watching TV in the cave of a pelvis.
The only things I remember
from my father’s first house
are mahogany. A highchair, a bunk bed,
a coat hanger I inherited;
its feet are loose, and its brass fingers
are the color of an ordinary stone.
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RECOVERING THE SATELLITES:
Coming Back into Orbit with my Father, July 2002
by Katie Darby Mullins

My parents both managed record stores before I was born, and I was baptized into rock
‘n roll early on. My dad taught me how to use a turntable when I was three because I wanted to
listen to Beatles records in their entirety. I’ve never suffered from the disillusion that music was
“just entertainment”; it is sacred and it is our family language. He took me out of school to go to
concerts (or, in one particularly strange afternoon in my young life, to mourn the loss of George
Harrison), and he always had the right song for the moment. I remember one night—I couldn’t
have been older than ten—he came up to my bedroom and quietly woke me, motioning to the
door.
“I have an idea, and I want you to be there,” he said.
Texas thunderstorms are strange beasts: they make a lot of noise without always actually
being as dangerous as they seem. But that night, the lightning was menacing, and we walked
down the stairs lit up by the occasional bolt. When we got to the formal dining room—where no
one ever ate, but his stereo and record collection lived—he’d lit candles all around. He had his
favorite Doors collection cued up perfectly to “Riders on the Storm,” and there we sat, a ten-yearold girl and her father, in the thunderous darkness with Jim Morrison’s voice cutting through
the absence of our human noise. It’s hard to disregard how important music is when you have
memories like that.
This is why after he’d divorced my mother, months after I’d stopped talking to him, when
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he called and asked how he could make up with me, I said, “I want to see the Counting Crows
open for The Who on the Fourth of July.” Before he could say, “OK,” I added, “In Sacramento.”
I knew that would be the dealbreaker: it was too far to drive from Dallas, and more money than I could even imagine at 16 to fly. As a teenager, I was slight and dorky, with braces not
only on my teeth, but also on my back. But I’d picked up some Counting Crows records at Tower
Records downtown, and I already understood that they were going to be “my” band. Outwardly,
I was unaffected by my parents’ divorce, but inwardly, I needed the comfort of “Daylight Fading” and “Catapult.” I would sit in my room for hours in front of my boombox, the only music
system in the house that hadn’t moved across town to my dad’s new apartment. (That formal
dining room had been converted to, well, a dining room—though still, no one ate there.) With
my Fourth of July ultimatum I challenged my dad to an expensive, time-consuming expedition.
Honestly, I knew I was being a smart-aleck when I did it.
But somewhere deep in my teenage disaffectedness, I remembered the concerts we’d gone
to as sacred moments: the time he told me that he’d buy me tickets to see Paul Simon and Bob
Dylan if I washed his car (and did); that night, we saw them play “The Boxer” together. Once, we
went to see Tom Petty, and the Wallflowers opened; when Petty came out to sing “American Girl”
in the encore, he introduced Jakob Dylan by saying, “I used to babysit this kid!” Somewhere deep
in the recesses of my mind, I knew that the things I was seeing weren’t just important to me, but
to whole generations. None of that, by the way, did anything to calm how angry I was at him.
The one memory that did? My first real concert. I was thirteen, or maybe twelve, and I
wanted to see Natalie Merchant play at the Bronco Bowl. It was a deeply important moment in
time for me, and I remember being so nervous to get ready for the show. I wanted to honor the
experience by dressing up in my best outfit. When I came down the stairs in my crushed velvet
matching skirt and shirt, my father took one look at me, went back in his bedroom, and then
came back out dressed in a suit.
We were the best dressed people at the bowling alley. He never flinched.
Something about that moment stuck out to me, reminded me that my father had always held my needs and desires at his core, somewhere. And despite everything—the women
he brought around that I hated, my intense, fierce loyalty to my mother—I felt like if I made the
hurdle high enough, if he cleared it, I could forgive him.
This to say: I shouldn’t have been surprised when he called my bluff the next week with
plane and concert tickets.

•
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Pete Townshend argued they didn’t have much of a choice. “I don’t feel I know for certain that John
would have wanted us to go on,” he wrote in his online diary. “I simply believe we have a duty to go on, to ourselves, ticket buyers, promoters, big and little people. I also have a duty to myself and my dependent family and
friends.
							 – Andy Greene, Rolling Stone, May 2014

•

There are a few important things to know about me to understand the emotions surrounding what happened next: first, I believe in ghosts and fate. I always attribute it to having
been born in the south, but we all know that Dallas isn’t traditionally “the south,” not like New
Orleans or Birmingham. What I mean, I guess, is that I’m superstitious. This is not a trait either
of my parents share with me. My superstitious nature has probably baffled and confused them
at times. Knowing that about me, though, must have terrified my father in the days and weeks
leading up to this concert. I presume he read each change of the wind as something I’d interpret
as a “sign.”
For once, though, I was relatively at peace. Even if the trip was awful, I’d get to see the
Counting Crows and The Who. Dad and I hadn’t been to a bad concert yet (minus one folk-singing songwriter from the 1990s who was a little disappointing), and I couldn’t imagine we’d stop
now.
A few days before the show, my dad called me on my brand new gold Nokia cell phone.
I had gotten so used to sending his calls to voicemail, it almost felt strange to answer, but here I
was.
“Hey Dad.” It felt so casual.
“Katie, have you seen the news?”
My heart stopped. I don’t know why. I can presume it was that I was still living in the post
9/11 shadow, but I sincerely doubt I was that worldly. I was a self-involved teenager. My guess is
I was reacting to the anxiety in my dad’s voice.
“What happened?”
“Katie. It’s John Entwistle.”
There’s no way to say it but to say it: Entwistle had overdosed in a Las Vegas hotel room
surrounded by questionable people and circumstances. Sure, Roger Daltrey and Pete Townshend
had toured as The Who after Keith Moon had died, but to lose the whole rhythm section? My
dad’s voice trembled. I knew he could read my thoughts:
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If this falls apart, maybe it’s not meant to be.
I’m 30 years old now, and that sounds so ridiculous. But at the time, I was looking for
signs and directions everywhere. I didn’t have a roadmap for dealing with my father, a man I’d
loved dearly, and—if I’m being honest—I still loved, passionately, even in my anger. It was almost
easier to write him off.
“What are we going to do?”
He sighed. “I guess we wait.”
Pete Townshend has never been comfortable with the decision they made, though I doubt
he would have been comfortable either way: but his and Daltrey’s decision to go on may have
saved my father’s and my relationship. When they decided to play that first show, July 1 at the
Hollywood Bowl, we knew our plans were on and went forward accordingly.
My most vivid memories from that trip feel like a scrapbook about the Counting Crows.
First, when my dad picked me up in his car to go to the airport, he had a copy of Recovering the
Satellites sitting in the console between our seats, which I read as tacit approval of my taste,
something I always craved from him. Second, I remember going to a record store that smelled
like patchouli; I pored through the vinyl and stumbled on a practically-new copy of Recovering the
Satellites on LP. I bought it, even though I knew there was no record player at home anymore. It
was an unspoken promise to myself that I’d be visiting my father again.
But my most visceral memory is the concert itself. The show was outside in a huge amphitheater, and I have to imagine it meant almost as much to the thousands of people who were
standing around me. We were surrounded by the heavy smell of expensive concert beer and the
thick California heat, which seemed so different from the dry air of Dallas to me. I was coated in a
layer of dust and sweat, though my dad had stuck a silky hibiscus with a blood red center behind
my ear, and my skin smelled sickeningly sweet. And as the final notes to “Richard Manuel is Dead
(If I Could Give All My Love)” rang out in the California dusk, I remember the soaring electric
guitar for “Have You Seen Me Lately?” screaming in, piercing the air, and making the whole trip
worth it. For those four minutes, I was on fire. At one point, Adam Duritz reached out over the
crowd and pointed somewhere towards the back, wailing, “I thought someone would notice/ I
thought someone would say something if I was missing/ Well, can’t you see me?” and I leaned
over to my dad, whose hand had found its way to my shoulder. “He’s looking right at me,” I
yelled.
Of course he wasn’t. But teenage narcissism knows no bounds, and I just knew that he
was singing my song for me. My dad nodded and smiled, and then yelled, “He is—look, he’s
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pointing at you!” We both knew he wasn’t, somewhere in our hearts, but in another world, the
narrative was this: a man and his daughter reconnect through incinerating lyrics about loss and
loneliness, his arm around her shoulders while the band sings just to them. There are fireworks
at the end. (That’s actually true: it was July 4th, after all.)
The Who were phenomenal, too, and watching them that night, I was almost able to slip
back in time and watch my father see them for the first time. He’d seen them on the Quadrophenia tour in the 1970s, and that was how he always trumped any argument that John Bonham was
a better drummer than Keith Moon—
“How? How could anyone be better than Keith Moon? When I saw them on Quadrophenia, he was playing drums, singing backup, occasionally hitting other percussion, and running
the track that kept the whole show on time.” He always had a gleam in his eye when he talked
about it. And now, here we were: an empty spotlight fell in Entwistle’s traditional stage-space,
and the band seemed, if not somber, at least full of the gravity of loss.
Roger Daltrey, at one point, stepped out of his dancing and normal frontman duties to
sing “Love Reign O’er Me,” which seemed to wash the crowd with a quiet understanding. He
meant this. So did my dad. He stood there with tears in his eyes, watching one of his favorite
bands after one of mine. I leaned into him.
That trip was the beginning of my new relationship with my dad, one that was honest
about pain and loneliness. I turned into an adult listening to Recovering the Satellites. When we got
home, things were different—not just for us, but for my whole family. Within the next year, my
parents began dating each other again. They’re still happily remarried. The Counting Crows were
a conduit through which we learned how to talk to each other again, how to be honest about
what we felt.
Recovering the Satellites is a record about Adam Duritz. It’s about how he got famous overnight and the way that changed his life forever, and not always for the better. It’s about the women he loved who couldn’t live with his lifestyle: it’s about the voices in his head and the way they
torment him. But it’s also a record about me and my dad. The same way “Love Reign O’er Me”
is a song about lovers and it’s a song about any all-consuming, powerful love. The same way that
empty spotlight still echoes for Pete Townshend, and for me, and for my father, as a reminder of
what could have happened, had we not had the music to guide us.
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REEVES GABRELS

From the series “David Bowie’s Sidemen”
by Daniel M. Shapiro

I could map the evolution of my guitar sound by pulling a page from a refrigerator manual. My
chocolate-in-peanut butter moment: a kitchen jam during which I got too close, felt the interference of compressor cutting in line, evaporator fan motor shouting answers without raising its
hand. Through my amplifier, their unkempt voices became a gospel choir, faith that bypasses an
atheist’s heart. We all hear spirits while we try to get to sleep. I scoop mine from the frost, stuff
them in a crate for roadies to tote. I would go hungry to tear coolness down for its parts.
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MELLON COLLIE DAYS
by Robert Hinderliter

One day when Baxter was a high school freshman, his pre-algebra teacher, Mrs. Gutierrez, turned around from the chalkboard with a surprised look on her face.
“Through the blue window, exponents can be expressed as a tornado siren,” she said.
Then she smiled, dropped her chalk, and collapsed, cracking her head against the corner of her
desk. A girl in the front row screamed. Baxter sat motionless, his pencil hovering over his notebook. She had looked right at him before she fell. Later, he heard a rumor that she would’ve
survived the stroke. It was the blow to the head that killed her. That was Baxter’s first encounter
with death.
The next year, Baxter’s mother accidentally used salt instead of sugar in her famous banana pudding. A week later, she tore down all the family pictures and threw them in the basement. There were too many lips, she said. How could anyone stand to look at all those lips?
Within three months she was nearly blind. She stumbled through the house cursing or howling
with laughter. Creutzfeldt-Jakob disease, the doctors said. Her brain was disintegrating in her
head.
They moved her to the hospital for round-the-clock care. Baxter’s dad took leave from
the telephone company and slept on a cot in her hospital room. Baxter visited three times. On
his final visit, his mom grabbed his hand, dug her fingernails into his wrist, and soiled her pants.
That was the last time he saw her. Seven months after ruining the banana pudding, his mother
died. She was 48.
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After the funeral, his father had some bad news. His mom’s Creutzfeldt-Jakob disease
was the familial variety, which meant it was genetic, which meant there was a 50% chance Baxter
would inherit it.
“But it won’t appear until your late 40s or early 50s,” his dad said. “Maybe they’ll have a
cure by then. And even if it’s in your DNA, you can still live a full life.”
“A full life?” Baxter said.
“Well, all the fun stuff happens when you’re young anyway. After 45, it’s all impotence,
hemorrhoids, and an enlarged prostate. These days it takes me five minutes to take a leak.” His
dad laughed loudly, then stopped and grabbed his son and hugged him so hard that Baxter felt all
the air had been squeezed from his lungs.
Soon Baxter began suffering from insomnia. He’d be listless during the day and exhausted by late afternoon, but under his blanket in the dark, his mind would whirl with thoughts of
sickness and death: the fear in his mother’s eyes as she babbled pitifully, or the way Mrs. Gutierrez had smiled as the blood vessel burst in her brain. Most of all, he thought about the last
time he saw his mom—the pain from her nails on his wrist, the curl of her lip as she released her
bowels, the sound and the smell… That final memory played over and over in his mind.
The only thing that helped was music. With his headphones on, his Discman tucked
beside him under the covers, he was able to escape into the sounds of The Smashing Pumpkins,
Rage Against the Machine, or Korn. If he turned up the volume, the music would drown out the
dark thoughts until eventually he could fall asleep. He had to change his Discman batteries every
three days.
One night a month later, Baxter was lying in bed listening to Mellon Collie and the Infinite
Sadness and missing his mom desperately when he noticed a faint flicker of light in the corner of
his room. It was a small ball of illumination, wavering and barely visible. Slowly, as Baxter pulled
off his headphones and sat up in bed, it began to expand into the shape of a human figure. Baxter
sucked in a breath, paralyzed with fear. The figure was still hazy, like a staticky TV channel, but
now he could see that it was a woman in a long dress.
Baxter gulped. “Mom?”
The light grew brighter, the edges sharper, and then suddenly it moved, taking one tentative step toward the center of the room. As the figure became clear, Baxter realized it wasn’t his
mother.
It was Mrs. Gutierrez.
She took a few more steps and then stopped at the foot of Baxter’s bed. She looked
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around the room, squinting, her expression confused. When her eyes fell on Baxter, her face
changed from puzzled to fearful. She took a step back, and as she did so, her form grew dimmer.
Another step back and her body broke apart into shards of dying light, and then the room was
dark.
Baxter sat in bed without moving for a long time. Eventually he got up and waved his
hand through the space where Mrs. Gutierrez had been. When he climbed back into bed, he held
his Discman against his side but didn’t put on his headphones. He stared at the darkness in the
corner of his room.

•

He didn’t tell anyone about the ghost. Every night over the next six months he watched
the darkness for any sign of the figure, but she didn’t appear again. Maybe it had been a dream,
he thought, or a hallucination brought on by exhaustion and grief.
At the start of his junior year, with his dad’s permission, he dropped out of school. He’d
always been an average student, but after his mom’s death his grades had plummeted. The sleepless nights led to many sleep-filled classes. Plus, it was hard to muster any motivation to study
iambic pentameter or the economic effects of the New Deal after realizing that life was just a
steady march toward a horrific end.
He didn’t bother to tell any of his classmates he was dropping out. He’d drifted away from
old friends and retreated so far into himself that now everyone at school just left him alone. It had
been months since he’d had a conversation longer than a few sentences with anyone other than
his dad.
Job opportunities in Haskerville, Kansas, population 700, were scarce, but Baxter found
a position working maintenance for his high school. On his first day, his boss put him on
groundskeeping duty and sent him out to the equipment shed to meet his partner.
When he got to the shed, he found a short, tan man in sleeveless shirt with massive biceps refueling a weedeater. The man looked up and mumbled something when he saw Baxter.
“What?” Baxter said.
The man set down the weedeater, picked up a can of Dr. Pepper, and spit a long stream of
tobacco juice into the can. He had a golf ball-sized wad still tucked in his cheek.
“I said you must be my new assistant.”
“I think Mr. Duffry said I’d be your partner.”
“Uh huh.” The man walked over to Baxter and looked him up and down. “How old are
you?”
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ease?”

“Seventeen.”
“Shit.” The man narrowed his eyes. “You that kid whose mom died from mad cow dis-

Baxter glared at the floor. “Creutzfeldt-Jakob disease.”
“Say what?”
“It’s like mad cow disease.”
“Well that’s what I said, ain’t it?” He spit into his can and swirled its contents. “Anyways,
I’m sorry about that, bud. That’s real tough. Working will do you good, though.” He gestured to
the weedeater. “You know how to use one of them?”
“Sure.”
“Well, grab it and let’s go.” As they walked out of the shed, the man stuck out a hand.
“I’m Garrett,” he said.
Garrett was 26, a Haskerville High graduate. After school, he’d spent two years working
on his family’s farm, followed by one year in jail, followed by two years at Taco Bell, followed by
one more year in jail. Now he was beginning his second year as a maintenance worker.
“Seems like I got one more year before they lock me up again,” he told Baxter, “that being
the pattern of my life and all.”
The first football game of the season was that evening, so Baxter and Garrett had to prepare the field. Baxter trimmed around the bleachers and goalposts while Garrett drove a riding
lawnmower.
After cutting the grass, they painted the lines by stretching a string from one side of the
field to the other and following it with a motorized field striper. Baxter walked ahead, stepping
on the string to keep it in place, while Garrett pushed the striper.
“What were you in jail for?” Baxter asked.
“First time? Arson. Accidently burned my uncle’s tractor.”
“And the second time?”
“Accidently burned my uncle’s pickup.”
The striper rattled and hummed as it coughed white paint onto the grass.
“How is it you keep accidently burning your uncle’s vehicles?” Baxter said.
“Some people don’t learn the first time,” Garrett said.
They painted the ten-yard lines first, and then refilled the striper before starting the sidelines. When they finished, Baxter looked down the line by the visitor’s bleachers and cocked his
head to the side.
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“It’s not very straight,” he said.
“It’s straight enough,” said Garrett. “These kids ain’t goin’ pro.”

•

The job wasn’t so bad. Eight hours of trimming trees, blowing leaves, and spraying poison on weeds made Baxter exhausted enough to sleep at night. Still, he spent most of his free
time alone in his room listening to music or playing PlayStation, avoiding any thoughts about the
future.
After two months of work, he came home and found that his dad had left a book on his
bed: Reach for the Stars! Preparing for the GED Test. Baxter took it into the dining room and dropped
it on the table where his dad was doing a crossword puzzle and having a drink. A bottle of rum
and a two-liter of Sam’s Choice Cola stood next to the newspaper.
“Careful, that’s from the library,” his dad said, looking up. The Haskerville Public Library
was a few bookshelves in the living room of a retired chiropractor who had adopted dozens of
disabled cats and dogs. The litter box by the young adult fiction was wheelchair accessible.
“I’m not taking the GED,” said Baxter.
“You know, they say the best way to be happy in life is to look for the positive in every
situation, no matter how bleak.” He added a splash of rum to his glass, took a sip, then added
a splash of Sam’s. “But what do they know? In my experience, the happiest people are the ones
with lots of money.”
“I like my job.”
“And it’s fine for now. But eventually you’ll want something that pays a little more, and
those jobs don’t go to people who haven’t finished high school.”
Baxter grabbed a cup from the counter, sat down, and poured himself some cola. It was
warm.
“And I’m sorry to pull this card on you, but think about your mom. You think she’d want
her son to be uneducated?”
“Well, it doesn’t matter what she thinks anymore, does it?” Baxter said bitterly, looking
away. Immediately a cold burst of shame filled his chest, but he set his jaw and let the words hang
in the air.
Baxter’s dad stared at him for a minute. Finally, in a gentle tone, he said, “Remember how
when you were young you wanted to be an architect? You and your mom would sit for hours
building these massive Lego cities. And she was always on your case about studying math.”
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“I’m not going to be an architect.”
“Certainly not without a GED.”
“I’m not taking it,” Baxter said. “What would be the point? My brain’s going to rot out of
my head in twenty years anyway.”
“More like thirty years.” His dad grimaced and set down his drink. “I mean, never. Probably.” He held up his hands in a helpless shrug. “Come on, Bax. Are you just planning to waste
your life because you might get sick in the future?”
“I’m not going to waste it. I just don’t see the point of struggling and suffering and most
likely failing when in the end it doesn’t mean anything. I think Mom would agree. I mean, she
was almost fifty, and all she did was give baths to old folks down at the Home.”
Baxter’s dad shook his head. “She was a light in the lives of those people. And she was
a remarkable woman: a tango dancer, Native American history buff, chess champion of her university, talented flutist, sponsor of two African children…I could go on. But above all, she was a
wonderful mother to you. And she gave everything she had every day.” He downed the rest of his
drink and set the glass down hard on the table.
Baxter stared down into his cola. “She sure gave me something special, didn’t she?”
His dad crossed his arms and let out a long sigh. “I can’t force you to take the test, Bax.
But your future is coming one way or the other.”
Baxter finished his cola, stood up, and grabbed the book from the table. In his room, he
lay on his bed and opened it to the first page. He started reading, and then stopped and sniffed.
He pressed his nose into the book. Was that…?
Cat piss. He threw the book across the room.

•

One Friday morning in October, Baxter was picking up trash from behind the football
field concession stand when Garrett pulled up beside him on the riding lawnmower.
“Hey! Did you hear that?” Garrett cut the mower’s engine and raised a finger in the air.
“Shh…”
Baxter listened intently. “Huh? I don’t hear anything.”
Suddenly, Garrett leaned to the side and let loose a monstrous fart. He nodded in approval.
“Jesus,” Baxter said. He backed away with a hand over his nose.
“Oh come on, it don’t stink. I’m all bark, no bite.”
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This wasn’t the first time Garrett had made a point of sharing his flatulence. Sometimes
Baxter would be hosing weeds with poison or doing a touch-up paint job on a fence when suddenly he’d hear an earth-shaking blast. He’d look up to see Garrett fifty yards away waving and
grinning.
“That doesn’t sound healthy,” Baxter said.
“Ah, it’s fine. Just my protein shake talkin’.”
Garrett got up at 6:00 AM every morning to get in a workout before his shift started at
8:00, he explained. After hitting the weights he drank a creatine and whey protein shake.
“Gives you a little gas, but big guns,” he said, flexing his bicep. “It’s totally worth it. Girls
love muscles.”
“I’m sure they love smelling your rotten insides too,” Baxter said.
“I hold it in for the girls. I’m a gentleman.” He gave Baxter a questioning look. “You like
girls, bud?”
“Yeah.”
“You a virgin?”
“No.”
Garrett sighed. “Yeah, you’re a virgin. Oh boy.” He shook his head with disappointment.
“We can’t have that.”
“I’m not a virgin,” Baxter said, trying to give his voice conviction, but Garrett was deep in
thought and not listening.
“Alright, I’ll tell you what,” Garrett said. “You have plans tonight?”
“I don’t know.”
“You and me are gonna take a trip to Pratt. I’ll make some calls. Don’t worry, we’ll take
care of this.”
“Hold on. I don’t think I should—”
But Garrett had already started up the tractor. He slapped Baxter on the shoulder and
rode off toward the field.
At home that evening, Baxter got a call from Garrett.
“It’s all arranged,” Garrett said. “Her name’s Brittany, my friend’s sister. She’s a student
at PCC, and she’s down for anything.”
“No way. I’m not going with you to Pratt to…” From the phone in the kitchen, Baxter
glanced over to the living room where his dad was stretched out on the couch watching a Royals
game. “I’m not going.”
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“Look, bud, I’m pullin’ up in front of your house in an hour and layin’ on the horn till you
come out.”
“I won’t come out.”
“Then I guess you won’t be gettin’ any sleep tonight.”
“I don’t think my dad will let me go.”
“You’re seventeen! It’s a Friday night! I’ll be there at eight. You better wash your pecker.”
Garrett hung up.
Baxter leaned against the wall by the phone. How had he let himself get roped into this?
But Garrett wasn’t taking no for an answer, so he might as well ask his dad.
His dad was thrilled. It had been ages since Baxter had gone out with friends. He gave
Baxter a ten dollar bill and told him not to let Garrett drink and drive.
“If you need a ride, call me,” he said. He took a sip of rum and cola. “And I’ll call someone
who’s sober.”
In the shower, Baxter spent five minutes scrubbing his crotch. Garrett had been right—he
was absolutely a virgin. He’d had one awkward kiss after an eighth grade dance, but all his sexual
experiences since then had been with lingerie catalogs or his parents’ R-rated VHS collection.
After his mom died, he’d gone four months without touching himself. What if she was looking
down at him? Some nights his hormones got the best of him, but not often. The shame outweighed the pleasure.
After he toweled off, he found an old bottle of his dad’s cologne in the back of the medicine cabinet and splashed some on his neck. He pulled on a polo shirt and khakis and looked at
himself in the mirror. He knew he should feel excited if he was really about to lose his virginity,
but instead he just felt numb.
At 8:00, Garrett drove up in a rusty Chevy pickup and honked. When Baxter climbed in
the passenger seat, Garrett coughed and rolled down the windows.
“Shit. Did you use the whole bottle? This girl won’t care how you smell. I’m telling you,
it’s a sure thing.”
Baxter’s house was on a dirt road near the edge of Haskerville. They rolled through stop
signs until they reached Main Street, the only paved road in town, and then headed over the railroad tracks, past the water tower and grain elevator, and turned east onto Highway 54.
The sun was just setting—a wide endless sky streaked with purple and orange in the rearview mirror. Garrett gunned the truck to 70, passing a semi on the two-lane highway. He flipped
down his sun visor to reveal a CD organizer with mostly hard rock and metal: Pantera, Slipknot,
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System of a Down.
“I got a new subwoofer a few months ago,” he said, cranking the volume on a Limp Bizkit
song. “Feel this bass.”
The whole truck rattled. Baxter’s head jostled against the seat. The glove box came unlatched and fell open, dumping a half dozen empty chewing tobacco cans on his lap.
Twenty minutes later they pulled up in front of Brittany’s apartment on a quiet street a
few blocks from Pratt Community College. Garrett killed the engine and rubbed his hands together.
“All right! Are you ready?”
“I guess so.”
“Come on, how about some enthusiasm? It’s the end of your childhood! A boy goes in, a
man emerges.”
Baxter nodded. His head was still throbbing from the ride.
“One more thing,” Garrett said. “I bet you didn’t come prepared, did you? And I don’t mean
pouring a bottle of Stetson down your drawers.” He rummaged in his pocket and pulled out a row
of three condoms. “Best advice of the night, bud: use a new one every time.”
Baxter took the condoms and stuffed them in his pocket.
Brittany lived in the basement of an old two-story house that had been separated into three
apartments, each floor with its own entrance. To get to Brittany’s, they had to walk around to the
side and descend a short, leaf-strewn stairway.
The young woman who answered the door didn’t seem thrilled to see them. She was
dark-haired and wide-hipped, wearing jeans and a black hoodie, and she had a nose piercing—a
small silver bead poked through her left nostril. She glanced at Garrett and then eyed Baxter
skeptically.
“What’s up, Britt?” said Garrett. “This is Baxter. He’s my assistant. He has mad cow disease.”
“He has what?” she said, taking a step back.
“Guess I didn’t mention that,” Garrett said.
“I don’t have it,” Baxter said, his face flushing. “I mean, I might get it later, but not now.”
He gave Garrett a dirty look.
“Is he contagious?”
“Don’t think so,” Garrett said. “All the same, I wouldn’t swallow.”
“Go fuck yourself.”
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Garrett grinned. “Guess I’ll leave you kids to it, then. I’ll be over at Frankie’s. Just call
when you’re ready.” He tussled Baxter’s hair and then clomped back up the steps.
“What a jerk-off,” Brittany said when he’d gone. She turned around and Baxter followed
her inside.
Despite the low ceilings and crumbling concrete, Brittany’s apartment felt cozy. Christmas lights strung along the walls weaved around surreal paintings and maps of fantastical worlds
populated with sea monsters. One of the paintings depicted a woman standing in a forest clearing who appeared to be Brittany, but great elk antlers tangled with vines had sprouted from her
head.
“My sister painted that,” Brittany said, noticing Baxter staring. “She painted all these.
Can you believe she’s only 15?”
“They’re amazing.” Baxter nervously stuck his hands in his pockets. He felt his face flush
when he touched the condoms.
Brittany led Baxter down the hallway to her room. Inside was more soft lighting and a
spicy, earthy smell. A stick of incense burned on her dresser. A TV hooked up to a PlayStation sat
on a small table across from Brittany’s unmade bed.
“Have a seat,” she said, gesturing to a beanbag chair on the floor. She grabbed a small box
from a shelf and then sat down a few feet from Baxter, leaning against her bed. “You smoke?” She
opened the box and took out a baggie of weed and some rolling papers.
“I never have,” Baxter said.
“You want to?”
He thought for a second and then nodded. She started rolling a large joint.
“So what’s the deal with your mad cow disease?”
Baxter hesitated. This was the last thing he wanted to talk about. But refusing to answer
would be even more awkward. “It’s called Creutzfeldt-Jakob disease in humans,” he said quickly.
“My mom died from it last year. I might get it when I’m her age.”
Brittany licked the paper as she finished the joint. She shook her head. “That sucks. Really.” She lit the joint and took a big drag, then leaned forward and passed it to Baxter. “You’re
gonna cough,” she said.
He did. But then he took another drag and tried to hold it in his lungs for as long as he
could. He passed the joint back. The sweet, skunky smell wafted around them. They sat for a
while and smoked without talking.
Eventually Brittany said, “You know, I’ve got my own health thing too.” She massaged her
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temples. “I get these dizzy spells sometimes, like the room starts spinning and I want to puke. It
started a year ago when a wasp flew in my ear.”
“Huh?” Baxter said. He was trying to focus on his cognitive functions. Was he feeling
anything yet? He couldn’t tell.
“I was at the park, and it just flew right up in there, like it wanted to make a nest in my
brain or something.”
“Did you go to the hospital?”
“No way. I didn’t move. I just sat perfectly still and waited for it to leave. The buzzing was
like a chainsaw in my head. It was in there for like an hour.”
“And now you get dizzy.”
“Yeah. The doctor said it must have fucked up my inner ear. Something to do with crystals.”
Baxter laughed. “You have crystals in your head?”
“It’s a real disorder, asshole. Pass that back.”
He hadn’t realized he was holding the joint. He looked over at Brittany. It seemed suddenly that the distance between them had stretched to a mile. How could he possibly hand her the
joint over such an immense distance? Instead he sunk deeper into the beanbag and grinned.
Brittany sighed and climbed to her feet. She plucked the joint from Baxter’s hand and
walked over to a CD player on the shelf. “Have you heard of the Bone Grottos?” she said.
Baxter shook his head to her back.
“They’re from Oregon. This album’s called Last Night on Earth. The singer wrote it on his
deathbed. He was in his thirties, but he got skin cancer. It was on his scalp, under his hair. Really
horrifying shit. Anyway, check it out.”
As the album started, she came back over to Baxter and nudged him with her foot. “Scoot
over,” she said. She sat down beside him, shoulder against his shoulder, and handed him the
joint. They sat and smoked and listened to the music, exchanging a few words now and then.
Some songs were slow and plaintive, others were fuzzed-out and bouncy, with jangly guitars and
kooky keyboards behind the singer’s hoarse, emotional voice.
Baxter’s brain felt like it was caught in the surf on a beach, strange waves washing over
it and then retreating, tossing it around in the sand. One minute everything seemed staggeringly
funny, and he would giggle like a child at anything Brittany was saying. A minute later he would
be enraptured by the music, all the lyrics imbued with wondrous meaning. The last line of one
of the songs made his eyes well with tears, but a few minutes later he couldn’t remember it. He
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looked down at Brittany. She’d slumped low in the bean bag and was resting her head against his
side. He said her name.
“Hmm?” She was staring ahead blankly and didn’t look up.
“I saw a ghost.”
“What?” She sat up and scanned the room. “Here?”
“No, no, no. Last year, after my mom died.”
Brittany relaxed again. She tucked her legs underneath her and scrutinized Baxter. “You
saw your mom’s ghost?”
“No. It was my math teacher. She died in the classroom when I was a freshman. Her ghost
came to my bedroom.”
“Oh damn. What did she do?”
“She just looked at me. But it was like she was scared, like she could see this fog of death
hovering over me.”
“Why would she be afraid of death? She’s already dead.”
“Maybe it’s scarier for the dead than it is for us.”
“Wow,” Brittany said, shaking her head. “You’re kind of fucked up, aren’t you?”
“The doctors say there’s a fifty percent chance I’ll get what my mom had. But I know I’ll
get it. I can feel it inside me already, just lurking there. And until then I have to walk around with
this curse.”
“You’re not cursed, dude.”
“You don’t know.”
“I know you’re being a jackass.” Her eyes locked with his. “Yeah, death sucks. It’s frightening and mysterious and confusing. But so is life.” She rubbed her eyes with her palms. “Especially when you’re high.” She took a deep breath. “In the end, you’ve got a choice: you can be a
mopey asshole, or you can use the time you have left to try and do cool stuff. It’s not complicated.”
They sat in silence for a few minutes. Last Night on Earth ended.
After a while, Brittany gestured to the TV.
“Wanna play Tekken?” she said.
As the PlayStation booted up, Brittany rummaged under her bed for the second controller. Baxter stared at her butt sticking out, curvy and tight in her jeans. He’d almost forgotten the
reason he’d come to her house. “Why did you agree to hang out with me tonight?” he asked.
“Garrett said he had a friend who needed cheering up,” she said, half her body still under
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the bed. “And I was bored. Ah ha!” She came back out with the controller. “That guy’s sweet,
in a way, but dumb as a box of rocks. I made out with his friend one time at a party, and now he
thinks I’m the easiest lay in Southwest Kansas.”
They played Tekken for an hour until Garrett called to say he was coming by. When he
pulled up, he gave five long honks.
At the door, Brittany handed Baxter the Last Night on Earth CD.
“You can give it back to me next time,” she said. “Burn a copy if you want. But don’t
scratch it.” She gave him a quick, tight hug and then closed the door.
In the truck, he returned the condoms to Garrett.
“Oh no, she didn’t tell you she was on the pill, did she?” Garrett said. “They always forget
to take that shit.”
“We didn’t do it.”
“No? I thought it was a slam dunk.” He shook his head sadly and then sniffed and looked
over at Baxter. “You sure got high as fuck, though. You’ll need to air out those clothes. And let’s
get you some eye drops.”
They stopped at the Kwik Shop at the edge of town. Baxter cleaned the store out of Peanut M&M’s and Cool Ranch Doritos.
As they drove west on the empty highway, windows down and high-beams cutting
through the night, Baxter put in the Bone Grottos CD. He closed his eyes, reclined his seat, and
listened to the music.
“What’s this garbage?” Garrett said. He flipped down the sun visor and pulled out a CD.
“Here, put in Puddle of Mudd.”

•

Five months later, Baxter was sitting in a small classroom at Hutchinson Community
College to take the GED test. HCC was an hour and a half from Haskerville, but it was the closest
testing center.
There were six other people in the room: five more test-takers of various ages, and the
test proctor, a short, red-faced man with enormous sweat stains under the arms of his dress shirt.
The proctor was eating lunch during the test. The sound of him chewing his turkey sandwich and
licking mayo off his fingers was the only noise in the room.
They’d started with the social studies test and then moved on to science. They were hard,
but Baxter felt he’d passed them both. His current test, the hardest yet, was math. He’d puzzled
over pie charts and simplified fractions and grown dizzy staring at circles, hoping their circum232

OPOSSUM Fall 2017 FINAL+.indd 232

9/15/17 11:20 AM

ferences would reveal themselves. His head was throbbing, and he only had ten minutes to finish
nearly half the test.
At first it just seemed like a dryness in his eye, or a dust mote on his eyelash. He blinked
a few times and stared down at the paper on his desk. But it didn’t go away—a fuzzy patch in his
vision, an awkward bending of light. He looked up and squinted at the front of the room. There,
hovering in the air next to the proctor’s desk, was a blurry, distorted ball. As he watched, it advanced toward him, stretching and elongating, slowly taking a human shape. No one else seemed
to notice it. The proctor glanced at his watch and crunched on a carrot stick.
Baxter’s pencil shook in his hand as the figure drew nearer. Under his breath, he whispered its name: “Mrs. Gutierrez.” His math teacher, come back to help him in his moment of
need.
But it wasn’t Mrs. Gutierrez. As the figure glimmered into focus, its features became
clear. It was a short woman with glasses and a bouncy perm, her round cheeks dotted with
freckles. She glided over to Baxter’s desk and stood above him. He looked up into his mother’s
eyes. Time stopped and the rest of the world disappeared. His mouth hung open. She leaned
down—he could hear a faint crackle of energy—and pressed her lips against his forehead. He felt
the warmth of her kiss. And then she pulled back, smiling softly, and faded away.
Baxter sat motionless, staring at the empty space beside his desk.
“Five minutes!” the proctor said.
Baxter took a few deep breaths. Then he looked down at his test. It was a disaster. But
fuck it—he could take it again. There was, he realized, plenty of time.
He started filling in C’s for every answer. After the first few, he started laughing. The
proctor gave him a confused look, and a few of the other test-takers glared. He laughed and
laughed as he filled in one C after another, all the way down to the end.
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INCISIONS

by Lisa Couturier

1.
The skin of her fat belly
was warm as I slipped
my hand inside
her oily pouch
searching for babies
she possibly left behind.
No hiss or growl left in her.
No more nomadic journeys
driven by her hunger
under the moon each night.
Just this summer
afternoon on the road
and me kneeling, beside her,
closing her eyes,
her nose pointing toward
the forest, blood trickling
from her frostbitten ears.
I am sorry, I said, as I
tugged on the slackened muscles
of her ancient opossum body
carved open by a car,
her feet like black stars.
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2.
Deemed necessary to proceed with cesarean section.
Patient placed in dorsal, supine position, with leftward tilt.
Skin incision with scalpel.
Entered sharply.
Fascia nicked midline.
Vesicouterine perioneum identified and tented up.
Uterine incision extended laterally with bandage scissors.
Fetal vertex delivered atraumatically.
Nose and mouth suctioned on incision.
Remainder of fetus delivered.
Cord clamped and cut.
Infant handed off.
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CONTRIBUTOR NOTES
Gabrielle Calvocoressi “A 24 Hour Sit-In with Gabrielle Calvocoressi” (interview) Gabrielle Calvocoressi’s first book, The Last Time I saw Amelia Earhart

(Persea Books, 2005), was shortlisted for the Northern California Book Award

and won the 2006 Connecticut Book Award in Poetry. Her second collection,
Apocalyptic Swing (Persea Books, 2009), was a finalist for the 2009 Los Angeles

Times Book Prize. Persea Books realeased her third book of poems, Rocket Fantastic, this fall. Calvocoressi’s awards and honors include a Stegner Fellowship,
a Jones Lectureship at Stanford University and a Rona Jaffe Women Writers’

Award. She is Poetry Editor at Large at the Los Angeles Review of Books and
Assistant Professor and Walker Percy Fellow in Poetry at the University of
North Carolina, Chapel Hill.

Matt Caprioli “All That Beauty” (essay)

Matt Caprioli is a writer in New York City. His essays have appeared in Best Gay
Stories, Mr. Beller’s Neighborhood, and Cirque Literary Magazine. He was a journalist

in Alaska with The Anchorage Press for three years. He has also contributed to
The Huffington Post, Worn Stories, and The Paris Review Daily. He holds an MFA in

creative writing from Hunter College. His memoir on escorting, Love Is What
You Pay For, is forthcoming. Say hi on Facebook: mattcaprioliwriter.

Cyrus Cassells “Looking for a Do-Right Child” and “Maceo Reveals his
Insufficient Sweetie” (novel excerpts)

Cyrus Cassells is the author of five acclaimed books of poetry: The Mud Actor,
Soul Make a Path through Shouting, Beautiful Signor, More Than Peace and Cypresses,

and The Crossed-Out Swastika. His sixth book of poems, The Gospel According to
Wild Indigo, will be published in March 2018 from Southern Illinois University
Press. His first novel, My Gingerbread Shakespeare, and his first play, Riders on the

Back of Silence, are forthcoming. Among his honors are a Lannan Literary Award,
a William Carlos Williams Award, a Pushcart Prize, two NEA grants, and a

Lambda Literary Award. He is a Professor of English at Texas State University
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Yu-Han Chao “Sleeping Beauty” (poetry)

Yu-Han Chao was born and grew up in Taipei, Taiwan. She received her MFA
from Penn State, taught at UC Merced, and is working towards a degree in

nursing. The Backwaters Press published her poetry book, We Grow Old, and her
short story collection, Sex and Taipei City, is forthcoming with Red Hen Press.
Her website is www.yuhanchao.com.

K Chess “The Beard” (fiction)

K Chess lives in Massachusetts. She has published work in The Chicago Tribune’s Printers Row Journal, PANK, Cutbank Online and others. She won Mid-

western Gothic’s 2015 Lake Prize and was runner-up for the 2015 Nelson Al-

gren Award for Short Fiction. K’s first novel is forthcoming from Tin House
Books in 2018.

Jennifer Lynn Christie “Boris the Bloodhound” (fiction)

Jennifer Lynn Christie’s stories have appeared in Memorious, Atticus Review,
PANK, and elsewhere. She earned an MFA in Creative Writing from Oregon

State University where her Master’s Thesis (a collection of short stories) won
the OSU Outstanding Thesis Award. In 2012 she received the Salem College

International Literary Awards’ Reynolds Price Fiction Award, judged by Kate

Bernheimer, and has been nominated for Pushcart and Best of the Net prizes. In
addition to writing fiction and book reviews, she serves as the Assistant Small
Press Editor for Entropy. You can follow her on Twitter @MadameCatPony.
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Lisa Couturier “The Ways I Know Her” (essay) and “Incisions” (poetry)

Lisa Couturier, a vegan and animal advocate, is a 2012 Pushcart Prize winner

for her essay “Dark Horse” and a notable essayist in Best American Essays
2004, 2006, and 2011. Her chapbook, Animals / Bodies, won the 2015 New England Poetry Club Chapbook Award. Her first book, an essay collection, is The

Hopes of Snakes (Beacon Press). She lives on land that is designated an Agri-

cultural Reserve in Maryland, not far from Washington, DC. When she is not
messing around with her horses, she is working on a memoir about them.

Timothy Dailey-Valdés “Selena” (poetry)

Timothy Dailey-Valdés lives and writes in Central Texas. His work has appeared
in North American Review, Assaracus, The St. Sebastian Review, and other journals.
He has worked on the editorial staffs of Bay Laurel, Southwestern American Liter-

ature, and, most recently, Front Porch Journal, where he served as Poetry Editor.
He earned his M.F.A. in Creative Writing from Texas State University in 2016.

In his spare time, he mostly alternates between daydreaming and battling neu-

rosis. For the morbidly curious, more information is available at timothydaileyvaldes.com.

John Edgar, Publisher & Co-Founding Editor

John Blanton Edgar (J. Edgar), began writing late in life after a stint as a medic

in the Army and a decade spent in biomedical research. Originally from the

Appalachian foothills of East Tennessee, he has lived, worked, and studied in
Oregon, Montana, Iowa, and Texas, where he currently teaches writing at Texas
State University. He has an M.F.A. in fiction and recently finished his first novel,
Year of the Monkey. He also writes poetry, memoir and has a record collection that

weighs more than all of his friends, combined. He plays old guitars through ab-

surdly tiny amps, consumes books ravenously, and is genuinely honored to read
and publish your work. You can contact him at opossum.jedgar@gmail.com

238

OPOSSUM Fall 2017 FINAL+.indd 238

9/15/17 11:20 AM

Darcy Jay Gagnon “Bashovia” (essay)

Darcy Jay Gagnon is an essayist with particular interests in music, musical cultures, and hybrid form Japanese poetry. Originally from the mountain side of
Maryland, he is presently pursing his MFA in Creative Nonfiction from George
Mason University.

Lois Marie Harrod “Interview with Piano” (poetry)

Lois Marie Harrod’s 16th and most recent collection Nightmares of the Minor Poet
appeared in June 2016 from Five Oaks. Her chapbook And She Took the Heart

appeared in January 2016, and Fragments from the Biography of Nemesis (Cherry

Grove Press) and the chapbook How Marlene Mae Longs for Truth (Dancing Girl

Press) appeared in 2013. She is widely published in literary journals and online

ezines from American Poetry Review to Zone 3. She teaches Creative Writing at

The College of New Jersey. Links to her online work at www.loismarieharrod.
org

Andrew Hincapie “A 24 Hour Sit-in with Gabrielle Calvocoressi”

Andrew Hincapie received his MFA at Texas State University in San Marcos,

where he taught undergraduate writing and worked as co-editor of Front Porch
Journal and Southwest American Literature. His work has been featured in The

Written River and with Yes Yes Books’ Vinyl Poetry, and he was chosen as a finalist for the 2017 Knightville Poetry Prize with The New Guard Review. He
currently lives in Colorado.
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Robert Hinderliter “Mellon Collie Days” (fiction)

Robert Hinderliter’s fiction has appeared or is forthcoming in Phoebe, Gargoyle,

Fourteen Hills, SmokeLong Quarterly, Cleaver, and other places. He grew up in Kan-

sas, received an MFA from Oregon State University, and now teaches English
at Chosun University in Gwangju, South Korea.

Ashton Kamburoff, Co-Editor of Poetry

Ashton Kamburoff is a poet from Cleveland, Ohio, but he didn’t do it for the

money. He left “The Land” to settle in Smithville, Texas, where he serves as the
2017-2018 L.D. & Laverne Clark Writer in Residence. His work has appeared
(or is forthcoming) in Proximity, Calamity, Rappahannock Review and other literary journals and he currently holds a “below average” rating on chess.com

Ani King “Lonely Heart” (flash fiction)

Ani King lives in Lansing, Michigan. She is the founder/Editor in Chief of Syn-

tax & Salt: Stories, and a comprehensive list of her published work can be found
at thebittenlip.com.
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Mark Lager “Blind Willie’s Eclipse,” “December 3, 1927,” and “Blind Willie’s Third Hour of Darkness” (poetry)

Mark Lager earned his MFA in Creative Writing from the University of Cen-

tral Arkansas. He is currently staying in Mexico. His work has been published
in Chiron Review / Circumference: Poetry in Translation / Columbia Journal / Denver
Quarterly.

Shayla Lawson “Pilot Jones” and “Sierra Leone,” (poetry)

Shayla Lawson is the author the forthcoming I Think I’m Ready to See Frank Ocean
(Saturnalia Books, 2018). She has written for Salon, Guernica & ESPN. She is a
2017 MacDowell Fellow.

Andrew Luft “Half Light” (poetry)

Andrew Luft was brought up in the raucously quiet suburbs of Columbus,
Ohio. When Andrew was five, he and his father would tear through the pow-

er-washed streets of downtown Powell, shouting the lyrics of Meat Loaf’s

“Paradise By the Dashboard Light” from car windows while innocent bystanders shielded the ears of their young ones. As a grown-up, Andrew has gone to

Alaska to pursue an MFA in Screenwriting, as well as to make even more un-

solicited noise. His writing has been published or is forthcoming at apt literary
magazine, Driftwood Press, and Poetry City, USA, among other places.
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Brian Manton “Big Joe” (flash nonfiction)

Brian Manton is an Irish writer and short film maker from the Viking-settled

city of Limerick. He is not a Viking but wouldn’t mind a go off of one of their
boats. “Big Joe” was written in response to Geoff Dyer’s But Beautiful, a book

of creative non-fiction that explores the lives of jazz musicians with prose that
danced through the flow of their music.

Katie Darby Mullins “Recovering the Satellites: Coming Back into Orbit
with My Father, July 2002” (essay)

Katie Darby Mullins teaches creative writing at the University of Evansville. In

addition to being nominated for the Pushcart Prize twice and being the associate editor of metrical poetry journal Measure, she’s been published or has work
forthcoming in journals like Day One, The Rumpus, Hawaii Pacific Review, BOAAT

Press, Harpur Palate, Prime Number, Big Lucks, Pithead Chapel, The Evansville Review,

and she was a semifinalist in the Ropewalk Press Fiction Chapbook competition and in the Casey Shay Press poetry chapbook competition.

Jefferson Navicky “The Folk Songs of Washington County” (fiction)

Jefferson Navicky was born in Chicago, and grew up in Southeastern Ohio.
He earned degrees from Denison University and Naropa University. He works

as the archivist for the Maine Women Writers Collection, teaches English at
Southern Maine Community College, and lives in Freeport, Maine with his

wife, Sarah, and their dog, Olive. His work has been published in Smokelong
Quarterly, Hobart, Tarpaulin Sky, Birkensnake, and Fairy Tale Review. He is a recipi-

ent of a Maine Arts Commission grant and a Maine Literary Award for Drama.
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Leah O’Sullivan “Five Variations on a Blackbird” (fiction)

Leah O’Sullivan has had prose and poetry works published in CrossCurrents Literary & Arts Magazine, Wetlands Magazine, SPANK the CARP, Route 7 Review, and

Mackenzie Publishing. She has received the Esther Wagner Fiction Award for her

short story, “The Dying.” She lives in the San Francisco Bay Area, and will be
attending Mills College to work toward an MFA in Creative Writing Prose in
the fall of 2017.

Rebecca Jean Olson, Poetry Co-Editor

Rebecca Jean Olson is into Bach, hip hop, and witch pop. She has an MFA in
poetry from Oregon State, and has published work in PANK, cream city review,

Dogwood, and a few other journals. Originally from Minnesota, she lives and
writes in Portland, Oregon. You can read some of her poems at rebeccajeanolson.com.

David Ishaya Osu “My Baby is Gone (1 & 2)”

David Ishaya Osu’s poetry has appeared in Poetry Wales, Transition, Vinyl, Pitts-

burgh Poetry Review, New Coin Poetry, The Bombay Review, among others. He is

a board member of Babishai Niwe Poetry Foundation, and he has received a
Pushcart Prize nomination. David is currently the poetry editor of Panorama:
The Journal of Intelligent Travel and is at work on his debut poetry book.
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Elena Passarello “Sackerson (Ursus arctos) 1601 (essay)

Elena Passarello’s essays on pop culture, music, performing arts, and the natural world have appeared in Oxford American, Creative Nonfiction, Virginia Quarterly

Review, and Iowa Review as well as the anthologies After Montaigne (UGA Press
2015), I’ll Tell You Mine (University of Chicago Press 2015), and Cat is Art Spelled

Wrong (Coffeehouse/ Walker Art Center, 2015). Her first book, Let Me Clear My

Throat (Sarabande, 2012) won the Independent Publishers’ gold medal for nonfiction and was a finalist for the Oregon Book Award. Her latest book, Animals

Strike Curious Poses (Sarabande 2017) is the native home of her essay “Sackerson

(Ursus arctos) 1601.” We are deeply grateful to Elena and Sarabande for the
opportunity to share “Sackerson” with our readers.

Jon Ross, Managing and Co-Founding Editor

Jon Ross lives with his wife, three chickens, and a kink-tailed cat named Kiki
in his hometown, Portland, OR. He has an MFA in fiction/non-fiction from
Oregon State University and has published work in The Oklahoma Review and

The Oregon Stater. He’s taught classes on David Bowie and is working on a
memoir paralleling his grandmother’s passion for Hawaiian pop star Don Ho

with his fascination for the Thin White Duke. You can reach him at opossum.
jonross@gmail.com.

Natassja Schiel “Finding My Father” (essay)

Natassja Schiel is currently an MFA candidate at the University of California,

Riverside and is the recipient of The McQuern Graduate Award for Nonfiction.
She is writing a memoir about working as an exotic dancer in Guam.
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Jerrod Schwarz “Silence (for Arvo Pärt)”

Jerrod Schwarz is a 2017 graduate from the University of Tampa’s MFA pro-

gram and is also the managing poetry editor for Driftwood Press. He has been
published in Dirty Chai, Scapegoat, Four Ties Literary Review, and others. The
above things are a little mundane. In his day to day life, Jerrod does whatever

he can to escape the heat of his Floridian climate, and has been known to take
part in staring contests with alligators who would challenge an otherwise refreshing swim.

Daniel M. Shapiro “Reeves Gabrels” (poetry)

Daniel M. Shapiro is the author of The Orange Menace, Heavy Metal Fairy
Tales, How the Potato Chip Was Invented, and The 44th-Worst Album Ever. He
is the senior editor and reviews editor of Pittsburgh Poetry Review.

Jackie Sizemore “What We Play For” (fiction)

With no hometown to speak of, Jackie Sizemore comes from the Rustbelt, the
South, and Tokyo. Her work has previously appeared in Paper Darts, Literary Or-

phans, The Evansville Review, Eastern Iowa Review, and is forthcoming in Ravishly’s

Long Reads. In 2017 the Wyoming Arts Council awarded her a Professional De-

velopment Grant. Jackie writes freelance articles on education and pop culture,

and currently runs her own academic and writing coaching practice, Point of
View Consulting. Follow her @sizemorepov
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José Sotolongo “A Flight of Voice” (fiction)

José Sotolongo is a physician, born in Cuba. He has been writing since his early
teens, and got his first rejection at age eleven from the Reader’s Digest. His prose
and poetry have appeared in several publications, including The Write Room, The

Peacock Journal, Literary Nest, and Atticus Review. He lives with his husband in the

Catskills of New York, where he is completing a novel.

Pamela Murray Winters “Candles, Gnarled” (essay), “Blessing” and “‘For
now, Elvis can meet and talk with his fans’” (poetry)

Pamela Murray Winters, a former music journalist, lives in Maryland. Her first

collection of poems, The Unbeckonable Bird, will be published by FutureCycle
Press in summer 2018.

photo by Annaliese Tassano

Steve Young “Willows”

Steve Young has an MFA in Fiction from Vermont College of Fine Arts. He has

published thirteen previous short stories including in recent issues of the Saturday Evening Post, The Wild Word, Woven Tale Press and others. Two of his stories
have been nominated for Pushcart Prize and BASS awards. Young grew up in

Vermont and now lives in Albuquerque, New Mexico. He’s been a public radio
reporter/editor/news director for most of his career and has filed over 150
news stories and features to NPR. In 2007, he won a DuPont-Columbia award,
the highest annual award for broadcast journalism in the nation for his radio

work. You can see many of his stories (both fiction and journalism) on his website: http://mugwahnews.org
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Kimberly Alexander Oh, Africa, acrylic on paper (cover art)

Kimberly Alexander is an artist and educator living in Dallas, Texas. She has
been incredibly generous with us, and we are deeply in her debt.

Oh, Africa came from the impulse to honor her African students who come

to the U.S. as war refugees. Seeking safe haven, freedom, a new life, they often
experience xenophobia and violent racism in their new country. There is a West

African myth that says that for a poisonous snake to be killed, one must chop
off its head and hang the body from a tree, else it will grow back together. The
experience of these young immigrants is as such, finding that old Gaboon viper
still very much alive in the suburbs of Dallas, TX.

247

OPOSSUM Fall 2017 FINAL+.indd 247

9/15/17 11:20 AM

WE ARE EVER SO GRATEFUL
TO THE FOLLOWING:
Philip Case
Lucia Case
Noble Clark
Tracy Daugherty
Deep Vellum
Jennifer DuBois
Steve Durham
Anne Edgar
Ben Fountain
Lee Clay Johnson
Jill McCorkle
Debra Monroe
Heather Moss
Tim O’Brien
Chris Offutt
Pat & Gene Ross
Marjorie Sandor
Rob Spillman
Melissa Stephenson
Tender Loving Empire
Neil Winberg
Steve Yarbrough
Larisa Zimmerman
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