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They say, “You are ill, so what appears to you is only unreal fantasy.” But that’s not strictly logical. I agree that ghosts only appear to the sick, but that only proves that they are unable to appear except to the sick, not that they don’t exist.

—FYODOR DOSTOYEVSKY

 

 

The universe is godding.

—MICKY DOLENZ




This book is based on a diary I started when I was eighteen. Don’t know why I kept the diary for so many years; the combination of nostalgia and nausea I felt when reading it was pretty rough. I sort of held it out at arm’s length, the way you might keep the first fish you ever caught (it’s an accomplishment . . . it just stinks!). I do find it astonishing that, as a teenager, I was already trying to bring music and art together; a hell of a mission to take on. If Americans thought music and art belonged together, they wouldn’t have the Grammys!

I guess the diary was a bad luck charm—I really didn’t want history repeating itself. ’Cause it was certainly a strange book to pick up and read. Full of holes, it dissolved along with the drowning writer and each page was oddly like crawling in a window: you had to stand up carefully, squint, get your bearings. The diary was about a year long, from one spring to the next.

I seemed awfully young that first spring and not so young the next, though this wasn’t a year when a whole lot happened, in my opinion. It was  a year when many things began, which is probably important. It was also a year I tried very hard to forget, so I know it was worth remembering. Some of it I don’t actually remember; I just read about it in the diary. I’m real  okay with not remembering this stuff, though; like a lot of people’s stories, mine can be pretty embarrassing.

♋ Songs help with that. They don’t commit to linear time—they whiz around all your memories, collecting them into a goofy pile that somehow seems less goofy because it’s set to music. Songs’re weird: they tell the future and they tell the past, but they can’t seem to tell the difference. So I stuck lyrics from my songs into the text whenever they reflected on a moment and its reverberations.

Here’s a quote of mine: “I would never paint a picture, do a dance or  write a book.” And here’s another one: “I’m not in the business of publishing pages from my diary.” I still say these things all the time. What I mean when I say them is that although I’m a musician, I’m not a particularly creative person, nor am I interested in self-expression—I don’t want people to  listen to my songs so that they’ll care about me. That would be obnoxious.

I did, however, write this book based on pages from my diary because copying down a year isn’t a particularly creative thing to do. And it all happened twenty-five years ago, so it can’t really count as a story about me—that girl isn’t me anymore. Now it’s just a story.

And interestingly, it turns out to be a love story. One with no romance, only passion. Passion for sound, reptiles, old ladies, guitars, a car, water, weather, friends, colors, chords, children, a band, fish, light and shadow. It’s dedicated to my friends Betty and Mark, who both died while I was turning the story into this book. And can I just say: everything that wacky old Betty Hutton told me was true. The craziest things she said turned out to be particularly true. She was even right about “Throwing Muses” having too many syllables.

Betty taught me that you can’t tell the whole truth, as not all of it is pertinent or lovely. You have to leave things out in order to tell the story. Otherwise, people could miss the whaddyacallit . . . the point. Her story was full of brightly lit holes that allowed the point to show itself in sharp relief.

For what it’s worth, this is my old diary’s story, riddled with enormous holes and true.

Love,
 Kristin




SPRING 1985

The handmade Jesus on Napoleon’s living room wall has no face, just a gasping, caved-in head with blood dripping down its chest. He appears to have been crucified on some popsicle sticks. His mottled green and gold surface reminds us of fish scales and his paddle-shaped toes fan out like a tail. It is a singularly gruesome crucifix. We call it “Fish Jesus.”

The first time I saw it, I thought it was funny. It’s less funny at night when you’re alone. And even less funny tonight because next to me is a bag of horrible donuts one of the painters left for me as a joke. They look just like Fish Jesus. Oblong, greenish-gold and bloody with jelly, coconut maggots swarm over them. I really don’t wanna look at them anymore, but throwing them away would mean touching them and I don’t wanna do that, either.

So me and Fish Jesus and the donuts all lean against the wall, watching Christmas lights blink. It isn’t Christmas, but these were the only working lights left in this empty apartment when its old man died. He was named Napoleon. All we really know about him is that he lived here in Providence and now he’s dead, his body and most of his belongings carted away. And somehow he still pays his electric bill. Someone does, anyway, and it isn’t me or any of the other people I’ve seen use his electricity.

I also know where he hid his key (under the mat—Napoleon was a brilliant tactician), and tonight I need a place to stay. So I park myself under a sad crucifix and watch tiny blue, green, red and orange bulbs blink on and off. Insomniacs like to waste time.

The lights are comfortingly tacky, the garish blue ones my favorites. They remind me of being a little kid, hypnotized and mystified by Christmas. I open first one eye and then the other, to see if I can watch only the blue lights and ignore the other colors, but it’s hard and I’m boring myself, so I close both eyes to try and get some sleep. They pop right open again.

♋ fish

i have a fish nailed to a cross on my apartment wall

 

 

This room is not a good thing to look at, but I look anyway. The wall-to-wall carpeting is a pukey beige, bleached in the center by a stain shaped like a hermit crab. The paneling on the walls is marked by big splotches of something that once sprayed across it. It has been suggested by sleepless crashers that these splotches are a clue as to how Napoleon died. The whole apartment smells like mold and disinfectant. And now, donuts.

It’s spring, but you’d never know it looking out Napoleon’s window. He lived and died in a gray world.

I’m glad it’s spring, though—Christmas decorations around here are the saddest things you ever saw. They hung, decomposing in the gray wind, through March. Just a few weeks ago, someone took down the dismal pink wreath, blackened with car exhaust, that hung around the fluorescent green sign across the street. This sign has always read, will always read: “Pumpkin Muffins 24 Hours.”

All the women who work in the donut shop below the sign look the same. They wear pink smocks and lean on the counter, smoking, all night long. I’m often a sleepless crasher in this apartment myself and I’ve spent many hours watching them to see if they ever move. They don’t. I’ve never even seen one light a new cigarette. It probably smells like mold, disinfectant and donuts in there, too.

The loosely associated group of crashers who frequent Napoleon’s guest house: touring musicians, bored kids with nowhere else to go or nothing else to do, and anyone whose job isn’t really a job (like “painter”) have agreed that the key should remain under the mat—the first place any desperate individual would look—to honor Napoleon’s memory. Not that we remember him, but he’s become a kind of saint to us. He shelters the lonely and the lost, wrapping them in a soft blanket of Christmas lights and old-man smell.

So the key stays where Napoleon left it because if somebody wants to break in here, well then, we should make it easy for ’em. Clearly, they need Napoleon’s soft blanket.
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I gotta get rid of these fucking donuts; they’re making me sick and they aren’t gonna get any prettier. Maybe I’ll leave them here on the floor for the Animal.

We don’t know what the Animal is, only that it gets in sometimes and eats cornflakes out of the cabinet, which is fine ’cause I didn’t like the look of those dead-guy cornflakes anyway. Once, a painter named Jeff actually took the Animal to the face. It leaped out of the apartment and jumped on his head when he opened the door. This is the closest encounter any of us have had with it. Unfortunately, it was the middle of the night and the stairwell was too dark for him to get a good look at it; the Animal just knocked him backwards down the stairs and took off.

Jeff was thrilled. The next time I saw him, he was still giddy, glowing with pride. “Kristin!” he said dreamily. “The most wonderful thing happened . . .”

This guy looks just like Jimmy Stewart. I tried to imagine him falling backwards in the dark, limbs flailing, fur wrapped around his head. For some reason, I saw this happening in black and white—maybe ’cause of the Jimmy Stewart thing—which made it even creepier. But Jeff was so happy telling the story, he looked dewy. Painters are so sick. I wouldn’t want an animal jumping on my face in the dark.

I gotta admit I was enchanted, though. “Did it make a noise?” I asked him. “Was it furry? Did it smell weird?” He couldn’t remember much; he was falling down stairs. Happily falling, having taken a wild animal to the face, but too distracted by gravity to pay attention to much else. In retrospect, he figured it had been furry and was about the size of a watermelon.

This was relevant information, as we had had a kind of meeting on the subject once, the gaggle of lost souls who use this apartment when they have nowhere else to go. The Animal hadn’t yet gone for the cornflakes—it had only shuffled around the apartment in the dark, which was, I admit, a little spooky. Subsequently, there had been murmurings of “ghosts” walking around at night, and most of the musicians are such pussies they were scared to sleep here anymore. Some of them wanted to have a Narragansett medicine woman smudge the place with sage to relieve it of its restless spirits.

“Look,” a drummer named Manny said gravely over the cold leftovers of two greasy pizzas. Candles flickered near the open window, the dancing shadows making it look more like a séance than the overgrown Cub Scout meeting it really was. “She’s really nice, I’ve met her. She doesn’t dress  weird or anything. She charges a nominal fee and all we have to do is fast or fuck off for, like, a day and a half.”

“What?!” yelled a painter, laughing. Painters think musicians are ridiculous. There seems to be a general consensus among them that painting is high art, music low. Can’t say that I blame them; musicians are sorta ridiculous. I’m a guitar player, so technically I’m one myself, but I don’t stick up for us all that often.

Manny, clearly more afraid of ghosts than painters, held his ground. “This place is definitely haunted,” he said. “I hear noises, but when I check ’em out, there’s nobody there!” He pushed a lock of purple hair behind his ear. For some reason, none of us musicians have normal hair—another thing that makes us seem ridiculous to the painters. Mine is blue, there is a lime green and a fuzzy-yellow-chick yellow . . . together, we look like an Easter basket. Chalk white and glossy jet-black are close to normal, but those two are goth kids—at least once a day, a painter will turn to them and yell, “Happy Halloween!”

“Fast?” The painter stared at Manny, wide-eyed.

“Don’t eat,” explained Manny.

“I know what it means. I just think you’re a moron.” The other painters laughed. The musicians and neutral observers set quietly in the candle-light.

Manny shook his head. “Last night, something was walking near my face. It was weird.”

“It’s just the family downstairs bangin’ around,” said the painter. “They got like, twelve kids or something.”

“No, seriously. I could feel it moving. It was right next to my face.”

“Were you high?” asked the painter sarcastically.

“Yeah,” answered Manny, “but . . . it was right next to my face!”

 

 

You can tell painters and musicians apart by their uniforms and expressions. All the musicians except the goth kids wear torn blue jeans, flannel shirts and pajama tops and look perpetually stunned. Painters dress like it’s 1955, in white T-shirts, khakis and black loafers, all spattered liberally with paint. They either spatter their clothing on purpose so everyone can tell they’re painters or else they have a lot of trouble getting paint from brush to canvas, ’cause they’re really covered in the stuff.

Painters usually look like they’re about to laugh. Not smug; they just  think everything is funny. “Let’s get him an exorcism,” said one. “He really wants one.”

Manny looked grim. “I’m not saying there’s an evil presence. Napoleon was a good man. But he died here. A violent death,” he said ominously, pointing at the splotches on the wall.

“That’s Michelob,” smirked the painter. “Napoleon probably had a Barcalounger and spasms. If you’re worried about hauntings, worry about the guy who died in those pajamas you’re wearing.” Manny winced. It was  a little low, I thought, going after his clothes. Everybody knows you don’t buy pajamas from the Salvation Army if you’re not into the dead.

Manny’s girlfriend, the fuzzy-yellow-chick-haired chick, tried valiantly to come to his rescue. “Paranormal events occur in places where souls were unwilling to separate from their bodies at the time of death,” she explained carefully. “What if Napoleon’s soul wanted to stay home even though his body was dead?”

“This place is a shit hole. If you could fly, would you stay here?” The other painters laughed; everyone else was silent. Painters and musicians never agree on anything. It can be entertaining, but it can also be exhausting. They even order different pizzas.

I consider myself to be a neutral crasher; I don’t wear either uniform and I don’t side with anyone. The painters are almost always right, but I feel sorry for the hapless musicians who’re so mercilessly ridiculed, so I abstain from arguments and pizza.

The painters have made it clear that they feel I’m one of them, even going so far as to try to make me paint. They claim that making noise is the heathen’s way, a poor excuse for a calling. I guess they’re right, but I am a heathen. I mean, I’ve met me.

But I toured their studios anyway, watched them paint, let them lecture me and attempted to absorb the process of smearing colors onto cloth in order to impress upon observers a sense of “visual feeling.” I even took classes at the Rhode Island School of Design here in Providence. This is frowned upon by the “street” painters in Napoleon’s gang who believe that art is something which can’t be taught.

I thought some paintings were very beautiful—places to go—but ultimately, “I don’t get it,” was all I could think to say.

“What don’t you get?” asked Jeff in his studio on a freezing afternoon, as we studied one of his paintings together.

“It’s too quiet,” I said.

“Even the orange?” he asked, surprised.

I stared at the orange, trying to see it as loud. “It just seems hard to make something matter if you don’t yell it.”

“Kristin, whispering matters.”

I looked at him. “Yeah, well, you don’t do that, either.”

Jeff frowned thoughtfully. “Oh yeah.”

 

 

It was painters who suggested that I keep this diary in the interim between making noise and artful sublimation. I don’t even know what a diary is, really—a book about now? That means you can’t write the ending first and work backwards, right?

“Don’t worry,” they said. “Painting will come. Just give it time.”

So far, so bad.

 

 

Manny’s girlfriend sighed, slowly pushing pizza crusts around in the cardboard pizza box like a little train, the multicolored Christmas lights creating a shifting pattern for her to drive the train through. We all watched the crusts drive around. “I’m just saying, you should keep an open mind. Maybe Napoleon’s still living here. It’s his house, not ours.”

The painters howled. “You guys are idiots!”

Manny pouted, glaring at them. The girl shifted uncomfortably, blowing yellow hair out of her eyes, her pizza train slowing to a halt. “I said  maybe . . .”

We decided to sit up and listen for ghosts. Staying up all night wasn’t hard for the musicians, who were high, paranoid and scared shitless. Everyone else was bored until the noises began: scratching, shuffling, nothing too scary really, but when we crept into the kitchen as a group, there was nothing there.

“Told you,” Manny hissed.

 

 

The mystery was partially solved when the ghost turned out to be a furry, watermelon-sized face jumper that likes cornflakes and is good at hiding. We now have tremendous affection for the Animal, which is easy because it never shows itself. It politely devours whatever it can find and then takes off.

We all act like it’s a magic bear, but the best thing it could be, really, is  a raccoon and it’s probably just a cat. Though it might be Taffy, the neighbors’ dog who never comes when called. Our scary neighbors stand in their yard wearing bathrobes and yell “Taffy!” over and over again, but Taffy never shows up. Maybe Taffy lives with us now.

When I give touring bands and lonely kids directions to this place, I always mention the Animal, in case it jumps on their faces. Displaced individuals can be sorta jumpy.

I wish it were here right now, ’cause nobody else is. The more promiscuous and insecure of us have a rule: no sleeping alone at Napoleon’s. A rule I’m breaking tonight. “Taffy?” I call weakly and wait.

Napoleon took his bed with him when he left, so when you stay here, you sleep on the floor, and the floor feels extra hard tonight. Extra hard is extra lonely, for some reason. Like you’re being punished for something you probably did but don’t remember doing.

 

 

♋ cartoons

 

this war’s okay 
in a sweet old fashioned way 
like a game we play

 

guilty of something we forgot

 

 

We live in the woods in a communal dwelling, a gigantic barn full of hippies, one of whom tries to write “Be Together” on a parachute that stretches across our ceiling.

 

He’s pretty stoned, though, so what he actually writes is “Be Togeater,” and no one has a replacement parachute or the money to buy one.

 

I’m only three years old, so I shouldn’t be able to read it, but my mother, Crane, taught me to read when I was two. I’m sure she regrets having done this, as we lie on the couch together, staring at the ceiling. “I guess he just likes to spell things his own way,” she says.

 

So we live under that magical sentiment for years, growing our own vegetables, drinking goat’s milk, and feeding the rats who live there togeater with us by hand, because rats are Buddha’s creatures, too.

 

 

7:00. Slept almost three hours straight—a personal best. The Christmas lights’re going quietly apeshit in the sunshine, which is cooking the donuts. Reaching into the terrible bag before I can think about what I’m doing, I tear off a maggot-coated hunk and stuff it into Fish Jesus’s bloody maw—whistling in the sun. Should cheer up the next lonely visitor to Napoleon’s guest house, anyway.

I leave, quietly locking the apartment door so as not to wake the thousands of children who live on the first floor, then let my eyes adjust to the dark stairwell, hoping to catch a glimpse of the Animal. Nope. Not unless it’s hiding behind a pile of old carpet at the bottom of the stairs. Then I lift the mat and place the key under it, silently thanking Napoleon for another night of creepy hospitality. On my way out the door, I peer into the pile of dusty carpet, just in case. “Taffy?” I ask it.

Across the street, Taffy’s owner is standing on his front lawn in a bathrobe, smoking a cigarette and holding the morning paper. “Mahnin!” he shouts through his cigarette when I step outside. This means “good morning” in Rhode Island. I smile. He smiles too, takes the cigarette out of his mouth and, spitting on the ground, starts walking toward me.

Oh, crap. I can’t talk to this guy; I’ve tried. I can’t understand a word he says after mahnin. And he looks like a yeti, which makes it hard to listen to what he’s even trying to say. I always just squint and nod, watching his face move until he stops making noise, then back away. Quickly, before he can cross the street, I scramble into my car and start the engine. It sputters. I try again. Taffy’s dad watches. My dumb car. It doesn’t really work, can hardly breathe. “The Silver Bullet,” she’s called, and she is in fact silver, but she’s a fat-ass, logy version of a bullet. This morning, she coughs, wheezes, then suddenly heaves to life. Pulling away from Napoleon’s neighbor, I wave and he waves back, looking sad, his newspaper at his side.

At the first intersection, the car stalls. I whip my head around to see if he’s following me, lumbering along, puffing his cigarette—“mahnin, mahnin”—his bathrobe blowing in the breeze. No wonder Taffy left. But the street behind me is empty and the Bullet’s engine kicks in again a second later, humming in her distinctive full-throated whine.

“Thank you, ma’am,” I say out loud in my relief. I’m from the South. I believe in politeness, even when it comes to machines. My family left Georgia when I was a kid, a well-mannered little Gomer, and here in Rhode Island I got beaten up for both my Southern accent and my politeness. Damn yankee kids’d never heard the word “ma’am” before.

They tried to beat me up, anyway; I always won those fights. Didn’t  clobber anybody, just hit ’em real hard and they fell down. Then I politely  helped them up. Damn yankees. I’ve been trying to hide my accent ever since, but I’m still polite.

Speeding is impolite, so I don’t do that. I tear, though . . . tear down the highway, through blizzards, thunderstorms and blazing sun ’cause I love driving. It’s a perfect world for a shy spaz like me. A shy person likes to be alone, and a spaz can’t sit still, right? So though my car sucks big time, it lets me race around without having to make eye contact with a single human. I take the Silver Bullet very seriously for this reason. And, yes, I talk to my car. She deserves it.

 

 

♋ arnica montana

 

the desperate 
tearing down the highway 
like they got no place to stay

 

 

The Bullet and I are doing the thirty-minute drive from Providence to Aquidneck Island together so I can swim laps and shower at the Y before school. Like most of the people in Napoleon’s gang of losers, I’m eighteen—the age where no one takes care of you—so most of my showers are taken at the Y. I’m not homeless per se—I just can’t stop for very long. I’m too . . . wired. And I have this idea that you could belong everywhere rather than just one place, so I don’t call anything “home.” Don’t know what I’d do there if I did. I’d just get antsy and wanna leave again.

People who suffer because they have nowhere in particular to go are those who can sit still, who sleep. I stopped doing these things last September, when I made a mistake and moved into the wrong place: a bad apartment christened “the Doghouse” by someone who painted that on the door. The Doghouse was the last place I played music on purpose, of my own volition.

I innocently stepped through the door of the Doghouse and put my stuff down because I thought that if I lived alone for a while, music might speak to me, tell me its secrets. Music spoke, alright—it yelled—and as it turns out, it has no secrets. If you ask music a question, it answers and then just keeps talking louder and louder, never shuts up. Music yelled so loud and so much in the Doghouse, I can still hear it.

I was used to sound tapping me on the shoulder and singing into my ear. I’ve heard music that no one else hears since I got hit by a car a couple years ago and sustained a double concussion. I didn’t know what to make of this at first, but eventually I came to feel lucky, special, as if I’d tapped into an intelligence. Songs played of their own accord, making themselves up; I listened and copied them down. Last fall, though, the music I heard began to feed off the Doghouse’s evil energy. Songs no longer tapped me on the shoulder; they slugged me in the jaw. Instead of singing to me, they screamed, burrowing into my brain as electricity.

I got zapped so bad in that apartment, I don’t think I’ll ever rest again. In the Doghouse, sleep stopped coming, days stopped ending—now sleep doesn’t come and days don’t end. Sleeping pills slow my thinking, but they can’t shut down my red-hot brain. If I do manage to drop off, wild dreams wake me up. So I’m different now; my thinking is liquid and quick, I can function at all hours. My songs are different, too, and when I play them, I  become them: evil, charged.

I’m actually head over heels in love with these evil songs, in spite of myself. It’s hard not to be. They’re . . . arresting.

Before I disappeared into the Doghouse, the songs I heard were not devils, they were floaty angels. Gentle and meandering, interesting if you took the time to pay attention, but they wouldn’t necessarily stop you in your tracks. Now the songs I bring to my band are essential, bursting: harsh black-and-white sketches that my bandmates color in with their own personal noise. These songs grab your face and shout at it.

Do you want your face grabbed and shouted at? Probably not; at the very least, it’s irritating. But now that it’s happened to me, I know that music is as close to religion as I’ll ever get. It’s a spiritually and biologically sound endeavor—it’s healthy.

Some music is healthy, anyway. I know a lot of bands who’re candy. Or beer. Fun and bad for you in a way that makes you feel good. For a minute. My band is . . . spinach, I guess. We’re ragged and bitter. But I swear to god, we’re good for you.

 

 

When I finally left that messed-up apartment, I swore I’d never go back. I stuffed my guitar case full of frantic songs I’d scribbled down on a hundred pieces of paper, then took a minute to squint through the noise and try to figure out what exactly made the Doghouse so dark. It looked like a plain  old apartment to me: wood floors, silver radiators, paint-flecked doorknobs and smudgy windows. Why this place and not, say, the house next door?  Who knows, maybe the whole block is evil.

But by the time I raced out the door and took off in the Silver Bullet, it was too late. I was branded; tattooed all over with Doghouse songs—each one a musical picture etched into my skin.

I know that when my band plays these ugly tattoos, people can see them all over me, but I don’t care too much. I mean, shy people are generally not show-offs, but the burning that the songs do, the fact that I’m compelled to play them, makes me think they . . . matter? Maybe that’s not the right word. That they’re vital. And I respect that. I can feel sorry for myself without judging the music.

Comfort isn’t necessarily comfortable, after all; sometimes you gotta wander into the woods. Everybody knows that.

 

 

I never did go back there. Sometimes I park the Silver Bullet across the street from the Doghouse and stare at it, wondering what the hell is up with that place, but I don’t go inside. I know if I did, the walls’d close in. I made it out with my guitar and my brain, so I can look on the bright side: I got some wild songs out of it and I have evil’s big balls working for me now. Evil seems to know what it’s doing, though it isn’t ever very pretty.

Doghouse songs are definitely not pretty—they sound like panicking—but they are beautiful. The cool thing they do is, they make memories now. A syringe of déjà vu injected into my bloodstream. All the best stories work this way, but a song has the ability to tell a nice loud story. Louder than orange.

Which has made my band a work of obsession, a wholly satisfying closed circle. My bandmates and I are both conceited and pathetic about this: we think we’re the best band in the world and that nobody’ll ever like us. We play in clubs because that’s what bands do, but we don’t expect anybody to show up.

Really, we’re just on our own planet, so it wouldn’t make sense to give a fuck about anybody else, which is sorta nice. If I had to survive the Doghouse to earn this planet, I’m okay with that; it’s a swell planet. I’ve spent a lot of time on it—almost twice as much as someone who sleeps. And this lingering Doghouse energy means that I can keep going, keep moving, keep looking around. I learn a lot, being awake all the time.

For example, I learned this: we should belong everywhere.

 

 

♋ calm down, come down

 

i don’t wanna calm down 
i don’t wanna come down

 

 

On the lawn next to the library, I sit in the sun, my textbooks stacked beside me, and look for Betty. Peering through groups of college kids, I try to catch a glimpse of her hair. Betty’s hair changes daily, so I’m not exactly sure what I’m looking for, except that she’s about fifty years older than all the other students, so it’s usually gray, champagne or white.

Betty and I have a study date. I know I could go inside the library and start studying without her, but we go to school on the island, right on the water, and it’s just too beautiful out here. I avoid going inside buildings whenever possible, anyway; I kind of . . . disagree with them. Shouldn’t we live outside?

Betty says this is never going to happen ’cause nobody else wants to live outside, just me. She says I need to learn to like buildings, that buildings aren’t something you’re even allowed to disagree with. “They’re everywhere,” she says. “And sometimes, you need to go inside them. Get used to it.”

I get that. But I still disagree with them.

Even childhood takes place inside buildings now, which doesn’t make sense—we shove kids indoors, make them sit still and be quiet when they should be going outside to run around and make noise. At least college classes allow for breaks when you can race out the door and breathe. I think I hold my breath when I’m in a classroom, “learning.” Learning to hold my breath.

This university let me enroll a few years ago, before I was old enough, because my philosophy-professor father, who teaches there, told them they should. He sent them my records and then I had to have a meeting with three administrators in which I was expected to carry myself in collegiate fashion.

My dad coached me on the way to the meeting. “Sit up straight. Lie. Smile.” I told him he was making me nervous. “Oh yeah, and don’t be nervous,” he continued. “Make eye contact. But not for too long—no piercing stares. And when they ask you a question, lie some more.”

“About what?”

“You’ll see.”

“That’s unpossible,” I said. “I can’t lie.”

“Oh. And don’t make up any words.”

I squinted up at him. “I make up words?”

The three administrators I was meeting with, through glorious coincidence, all had flippy hair in the shape of yak horns. What’re the odds? They also looked angry. Three angry yaks.

Everyone in the world calls my father “Dude” except for these three yaks. An old hippie with weird-ass white-blue eyes and big, curly hair, my dad looks like a Dude. The yaks called him “Dr. Hersh,” though. I would’ve snickered if they hadn’t already looked so angry.

“Very impressive grades,” the yak man said to me with a threatening glare. His flippy horns were tiny, right at the top of his forehead, and he was neck-less.

“And test scores,” added the yak woman, grimacing. When she moved, her shoulder-length curls did not.

The yak person of indiscriminate gender and chin-length horns frowned. “I think Ms. Hersh will be extremely happy here.”

I sat up straight, made brief eye contact and assured them that I would be extremely happy holding my breath inside those buildings. I used only real words, as far as I know. The whole time, I was thinking Dorks always get straight A’s . . . do they not know this?

“They weren’t so schmanky,” I said to Dude, walking down the hallway after the meeting, “but you don’t look like a Dr. Hersh.”

“What do I look like?” He stopped and posed while I stared at him.

“You look sorta like Dr. Who . . .”

“Hmmm.” He stopped posing. “I wonder if I could get people to call me Dr. Who?”

“That’d be cool. It might be weird to suggest it.”

“Yeah. I’ll stick with Dude.”

Now Dude makes me take all the groovy classes he teaches, to pay him back for getting me into college before I belonged there: Dream Symbolism, Native American Mythology, Yoga. “I’m trying not to grow up into a hippie,” I told him.

“Good luck with that,” he said.

 

 

One of our housemates holds a brown and white guinea pig in his hands for me to pet. “Don’t be afraid. The guinea pig is the gentlest of all creatures,” he says kindly. “All he wants is peace.”

 

The guinea pig looks at me suspiciously and makes strange, underwater sounds.

 

“Humans enslave each other and fight wars,” he continues, pushing his long brown hair behind his ears. “Guinea pigs want nothing to do with governments or violence. They’re our brothers in peace. Go ahead, you can pet him.”

 

I reach out to touch the guinea pig’s twitching nose with my finger. It bites me.

Dude introduced me to Betty one afternoon outside his office, as college students who looked like college students chatted in the hallway, balancing books, backpacks and cans of Coke. “Kristin Hersh? Betty Hutton,” he giggled. “Betty Hutton? Kristin Hersh.”

Betty had white hair that day, which curved in around her jawline, framing her pink lipstick. She wore blue cowboy boots and sunglasses, which she removed to reveal enormous drag queen eyelashes. Dude cried gleefully, “It’s perfect! Kristin, you’re too young to make any friends here and Betty, you’re too old!” Betty and I both cringed.

“I’m sorry,” I said, putting out my hand. “He’s not a tactful man.” Betty shook her head and then roared with laughter, pulling me into a bear hug. Over her shoulder, I saw Dude beaming. Then Betty pushed me out in front of her and growled, “Nobody can fuck with us, right, Krissy?”

“I guess not,” I said, and she hugged me again. “Wow!” I mouthed to Dude. He just stood there, smiling.

Now Betty says we need each other. That the two of us have to stick together because we’re “boy-girls,” independent and gender-free. I think she means “humans,” but I’ll take it. Betty is a shiny beast, a warm heart in a cold world, and I’m lucky to know her. She also has a great life story: she says she spent a fatherless, poverty-stricken childhood in Detroit, dancing and singing for drunks in her mother’s speakeasy, and then became a rich, famous movie star in Hollywood.

I’ve never heard of her, but it doesn’t matter. I love the story too much to question it; I don’t care if it’s true or not. I honor it as the pink, sparkly Hollywood tale with the dark Hollywood underbelly that we all need to hear at least once. I hear it all the time because Betty can talk and I really can’t. Like most quiet people though, I’m an excellent listener.

 

 

This is a Catholic university, so there’re a bunch of nuns around, though most of them disguise themselves as regular women, so it’s hard to tell who’s a nun and who isn’t. Betty and I actually have a favorite nun, a baffling sister who takes her marital vows to Jesus very seriously—she and Jesus actually sleep together. “And we don’t just sleep,” she revealed in a lecture, after which she was granted an immediate, possibly permanent, vacation.

I saw her in the locker room at the Y soon after this. She wore a huge, puffy shower cap and a bright rainbow-striped towel, and held a shower brush the size of a tennis racket in her hand. I was naked, about to step into  the shower. I probably stared at her outfit a minute too long while I waited for the water to warm up, ’cause she caught my eye from across the room, waved her shower brush in greeting and whistled at me! What a nun.

Our favorite nun name, however, is: Assumpta Tang.

 

 

Suddenly, Betty appears from behind an enormous old tree, walking carefully over the dirt in prim heels. She waves maniacally, like people do in old home movies, and I wave back tiny. Everything about Betty is huge, bigger than life. I’m smaller than life—so unremarkable that I’m practically invisible. We make an odd couple.

“Mahnin!” I call to her.

“Sweetheart!” she says breathlessly, juggling textbooks and pressing her pantsuit into place. “I overslept! Did you do your workout?”

I make a face. “I don’t call it a workout.”

“Well, I do! Did you do your workout?” she asks again, piling her books up neatly on her arm.

I laugh. “Yeah.”

“Oh good,” she says. “So you’ll be able to sit still for a little while.”

We walk up the stairs together, Betty chattering loudly, ignoring glares from people who’re trying to study. Because she’s loud and I’m shy, Betty and I both love the library bathroom. In the bathroom, she can talk as loud as she wants and sing and guffaw without librarians giving her any shit, and I know I don’t have to see anyone but Betty ’cause the door’s locked.

The library at our school is a castle on a cliff overlooking the sea and its bathroom is a large, black and white tiled room with an antique claw-foot tub. When we have a study date, I lie in the tub, she sits on the toilet, and we read and talk. The doorknob gets jiggled every fifteen minutes or so by students needing to pee, but Betty just yells, “Occupied!” and they go away. This is our favorite way to kill an afternoon.

 

 

“No, no, no, it couldn’t be true . . . that anyone else could love you like I do,” Betty sings when we get upstairs and lock ourselves in. She’s hunched over her notebook, scribbling in it, a textbook perched on the radiator next to her. “Singing on the toilet! If Mr. DeMille could see me now!” She hums the same song for a minute, then sticks her pencil behind her ear and turns to look at me. “Krissy, did you declare a major?”

I keep reading. “No. Why would I do that?”

“Because you have to? Remember how they told you you have to?” she sounds exasperated. “You know why they said that?”

I look up at her. “Why?”

“Because you have to!”

“No, I don’t.” I go back to my reading. “I wanna learn everything, not one thing.”

“Just pick something. It’s easy. What are you studying right now?”

“Uh . . . metaphysical anthropology,” I answer. “Or maybe anthropological metaphysics. I forget.”

She stares at me. “You have to prepare for your future or you won’t have one,” she says in a singsongy voice that echoes off the walls prettily. This makes her start humming again.

“What’re you, my guidance counselor?”

She stops humming. “Did you apply to McGill?” It’s hard to read with Betty around; she hardly ever stops talking and singing. I don’t get much studying done on these “study dates.”

“They said I could go if I want to,” I mumble.

Betty freezes. “That’s a great opportunity, Krissy,” she says quietly.

I look up from my book again. “You know where Montreal turns out to be? Canada! That’s a hell of a commute.”

She giggles, then exhales theatrically. “Oh, thank you, Jesus. I’m sorry, Krissy. You should prepare for the future; I just . . . don’t know what I’d do if you left.”

I try to read again. “The future doesn’t exist.”

“Well, not yet, bonehead!” I smile up at her, but she’s looking off, humming again, so I go back to my reading. Suddenly, she stops. “Krissy, have you ever been on a trapeze?” Betty is the queen of non sequiturs.

I shake my head and continue reading. “Mm-mm.”

“It’d do you good. I took trapeze lessons for The Greatest Show on Earth  so they’d hire me instead of a trapeze artist who couldn’t act,” she says. “It’s not that hard . . . it’s like flying. Scary flying.”

Wow. Circus Betty. “Scary flying sounds cool. And scary.” I finish what I’m reading and look up into her huge eyes. “Why was it the greatest show on earth?”

“Well, it wasn’t,” she answers thoughtfully. “It was just called that.”

“Oh.”

Betty smiles her reminiscing smile. “It was great, though. It was great fun, swinging around. And Cecil B. DeMille was a great man. Who said I had great feet!”

“Great!” I laugh. Betty takes her pencil out from behind her ear and goes back to her notebook, humming.

Soon, she’s singing again, “No, no, no, it couldn’t—” then, suddenly dark, says, “I can’t write this.”

I look up. “The Jung paper? Why not?”

“I can’t write about personality types because I don’t have a personality. I was a commodity, not a person,” she says bitterly.

I’m disappointed; I really wanted to read that paper. Betty can be very entertaining when it comes to psychology. She calls Freud “that motherfucker” ’cause she thinks he’s the only guy who ever wanted to sleep with his own mother. I’m sure she’s right about this. Her other problem with Freud is “Talking? Gimme a break! Talking’s not a cure! Nobody ever solved a problem by whining about it!”

That’s probably true, too, at least for her. Betty’s had to bust her ass in order to quit drinking and taking pills and she’s not a whiner. She has a strong, guileless way about her that makes a huge impression. I always assumed it was her “personality.” And she thinks she doesn’t have one? Of course, it’s that same old Hollywood story again. I’m not sure exactly what happened to her there, but Hollywood haunts Betty. Both the loss of the pink, sparkly life she lived and the hatred of its dark underbelly. “What do you mean you don’t have a personality?” I ask her.

Her fluttery girliness is gone. “I’m not a real person, only the shell of one. I started working on my outside when I was fifteen and showbiz never let me stop.”

“But you’re a psychology major . . .” I venture carefully. “Maybe you could write about other people’s personalities?”

“How? I wouldn’t know what I was talking about.” Slowly, she walks to the sink, shoulders hunched, and stares at her reflection in the mirror. “There’s no me in here.” She looks into her own eyes. “I only sang for my mother’s sake.”

“Sparkle?” One of Betty’s cautionary tales is about a little tap-dancing windup monkey girl, a child star with a relentlessly driven stage mother. Whenever the daughter performed, the mother would tell her to “sparkle!” which I thought was so hilarious, I started saying it all the time. Now it seems sad.

“Sort of. I just wanted to help.” She looks very tired and, for the first time since I met her, old. I check her cheek for wetness. Betty cries at the drop of a hat—ladylike movie star tears, sweetly showy—but this afternoon, she actually looks too sad to cry. “And now I’m old. Who the  hell am I?” she asks her mirror image angrily. “Maybe I don’t give a shit.”

Jesus Christ. “Betty . . .”

“You aren’t supposed to have feelings in Hollywood,” she spits. “The product must go on and Betty Hutton was the product.” Her skin seems to vibrate with feeling, but the dullness in her eyes is more terrifying.

I put my book down and kneel in the bathtub, watching her curved back and the half of her face I can see in the mirror. She looks so sad. “A minute ago, you were enjoying your memories,” I say. “Why’d they turn on you?”

“I have very mixed feelings about my memories.”

“But Betty, you can’t be empty; humans don’t have that option. Maybe your outside is sparkly, but you aren’t hollow on the inside. And the outside isn’t as fake as you think.” Her eyes glitter and she twists her mouth up in the mirror, trying not to cry. I can’t bear this; I start babbling. “And it’s so cool! You’re a Catholic boy-girl with lipstick and big muscles. I love your singing and your hair—”

“This isn’t my hair, sweetheart! It’s a wig! I wear wigs because I can’t let anyone see the real me!” She sounds desperate.

“But it is the real you! More than keratin pushing out of your follicles is. You chose it, so it’s you. I’m not a natural blue, you know.” She just keeps staring into the mirror. “I can honestly say you’re the most ‘you’ of any human I’ve ever met. In fact, you’re so much, you make other people seem like zombie . . . dolls.”

“Zombie dolls?” She turns to look at me kneeling in the tub and smiles sadly.

“Personality-free.”

Betty shakes her head. “Zombie dolls. Just don’t be easy to control, Krissy. They’re going to want to wake you up and put you to sleep, and they’ll do it with drugs.”

We have this conversation frequently. Betty’s afraid some cigarchomping studio mogul’s gonna stuff me full of pills just because I’m in a band. Whether or not she was actually a movie star, it often seems like she just stepped out of an old movie; she’s a walking anachronism. “Who’s ‘they’?”

“Listen, this is important. Judy Garland and I had a long talk about this once, in Vegas—”

Geez, sometimes she just seems nuts. “Really Judy Garland? From The Wizard of Oz?”

“Listen. You’ll end up dead, like her. Nobody’ll care about you once they can’t make any more money off you; they’ll just go get another girl—”

“But I’m not a girl. I don’t think they do that anymore, anyway.”

Betty stares at me for a few seconds, then turns back to the mirror. “Look at my ugly mug,” she presses her hands to her cheeks, pushing them up into her temples. I feel so bad for her. Betty sees herself as a young, beautiful starlet. Then she looks in the mirror and an old lady looks back.

I thought getting old meant getting wise. Or at least secure. I don’t know why I thought that; I don’t know any wise, secure old people. Maybe I inferred it from after-school specials. And I’d like to think that by the time you die, you’ve figured something out. That you aren’t lying there wondering what the hell just happened.

Betty’s old and she isn’t at all together. In fact, she often seems to be falling apart. Time is like a hurricane to her—a big, fast mess, sweeping her away. What a scary vision of the future. I’d have liked to see time as my friend; Betty makes it look like a black hole.

 

 

The doorknob jiggles and someone knocks. Betty shrieks, “Occupied!” at her own reflection and the knocking stops. Wearily, she sits back down on her toilet. “Promise me you’ll stay you, Krissy. No one should have to sparkle.”

“Don’t worry. I can’t sparkle and I’m not scared of them,” I say. “I’m not scared of anything.”

She turns slowly and gazes out the window at the ocean. “Maybe you should be.” The silence that follows this grim prediction is so long and uncomfortable that I interrupt her gazing.

“So you were in Vegas with Dorothy, huh?”

She narrows her eyes at me. “Don’t make fun.”

“Sorry . . . it’s interesting.”

“I was lucky she talked to me at all. I stole the role of a lifetime out from under her.” Sometimes Betty says things that are so foreign to me, I don’t know how to respond. I can’t even pretend to know what she’s talking about. If it’s craziness, it’s certainly fascinating craziness. If it’s real, well . . . it’s still weird. “Don’t try to meet your heroes,” she says sadly. “You’ll only be disappointed.”

“You just say that ’cause other people say it. People who have assholes for heroes.”

She looks at me pointedly. “This is important, Krissy. The entertainment industry got Judy hooked on drugs that killed her, my addictions almost killed me and I don’t want the same thing to happen to you. Christ’s love saved me, but you’re never going to let that happen.”

Betty says she converted to Catholicism “as an alternative to freaking out.” I think it’s her new drug, but in a good way. She gets all hopped up on Jesus and good works and heaven within and starts telling people that His love is out there for the taking and she means it. She can see them looking at her funny, but she knows too much about how a light heart can replace an old, used-up, heavy one to care. I don’t necessarily love Catholicism, but I love her Catholicism.

“Oh, I don’t know,” I answer. “I might go get religion someday.” She says nothing, just looks at me. I grope for a change of subject. “Do you . . . do you miss it?” I ask. “Drinking, I mean?”

She thinks about this. “No. Alcohol was heavy. I miss pills. Pills made me great.”

“Really?”

She nods emphatically, eyes big.

“You aren’t supposed to say that, you know, Betty. In the movie of your life, you’ll find out they were placebos.”

She smirks at me. “I really do worry about you.”

“I know you do, but I’m invisible, I’m nobody. I’m not in the entertainment industry, so no one cares enough to drug me up.” It occurs to me, not for the first time, that Betty talks to me as if I were her younger self. Poor thing can’t find a better younger self to talk to than me—I have no ambition, no sparkle.

“But you will be in the entertainment industry, Krissy. I’m trying to prepare you for what’s to come.”

She doesn’t get it. “Why will I be in the entertainment industry?” I ask her. “I’m not entertaining.”

“I’m talking about your dreams,” she says gently.

“My ‘dream’ is to live in a van.”

Her eyes widen. They’re enormous. “Your dream is to live in a van?” she asks, appalled.

“Yeah, that’s the plan. See the country, play every night. We just can’t afford a van yet.” Betty looks sick. I think she just realized I’m not Little Betty. “Does that not sound good to you?” She shakes her head. It’s confusing that she’s in so much pain. I much prefer the superhero Betty, kicking ass and making noise.

“You told me music was your religion,” she says quietly.

“Music. Not the music business. Nobody’s ever gonna let us into the music business.”

She sighs, “Maybe you should declare a major,” then turns back to the window.

“Hey, quit looking at the ocean,” I say. “It’s making you sad.”

“Is it?” she looks genuinely surprised, then sits bolt upright. “I do this, don’t I? I fall into holes.” She looks around the room as if it’s different now, like the light shifted. “Holes I dig myself, trying to be deep—yuck!”

Phew, she’s back.

“You’re a nice girl, Krissy,” she says enigmatically. “I hope you stay nice.”

I check my watch. So much for studying. “I have sound check in Providence at four, gotta load gear by two, but I could squeeze in a student lounge lunch . . . ?”

“Oh good,” she chirps, stacking her books on the radiator. “We can talk showbiz!”

I laugh and climb out of the tub. “Get right back on that horse! You wanna be on the guest list?”

“It’s Friday night! Of course I do.” Betty comes to every show. Probably because she doesn’t have anything else to do, but I always ask. I don’t want to be caught assuming she’s got nothing else to do.

“Okay. What should we have for lunch?” I ask her, taking my books out of the bathtub one by one. “Candy? Or candy?”

She stands up and flutters her fingers around her necklaces in an idiosyncratic gesture I always find charming. It makes her look like a queen. She does it to shift modes, it seems, or when conversations get too serious. Then, scrunched up in excitement, fists clenched, she squeals, “Candy!”

 

 

♋ call me

 

i’m in a deep hole 
i dug myself

 

 

Dude races upstairs to the roof and begins throwing pot plants into the woods while Crane talks to the policemen at the door.

 

She keeps me with her so the cops can see she’s a wholesome young mother. Eventually, they leave-—false alarm.

 

“See, Kristin?” she says, shaking. “Another reason why being nice is important. It can keep you out of jail.”

After sound check, while I write set lists in the dressing room, our bass player tells a story about her former life in Santa Cruz that involves living in a tree house, falling out of the tree house, breaking her leg and being attacked by banana slugs. Leslie’s stories are very soothing, and I only half listen until the banana slug part. Then I stop writing and look up. “What’s a banana slug?”

“They’re big,” answers Leslie.

I hold up the magic marker I’m using, sideways. “What, like, this big?” She swings her waist-length dreads over her shoulder and puts her hands in front of my face about a foot away from each other. “No!” Cool. “And they attack you?”

“They attacked me,” she says.

“Wait a minute—” I begin.

My sister, Tea, interrupts. “But how fast are they? And what could a slug do to you even if it could catch you?” She talks to the ceiling because she’s lying on a Universal Couch, the disgusting old sofa covered in stains, gum and cigarette burns that’s common to all dressing rooms. We think this is how aliens’ll colonize earth: in the form of unassuming, filthy sofas. They’re everywhere. Everywhere we go, anyway.

“Yeah, Les,” I say, “are they poisonous or something?”

Leslie shrugs. “They’re really gross.”

“Do the one about your hair in the pool drain,” says Tea.

“Yeah.” I love that one. “When you almost drowned. And make it suspenseful.”

“How can I make it suspenseful?” asks Leslie. “You already know the ending.”

“We figured out the ending to the banana slug story, too,” says Tea.

“Yeah. You live.” I start another set list. “Do the pool one, it’s my favorite.”

“Well,” Leslie begins dramatically, when an elderly woman carrying a chafing dish bangs open the dressing room door and slams the dish down on a table next to a pitcher of warm orange soda. We thank her brightly. She ignores us and leaves.

“Bye!” we call after her, watching the door swing back and forth.

“Who was that?” asks Tea, lifting her head.

“I don’t know. Club lady, I guess.” The three of us continue to watch the door swing back and forth as if it might explain who the old lady was.

“She was like, a hundred and ten years old,” says Leslie.

“Maybe she was thirty,” I answer, still watching the door. “And just in bad shape.”

“I guess that’s what we’d look like if we lived here,” says Leslie thoughtfully.

Tea sits up. “We do live here.”

It is unfortunate that we spend so much time in rock clubs. Sticky, beer-soaked floors, stale cigarette smoke and scuz dripping off walls covered in Sharpie drawings of naked ladies . . . it can hurt your feelings after a while. Leslie walks over to the table, lifts the cover of the chafing dish and squints into it. “What is it?” I ask her.

“Looks like horse,” she says carelessly.

“Horse in gravy?” asks Tea.

“Yep. Could be goat.” Leslie’s a vegetarian, so she thinks all meat is funny. “There is no love in this food,” she murmurs. Carrying the chafing dish over to me, she shoves it under my nose and lifts the lid. “Here,” she says. “I got this for you.”

I pull my face away. “Stop that.”

Tea gets up slowly. “Beer for dinner,” she says, and walks out of the room. Tea and I are stepsisters—we introduced my mother to her father and they got married, of all things—but even though there’s no blood between us, we look very much alike: puny little dishwater blonds. When people ask us if we’re twins, she tells them we’re “step-twins” and they always nod, like they know what she’s talking about. Tea also says this about us: “It’s good that we’re ugly—it makes us funny.” Of course, we think ugly is beautiful.

Leslie yawns and stretches. “Where’s Dave?”

I look around the empty dressing room. “Lost?”

“You lost him?”

“I didn’t lose him, he just got lost. I’m not my drummer’s keeper.”

She studies the chafing dish. “I wanna show him the horse-goat.”

When I finish the set lists, I stack them on the table, then notice that the bottom one’s stuck to a wad of bright green gum. Peeling it away from the gum, I look at Leslie. “She shouldn’t eat beer for dinner, it’s too sad. Let’s grab her and go out.” Leslie nods, puts on her jacket, then leaves, calling Tea.

Dropping the set lists back down on the gum, I grab my hat and follow her out to the bar where Tea’s talking to the soundman. The soundman’s laughing, but Tea looks annoyed. “That doesn’t make sense,” she’s saying  as we walk up. He turns his back on us and walks away before she can finish. “What a dick,” she says, shaking her head.

“What’s the matter?” Leslie asks.

“He said our equipment sucks.”

I look back at him, then at Tea. “Our equipment does suck.”

“Yeah, but he called us ‘rich kids from Newport.’”

“But if we were rich, we’d have good equipment.”

“That’s what I told him. He just laughed. He thinks we’re too dumb to have good equipment.”

“Dick,” mutters Leslie.

“He wouldn’t put kick and snare in my monitors, either,” I bitch. “He just kept saying he was doing it. Too lazy to push a fader.”

“He thinks you can’t tell the difference,” says Leslie. “C’mon, let’s go find food.” The three of us walk slowly toward the open doors of the club. “What the hell makes people think bad shit doesn’t happen in Newport?” she grumbles. “Bad shit happens in every city.”

“Well, to be fair,” I say, “the only bad shit we have in Newport is tourists.”

“Yeah, but I’ll take a mugger over a tourist any day.”

I nod. “Muggers are at work, tourists are insane.”

Tea sighs. “We can’t win. It’s ’cause we look like little kids. Nobody listens when we talk.”

“Did he say you can’t play guitar ’cause you don’t have a penis?” asks Leslie.

“No.”

I look at her. “That’s something, anyway.”

“Some-thing,” corrects Tea. “Not some-thang.”

“Some-theeng,” I repeat. Tea’s been helping me kill the vestiges of my Southern accent for years.

When we reach the entrance, Leslie looks at me. “Think we can get back in?” We’ve been playing shows since we were fourteen, but won’t legally be allowed in clubs for three more years. And we all look much younger than we are, so if we leave after sound check, door guys don’t let us back in. Even though we always leave very carefully. “I’ll do the talking,” says Leslie, as we approach the door man. “I look the most like a grown-up.” She looks at me. “And you make up words.”

“I don’t make up any more words than y’all do.” Leslie rolls her eyes at Tea, who looks at me like I should know better. I look from one to the  other. “But you can still do the talking,” I add. “You’re the tallest. Just don’t get flitchy. Be cool.”

The door guy is an oily, tattooed man in leather with many piercings—door guys always dress the part. He’s sitting on a stool by the entrance with his back to us, writing on a clipboard, so we stand a respectful distance and stare at him, waiting for him to notice us. “If you don’t want people to know you’re Southern,” Leslie says to me, “maybe you should stop saying  y’all.”

“Well, I didn’t make up that word. You yankees don’t have a second person plural.”

“You could try vous instead,” suggests Tea. “It sounds more cultured, less Gomer.”

“Okay. Vous don’t have a second person plural. Hey, that is better!”

Leslie chuckles. The door guy hears her, turns around and looks at us, bored, then goes back to his clipboard. “He’s so grody,” she whispers.

“If you don’t want people to know you’re from California,” I say to her, “maybe you should stop saying grody.”

“I do want people to know I’m from California! It’s better than here.” The guy keeps writing, showing no sign of paying any attention to us, ever. I look at Leslie. “I think both our accents drop our IQ’s a bunch of points, though.”

“Try ‘gross’ instead,” suggests Tea.

“He’s so gross,” Leslie whispers, then clears her throat and steps up to him. We stand behind her. The door guy looks at Leslie like he hates her. “Hi! We’re Throwing Muses, the band that’s headlining tonight,” she says sweetly in bouncy Californian. “That was us onstage, sound checking. There’s our poster on the wall next to you with a picture of us on it.” Silence. They never talk. “So anyway, nice to meet you,” she continues. “Apparently, we sort of don’t look like a band, but . . . that’s who we are.” Laughing weakly, she pauses to let this sink in. “And we’re underage, but we’re still: Throwing Muses. The band that’s headlining tonight.” He stares over our heads. We look at each other.

It’s painfully obvious that the three of us are sandy, salty little islanders—beach kids who don’t belong here in Providence, the Big City. We’re clean and healthy, which is very uncool. And we don’t hide it by trying to look like junkies, which is what you’re supposed to do. Our clothes might be dirty, but our bodies are clean, inside and out. We practically smell like sunshine.

We know this is dumb, but it’s dumber to lie about it. Also, for some  reason, we dress like old people, or refugees, which makes us look . . . I don’t know, easy to beat up? Club guys love to hate us, anyway; they bully us with silence. As if they could scare us, for christ sake.

“So, listen,” I tell him, “we’re going out for a while, but we’ll come back in time to play the show, okay?” I study his face for evidence of comprehension. “Tonight. In your club.” He looks away. “Hello?”

Jumping into his line of vision, Tea tries to annoy him into paying attention. “We just wanted to make sure we wouldn’t have any trouble getting back in, ’cause we don’t have ID’s, but we’re still, you know, that band.” She points at our poster. “That band that wouldn’t shut up, right? Heh heh . . . so you’ll remember us?” she asks. The guy finally nods reluctantly.

Later, though, he displays marked symptoms of short-term memory loss. He squints as we pose in front of our poster, trying to look like ourselves, pointing out our equipment sitting on the stage and the fact that we’re supposed to be on in ten minutes.

“Please remember us,” we beg. “We’re the people that asked you to remember us, remember?”

Tea vibes him under her breath. “Let . . . us . . . in!”

“It was just a little while ago, remember a little while ago?” I say. “It was right before now!” Throwing up my hands in frustration, I try once more. “Is there someone else back there we could talk to? Somebody who actually talks?” He stares blankly and gestures toward the “Must Be 21 Years of Age or Over” sign. “Yeah, we’ve seen that,” I tell him.

“Why’s live music associated with alcohol at all?” mutters Leslie, who doesn’t drink. “It’s insane that we can’t get in to our own show because of drinking laws. We should refuse to play.”

“Like anybody’d care,” I grumble.

“Why don’t we have fake ID’s?” asks Tea.

Leslie stares at the door guy, looking thoughtful. “Maybe he doesn’t speak English.”

Eventually, we have to pool our money and buy tickets to our own show. For four years, we’ve been buying tickets to our own shows. Apparently, it’s okay to be underage if you spend money, which is also how it works with drinking. The other bands get pitchers of beer in the dressing room and we get pitchers of orange soda, but nobody’s ever tried to stop us from buying beers at the bar, which is where I’m headed.

While I wait for my drink, I realize I can’t move—I’m stuck between two drunk frat guys who are squeezing me so hard I can barely breathe.  They’re the rich kind of frat guys: brand-new baseball caps and expensive clothes, trying unsuccessfully to focus their eyes, shattered by the alcohol in their bloodstreams.

I ask them politely to shift, but instead, they move in closer and one of them pulls off my hat. “Blue hair! Is all your hair blue?” He laughs, surrounding the three of us in a beery cloud, then shoves me into his dumb-ass buddy, who’s concentrating hard on trying to wind an arm around my waist. The guy’s arm slips and he falls off his stool, pushing me back into the first guy, who takes off his baseball cap and carefully balances my hat on his head.

I always want guys like this to fall in love with each other—they have so much in common! And it would solve so many problems.

 

 

♋ portia

 

like frat boys who sleep together 
we party better 
we know what it means to be a brother

 

 

I grab my hat, duck under the other guy’s arm as he tries to steady himself on the bar stool and leave without my drink. I don’t need it. If I go onstage without a beer, somebody in the audience’ll buy me one. They’re mystifyingly kind. But I still stare at the stage like I always do before we play, terrified, thinking What the hell am I doing here? I’m not the type.

I get really bad stage fright, ’cause I’m so shy and ’cause I really don’t understand what happens up there—I can’t prepare for it, it’s too freaky. So I picture the audience as an amorphous horde, waving clubs and torches and yelling at me. But look at ’em: they’re happy as clams and sweet as pie and they buy us beer. I’m just a sissy.

And this is interesting: they aren’t the unruly mob they appear to be at first glance. They’ve neatly organized themselves into little factions. The front row is the most overtly enthusiastic. They’re often drunk, but they’re never drunks—they can think thoughts and string sentences together, and then jump around like psychos. I wonder if they do this in real life, too: in the middle of conversations suddenly jump up into the air screaming, pounding on the guy next to them and running around in circles.

The goth chicks who knit in the back of the room are lovely, soft-spoken  and graceful, and they appear to be music appreciators, chatting during shows and then thanking the band politely afterward. They’re nice to look at, with their knitting needles flashing, their black lips and white lips.

Directly in front of the knitters are the hippies. Well, neohippies. The kids of either real hippies or CPAs, they’re friendly, harmless, a little soft around the edges. It’s hard to tell hippie chicks from hippie guys; they all have the same hair, the same voice and the same clothes, none of them wear makeup, and they all dance like goofballs. When they aren’t dancing, they’re sitting on the floor like they’re at a sing-along.

Musicians gather in front of the hippies. There are two different kinds of musicians here in Providence: one kind’s lost in a scene, the other kind’s lost in space. The ones lost in scenes are easy to pick out ’cause they look like they sound—their outfits match their musical styles. I find this bizarre. I like the confused, spacey musicians better. Non-competitive and sweetly scared, their carriage implies a question: what happens next? Both male and female musicians wear eyeliner.

Then come the junkies, precious to me. A ghostly group but livelier than you’d think, they don’t really have a “look.” They don’t look anything like the people who try to look like junkies—they’re just sort of unwashed. I put them on the guest list because they’re dear to my heart and ’cause they really don’t have shit.

The junkies are shy, but they’re shy as a group. They hang together, whispering to each other, like a tiny cult. The little girl who dyed my hair blue waves when I walk by. She’s probably my age, but, god, she looks eleven. Don’t know how that little body handles heroin.

She and her half-dozen or so friends move around the city in a herd. You see them sitting on the sidewalk or at parties in ragged apartments. In warm weather, they sleep in Dead Girl Park near Wayland Square or on the hill, piled up like puppies near a statue of Roger Williams we call “Jiving Man” ’cause he looks like he’s truckin’ off the edge of a cliff. Which is, coincidentally, what this little girl and her friends appear to be doing.

One day, she noticed that the blue in my hair was disappearing and told me to bring some Manic Panic and a scarf to the park. “Blue is where it’s at,” she said. “Don’t let it fade.” I did this ’cause I thought that was good advice. While she mixed the dye, her friends talked about heroin, their favorite subject. I was interested, because I had imagined all sorts of cold childhoods for them: desperate, dark life tunnels and at the end, a numb light. These kids didn’t seem to be “user-posers” with the disenfranchised affect; they looked fragile and real to me.

That day, the funny one—the only junkie with heft (“I’m a husky boy!”), the one who actually refers to the group as “the junkies” rather than just “my friends”—told me that the escape they’re looking for is from: boredom. They numb themselves out of boredom.

Geez.

While we talked, the little girl rubbed the blue goo into my hair, then expertly wrapped my blue, gooey head in the scarf and told me I could rinse it out whenever I felt like it. Because she wouldn’t accept the ten dollar bill I held out for her, I put them on the guest list for the show that night and now they come every time we play. Tonight, they look really happy; their whispering is making them laugh. They don’t seem bored.

 

 

Painters stand between the junkies and the psychos. They don’t move, they don’t jump or whisper or dance; they listen ferociously. I admire this.

 

 

I’m sitting on a folding chair backstage, dressed as a cardboard cowgirl. I wear a cardboard cowboy hat and a cardboard vest and swing my tiny tap shoes back and forth over the linoleum floor. I am riddled with terror.

 

My parents kneel on the floor in front of me.

 

“After the recital, we’ll go get ice cream,” says Crane, a tense smile on her face.

 

Dude fishes around in his pocket and pulls out a five dollar bill. “I’ll give you five bucks to go out there,” he says.

 

I shake my head. “I’m just not the type.”

 

 

Far from everyone, huddled in a corner of the club, are Betty and her priest. I’ve never asked her why she brings her priest to shows, but he’s always there. I know they’re very close. They’re sort of dating . . . spiritually. And they never miss a show. It’s funny, like every day is Bring Your Grandma and Her Priest to Work Day. Betty can’t even pronounce the name of the band; she says that “Throw-ing Mu-ses” is too many syllables. I told her “Bet-ty Hut-ton” has just as many, but she ignored me.

“We never call ourselves Throwing Muses, anyway,” I said. “We say  Blowing Fuses or Spewing Mouses.”

She didn’t think that was funny. “Krissy! That’s just as many syllables!”

Tonight, Betty’s hair is gold and she’s wearing her blue cowboy boots and a cowboy hat. Her priest is dressed as a priest. The two of them lean against the back wall of the club, talking. Betty has gigantic sunglasses on because she doesn’t like being “recognized.”

Now that I know her deep, weird need for stardom, I act like a tiny bodyguard when I’m with her, shielding her from invisible autograph hounds wherever we go, as I’m sure her priest is doing now. I think this has backfired a little. She now believes fans are everywhere: at school, at the beach, at Dunkin’ Donuts. I have to buy our coffees in the morning, she’s so scared to be seen. It’s strange; she’s no fading flower—she’s really fucking loud—but unusually fragile. She seems to love the idea of fans and hate the fans themselves. Or else she’s just afraid of them. Of course, there are  no fans. This minor detail hasn’t dented her persona a bit. Betty is a movie star, through and through.

When we play gay bars, she and her priest look like a coupla nifty drag queens, but in this dismal rock club, they look small and lonely—out of place. It’s sad that this is their big Friday night out on the town. There are probably better things for an old lady and her priest to do on a Friday night.

But Betty thinks she has to come to all of our shows because I need help (sorta true). She says I’m a reluctant performer (also true) and that she can learn me up to sparkle (this will never happen). According to her, one more thing she and I have in common is music. This is wholly psychotic.

Betty grew up in the golden age of Hollywood, back when movies were Broadway on film, so her idea of music is “singing as entertainment,” and you can’t call what I do singing or entertainment. I hiss and yell and wail. Sometimes I make seagull noises, unfortunately. Music is something I have almost no control over. Like well-rehearsed Tourette’s.

When Betty sings, she sits at a piano and says lovely things about hope and broken hearts. I often sing phonetically, as if I don’t speak English. The words climb out of my throat and into my mouth. Then I have to spit them out.

Betty sings about starlight and champagne. I sing about dead rabbits and blow jobs. When I say playing music is owning violence, she says it’s owning love; when I say it’s math, she says it’s tap dancing; when I say it’s my gun, she says it’s her dance card.

I’ve also noticed that she sings notes that go with the chords in her songs. I have yet to do that. It sounds pretty when Betty does it; it sounds boring and goofy when I do it. So I make up new notes, ones that don’t belong anywhere near the chords I’m playing, and I sing those. People must think, It’s so nice of them to let that deaf girl sing.

I can’t imagine what I sound like to Betty. Not boring, I bet. Maybe goofy. I actually drew a Goofus and Gallant-style cartoon once called “Kristin and Betty” and passed it to her in class. I drew her as a sparkling Amazon sashaying across the stage and me as a little rat girl with spirals for eyes. I thought it was hilarious; she thought it was Art and hung it up in her house.

Later, it occurred to me that she has no idea who Goofus and Gallant are; she’s too old to have read Highlights magazine in her grammar school library when she was a kid. She was probably raised on Dick and Jane books. Maybe I’ll do a Dick and Jane cartoon for her: “See Betty tap dance. See Kristin spaz.”

Maybe not—she’d hang it on the wall. Betty’s crazy enthusiastic.

Which is part of why I love having her here. My stage fright melts away when I see Betty ’cause she’s the opposite of a rock club: she’s the antiscuzz. And getting felt up by frat guys doesn’t seem so bad when you have a secret superhero standing in the back of the room who could kick their asses. She totally could, too; she’s got big muscles and those guys were already wasted. I’d love to see Betty take on some drunk frat boys. She’d make them die.

Her priest is a really nice guy, too. A little tense maybe, but pretty normal for a priest, from what I hear. He smiles encouragingly and gives me the thumbs up whenever I so much as glance at him. Right now, he’s watching the opening band studiously.

Betty catches my eye from across the room and does her joyful home movies wave. I wave back and join them in the corner to watch the end of the opening band’s set. This band is in the throes of an outro balanced  on top of another outro on top of something that was probably an outro. Other bands fascinate me. They’re so fun. Nobody would ever call us “fun.”

Unfortunately, these guys’re playing music they’ve heard before, which is comfy but easy. And musicians get smarmy when they aren’t busting their asses. They don’t have to concentrate on what they’re playing, so they concentrate on how they look while they’re playing it: they grimace and jump around. Trying to get laid tonight, I imagine. I wonder if it works. I should ask them.

The song ends with a big finish. Then another big finish. Another one. And . . . done. The musicians jump off the stage, cheering along with the audience. Gosh, they’re having a good time. As the lights come up in the room and the clapping peters out, the band members high-five each other and their friends in the front row.

I look at Betty, concerned. She’s still hiding from fans who aren’t there. “Do you wanna hang out in the dressing room?” I point over her shoulder.

“I’ll think about it.” She looks around nervously and pulls the brim of her cowboy hat down lower. “But Father McGuire likes the people-watching out here.”

Father McGuire smiles engagingly, his mouth widening to the point where his face must hurt. “There’s so much energy in the room,” he says. “Everyone’s excited!”

Betty is businesslike. “Oh, yes. Including us.” Father McGuire sticks his thumbs up, nodding happily. “We can’t wait for the show to start,” Betty murmurs, glancing around the room distractedly. I find this hard to believe. They see every show. At this point, we could only be making them tired and confused.

Then, giving me a sly wink, she snaps into “showbiz tips” mode. Betty’s showbiz tips are heartbreakingly bizarre. “What’re you gonna do tonight, Krissy?” she asks gaily.

I think for a second. “I don’t know, what?” I hate being quizzed on this stuff. Father McGuire’s eyebrows shoot up past his glasses and settle high on his forehead.

“String ’em along!” she squeals, spreading her long, frosty nails like cat’s claws. “Play with ’em! Cats and mice! It’s spring, sweetie, and you’re a super kid! Fall in love!” Father McGuire nods and smiles.

“Okay, Betty.”

“And remember: don’t just stare into space! Ask ’em with your eyes:  Do you want some more?” She says Al Jolson told her to do that.

“But I already know the answer, Betty: No.” And she giggles.

Guys from the opening band file past us on their way to the dressing room, which means it’s time for us to set up. My stomach lurches with stage fright. “Good show!” I call out to them, wringing my hands nervously. Father McGuire sticks his thumbs up at them.

The guitar player stops and looks at me. “What’s wrong with your hands?” he asks. “Are they sore? Lemme get you some Tiger Balm; I got some in my backpack.” He disappears into the dressing room, then returns with a tube of this ubiquitous ointment, which is sorta like vegan Ben-Gay. I’ve never really needed it, but everyone seems to use it.

He squeezes a generous amount of Tiger Balm onto my palm. I rub it all over both hands and up my arms—can’t hurt, right? Holy crap! It feels crazy. Searing ice. Jesus. “Thanks!” My voice sounds really high-pitched. He grins and takes the Tiger Balm back to the dressing room, returning a minute later with a beer that he presses into my greasy hands. “Shit . . .” I say when he leaves.

“Yeah, Tiger Bomb burns like a motherfucker,” says Betty. Her priest smiles brightly.

“And I haven’t taken out my contacts yet.” Not seeing is a very important part of playing music for me. I stare into space and get lost in a warm, fuzzy sensory deprivation tank of sound. No audience, no club, just my best friend: noise.

Betty claims it’s nearsightedness that keeps me from “falling in love,” which is what she calls singing well. She’s never actually come out and told me she thinks I sing badly, but I sing so weird, I don’t see how she could think anything else. According to her, I have to make eye contact with audience members . . . and something about mice playing with cats and cats flirting with mice. Or vice versa. I don’t know. I don’t try very hard to do this ’cause I can’t imagine anything worse than trying to play while looking at people who are looking at me.

“So leave your contacts in,” says Betty. “And ask ’em with your eyes,  Do you want some—”

“I can’t,” I whine.

Betty throws her hands up. “So take’ em out.” Father McGuire watches with an animated frown.

I take out my contacts and hold them in my hand. Tears roll down my  cheeks. Squinting at Betty and her priest through a thick fog, I announce, “I just set my eyeballs on fire.”

It’s worth Tiger Balm tears to fuzzify all the faces in this room, but they’re looking really fuzzy right now. I wonder if I’ll be able to see my effects pedals or the set list. I look down at my hands—they’re a soft blur. Betty takes a handkerchief out of her purse and, grabbing me by the chin, wipes away my tears with it. “Wow,” I say through her hand. “I thought only my grandfather carried a handkerchief. How old are you, anyway?” This makes her angry and she spits on the handkerchief, rubbing it into my eyes and ranting about how bad blindness is for musicians. “Stevie Wonder’s blind,” I mutter.

“Steve who?” she asks loudly. People at the crowded bar next to us turn slowly around on their bar stools to watch. “Where’re your glasses?” she demands, taking my beer and wiping it down.

“I can’t wear ’em onstage; they fall off.” More tears stream down my face, so she switches from the beer bottle back to my face.

“Father McGuire wears glasses, don’t you, Father?” Father McGuire nods and points at his glasses. Then Betty steps back and sighs, folding up her spit-kerchief. “You have to sing to people, Krissy. How can you do that if you can’t look at them?” Father McGuire nods sadly.

I hate this conversation. I hate it every time we have it. “I can’t sing, either.”

She puts her hands on her hips. “That’s no excuse! I can’t sing, never could,” she says proudly. Father McGuire shakes his head.

I squint at her through burning eyes. “What’re you talking about? Singing’s your . . . thing.”

“Nope. I just yelled with a big smile on my face!” She stuffs the folded handkerchief into her sleeve.

“Hey, like me!” I say. “Except for the smiling part.”

“Yeah,” she continues. “I gave it my all. I sold it and nobody noticed that I couldn’t sing.”

She’s gotta be lying. “You could too sing, Betty. Can I have that back?” I ask, reaching for the beer. Glancing at the bar, I notice that the line of faces is still staring.

“No, really, I couldn’t.” She studies my face. “So I sold it,” she says pointedly, gripping my beer tightly.

“Oh.” I get it. “I don’t sell it, do I?”

Betty and her priest both shake their heads. “Listen,” she says. “Show the audience how the song makes you feel. Your face is a blank when you  play, dear—it’s disconcerting. You gotta show off more.” She glares at the staring drinkers who, one by one, turn back to face the bar.

Show off? That’s what that dumb opening band was doing. “I don’t show off at all,” I say quietly.

“What?” she yells, startling a nearby goth couple.

“I said, I don’t show off!” I yell back. The goth couple shuffles away. Father McGuire looks alarmed. Wiping more Tiger Balm tears off my face, I apologize. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to holler at you. I’m just nervous. I think I have to set up now. What I meant to say is”—I stand on tiptoe and whisper into her ear—“I don’t show off.”

Betty’s feeling sassy. She leans in, pressing her gleaming curls against my cheek, and whispers, too. “You said it, not me.”

“Well, it’s not about the show, it’s about the work,” I say into her cheek.

“I’m working too hard to think about anything else. Can I have my beer back? You don’t drink anymore.”

“And you don’t drink yet,” she says quietly, then straightens up and chirps, “Have fun!”

“Fun’s stupid.”

“Fun’s not stupid, it’s fun,” she says, then sing-songs, “Work plus salesmanship equals success!”

“Hmmm . . . I’ve never heard that saying before,” I grumble. Why does she always do this to me before I play? Why can’t she wait until after the show to give me shit?

Confused members of the opening band walk by on their way to the bar with Shouldn’t you be on by now? expressions. They stare, wide-eyed, at the old cowgirl and the priest before turning to order their drinks.

I look at the dressing room door. Where the hell is my band and why aren’t they rescuing me? “Playing this kind of music isn’t an exercise in showing off,” I whine quietly to Betty.

“What is it an exercise in, then?” she asks gently.

“I don’t know,” I answer, trying to sound pitiful, “. . . shame?”

“In what?” she shrieks, jumping back. Father McGuire looks sad.

I am instantly defensive. “Shame’s nothing to be ashamed of !”

She drops her jaw and stares at me for a second, then says briskly, “Oh, for the love of . . . quit that staring-into-space thing.” She pushes the beer bottle back into my hand. “You look without seeing. It hurts people’s feelings.”

“But I don’t want to see them.”

“Krissy, look at people!” To illustrate, she grabs my face and looks into  my eyes fiercely. This seems to make them hurt more. “I’m telling you this for your own good. You don’t even blink when you play! It’s disturbing. Just look at the people you play for—they love you! Show them you’re in love with all of them!”

I look at her, confused. “I’m not in love with any of them.”

Her mouth tightens. “All you have to do is look at people,” she says slowly. “What the hell are you afraid of ?”

“People!” Duh-uh. The weird thing is, I don’t know anyone who’s more afraid of people than Betty.

She sighs. “I knew you had to be afraid of something.” Then she pulls a tube of fire-engine-red lipstick out of her purse, grabs my chin and rubs it all over my mouth. I wish she’d stop grabbing me and rubbing me with things. Father McGuire studies the results and puts his thumbs up, nodding. “At least they’ll look at you now, Krissy,” says Betty. She stands back to admire her work and her face softens.

“It’s okay to be scared, sweetheart,” she said. “How’re you gonna give ’em your heart if you don’t have one?”

She says Al Jolson told her that, too.

 

 

♋ elizabeth june

 

and you were right
 it was okay to be scared

 

 

My grandfather carefully parts the sheer curtains of his bedroom window on Lookout Mountain, then rests a rifle on the ledge. He stands quietly for a long time, gazing out the window at the peach trees in his backyard.

 

Suddenly, he fires the gun. A deafening crack and then silence.

 

“What did you shoot?” I ask, wide-eyed.

 

“A squirrel,” he says calmly. “He was after my peaches.”

 

Then he takes a handkerchief out of his pocket and begins wiping the gun down with it. “I shoot that squirrel every day and every day he comes back for more peaches.”

 

 

People mill around the dressing room, talking, laughing and drinking. The chafing dish of horse-goat in gravy sits on the table, untouched. So does our warm orange soda. The other bands’ pitchers of beer have all been emptied, however. In the center of the commotion, my three bandmates are hunched over the set lists I wrote this afternoon. Leslie’s telling Dave the banana slug story while Tea pokes at song titles that Dave then crosses out with my magic marker. Dave is a puny little dishwater-blond like me and Tea, just a boy one; he also looks like a child.

“Who gave the drummer a pen?” I ask, carefully putting my Tiger Balmed contacts in their case, then leaning over his shoulder to look. My carefully written set lists are blackened with lines and arrows; songs are crossed out, moved around, exchanged for other songs. “You fusted it all up,” I tell him. “Nobody can read it now; everything’s crossed out.”

“Ev-ree-theeng,” coaches Tea kindly. “Not ev-ruh-thang.”

“Ev-ree-theeng,” I repeat. “Eh-vree-theeng’s fusted.”

Dave looks up at me and smiles. “Hi, Kris. Your set sucked, so I made up a new one.”

“Oh,” I squint at it. “Okay. I can’t see very well right now. Is it good?”

“No, this one sucks, too,” says Dave, “but less than yours.” He stares at me. “Are you crying?”

Leslie stands and stretches. “We should probably play it whether it sucks or not. We’re supposed to be on now.”

“There’s gum on those set lists,” I offer helpfully.

“There’s gum on ev-ree-theeng,” says Tea.

 

 

Our band was started on these two bullshit principles—well, they’re more like bullshit wishes, but here they are:

 

1. That people should be able to touch one another and feel each other’s pain. Physically, like you could place your hand on someone’s cheek and feel their toothache; and emotionally, if you move someone, touch them deeply, you have to take responsibility for that depth of feeling and care about them.

So it isn’t just pain that we should feel in each other—happiness should seep out of pores, and clouds of jealousy and all the different kinds of love and disappointment should float around us. We could walk in and out of people’s clouds to know what they’re feeling. That’d be the kindest way to live on planet earth.

2. That maybe our essential selves are drunk—not wasted, just kinda buzzed, enough to let go. If we were always a little tipsy, we’d be light, nonjudgmental, truthful. Our hang-ups’d be shaken off, there’d be no second-skin barriers to honesty. Oh, and also no hangovers.

 

We figure that if these two things were true, then it’d be okay for a band to sound like we do: sorta painful and a little out of control. We’d play what the audience felt and feel it at the same time and they’d feel it reflected back to them in sound and we’d all care about each other’s stories and clouds of feeling and . . . good luck with that, I think miserably through my stage fright, trudging past the knitters, hippies, junkies, drunks, painters and psychos.

I follow Leslie through the crowd, keeping a close eye on the fountain of dreadlocks making its way through the fuzzy room. Clearly, it isn’t okay for a band to sound like we do. If it was, nobody’d think we came from outer space, which is what everybody seems to think. Whatever. Don’t have time to care about that right now.

We don’t just have equipment to set up, we have a whole stage set: TVs tuned to static, a busted old Moog synthesizer (also tuned to static—it basically just sits onstage, drooling, like a demented robot friend), an ironing board we use as a percussion stand, lamps (because we prefer mood lighting to rock-show lighting), various car parts and kitchen utensils (for hitting), a movie screen we project slides onto and a pair of mannequin legs in a gold lamé miniskirt with a TV for a torso. All this may sound arty, but really, it’s just overenthusiastic.

All four of us believe our stage set is beautiful, but it probably isn’t, which is why we call it “the crap.” Once in place, the crap becomes a dimly lit obstacle course. Tonight, it is a smeary dimly lit obstacle course with a halo around it.

A blond cloud next to me comes into focus as Tea untangles her guitar cord from the mannequin legs. I stare too long, trying to figure out which blur is Tea and which is the legs. She stops. “Are you okay?” she asks.

I squint at her. “Is that you?” I ask, pointing. “Or is that?”

“Holy shit,” she says, walking away.

The lights go down, but it doesn’t matter ’cause I’m working in a fog anyway. I find center stage and drop the mic stand about a foot ’cause the singer in the first band was tall. Feeling my pedals to make sure they’re in the right order, I carefully place the greasy beer bottle down on top of my set list, then run through my settings as fast as I can with the guitar volume  low. When I hear Dave’s sticks count us in, I turn the volume back up and hit the two pedals I need for the first song, ready to focus. Well, ready to  lose focus. Trying not to see won’t be too hard tonight, I think to myself as the song starts. Now: no more thinking.

Wait. Is that smoke? A smoke machine? We’re already halfway through the intro and there’s already choking smoke everywhere, billowing onto the stage; it looks like we’re on fire. I didn’t know this club had a smoke machine. They must’ve just gotten it ’cause whoever’s working it is really enthusiastic. We repeat the intro.

Then the clouds start flashing; it looks like lightning. Aw, crap. Strobe lights. Strobes’re supposed to make you look cool, but they make you play retarded. ‘Cause the last time you saw your hand, it was on a different fret, and brains aren’t smart enough to fill in the missing milliseconds. Mine isn’t, anyway. Maybe I didn’t play enough video games as a child, so my reaction time is slow.

We play the intro a third time. Aaaah! This sucks. We’re all playing our parts, but just barely. It looks like a war zone and it feels like total chaos.

Tea walks over to me through the smoke and flashing lights, rolling her eyes in frustration, then presses her face up against her guitar neck and laughs, shaking her head. As she walks away, Leslie comes from the other side and peers at me through a flashing cloud, mock coughing. We wrote our parts with the intent to make every measure fascinating, which is great when you’re sitting in a circle facing each other in your practice space, less so when the complexity of the material is lost on a visually overwhelmed audience, and just annoying when we can’t even see our instruments. I have to sing in a second—we can’t play the intro again—and the microphone’s lost in smoke. So’s the guy working the smoke machine, wherever he is. I’d like to find him and hurt him. I can’t even stare into space; space is gone.

This is so dumb. Closing my eyes, I try to lose myself in the pounding noise. I let my hands feel their way along the neck of the guitar and let my lips find the microphone by themselves. When they do, I bump into the mic with my whole face, which makes a loud thunk. The band sounds like a confused thunderstorm, though, and a sweaty, shirtless guy in the front row keeps jumping up through the smoke, yelling “You’re so RA-A-A-A-W!” over and over again, so I figure I’m the only one who hears the face-thunk.

Then, suddenly, after the first verse, my guitar sound gets very loud and bright. I whip around and see the shape of a body on the floor near my  amp. What the hell? Somebody’s messing with my amp? I shoot a get-the-fuckout-of-here look in the shape’s direction, but it just slithers under the smoke like it’s escaping the fire and reaches for my pedals, so I step on its hand. It turns over and lies back on the floor, smiling up at me—a leering drunk. Nobody I know. The second verse is gone; no idea what I’m supposed to be singing. I can’t think up here. I mean, I can’t stop thinking. I wonder what Tea’s playing. I can’t tell. I can’t even hear Dave. Wish that dick soundman had actually put kick and snare in my monitors instead of just saying he did it. The drunk guy just lies at my feet.

Leslie looks at the figure on the floor, disgusted, and moves toward it ominously, the silver buckles on her motorcycle boots glinting in the lights. I recognize in her movement the intent to kick the jerk and shake my head at her, alarmed.

She shrugs and walks away, keeps her bass line going the whole time. Distracted, I’ve stopped singing; I’m letting chords ring out and losing track (god, poor Betty wanted me to flirt up here) but Leslie never misses a beat. Never. Dave never misses a beat, either; he smashes delicately, the deep sound of his kit punctuated by the metallic knocking of cowbells, mixing bowls, hubcaps and busted tambourines. It’s beautiful. But Dave never messes up because he can’t be distracted. He’s just as nearsighted as I am and lost in his own world back there behind the drum kit. If he looks up, it’s like a mole digging his way up from underground, squinting in the sunlight.

Dave and I both love the gentleness of blurry vision. “We’re lucky to have the option of a visual softening agent,” he said once. “I can talk to someone for an hour thinking they’re someone else. It’s so Shakespearean.”

Right now, he’s liquifying the song, somehow murdering perfectly, with finesse. Thank god, ’cause I’m not. I’m sucking perfectly. I’ve sung one verse and one chorus, but the rest of the song has been a pretty goddamn free-form instrumental. I cue the band to end it. Ugh . . . make it stop. As the last chord fades, the drunk stands up triumphantly, with my beer in his hand—hope he gets Tiger Balm lips—sways dangerously for a few seconds, then stage-dives into the crowd. They separate and he plummets to the floor. Instantly, the first couple of rows close in again around his still form; they aren’t missing a beat, either. I love it when a crowd effortlessly swallows a whole human.

Making my way through the smoke to fix the settings on my amp, I bump into Tea. She grabs my arm. “Sorry!” she says. “What’d he do?”

“He fusted my amp.”

“Fusted it permanently?”

I mess with knobs until it sounds good. “Nah.”

“What’d he do that for?”

I shake my head, shrugging, and then go back to the front of the stage, bend over my set list and try to follow Dave’s magic marker arrows up and down the paper. They go in all directions, blending with scribbled song titles. There’s also a dark green smear across the middle of the paper that looks like . . . guacamole? We had guacamole? I thought they only gave us horse and orange soda.

I’m still trying to figure out what song is next when I realize that the beer the drunk took has been replaced with a new one. I look up to thank the person who gave it to me, but all I see is jostling crowd bodies talking, laughing and hooting. Then the smoke clears and a gentle blue light washes the stage. As a cue, Leslie leans over me and smiles, then starts the next song.

“Stand Up.” Good. That’s as easy as Throwing Muses gets: no time changes, fairly predictable chord progression and almost normal chords; it just has to be really tight. And Leslie’s always tight. As long as I can remember the words. Don’t think.

“See no evil, think no evil, speak only evil” is how the band describes my MO and it’s a pretty accurate description. I don’t know what I’m doing up here, but evil knows. Evil tells stories from my life that I can’t follow, makes Throwing Muses sound like the Doghouse. And like finding home in a foreign country, I’m here, but I take nothing for granted.

And I take no responsibility for these wicked déjà vu syringes.

 

 

♋ ellen west

 

my mouth is full of demons i swear to god

 

 

The creepy, goofy mess that is our sound is finally playing itself—song tattoos glow all over me, I’m looking and seeing nothing, and I’m nowhere. Nowhere at all.

Every few minutes, I am again. Just to check in, keep the counts going and untangle the fingers as they slam away at the guitar, lost in their own world. I listen to Tea’s guitar, make sure we’re meshing, try to sing in tune with her, then yell in tune by myself. Squeezing the sweaty guitar pick tighter, I’m aware of a sensation, familiar but too strange to be okay. Something crawling into my chest and swelling up inside my throat.

I can start a song just sorta, you know, singing along, and then, before I know it, inflatable words fill my rib cage, move into my mouth. I gag on them and they fly out, say whatever they want, yell and scream themselves.

And blecch, that voice—it’s wretched. My speaking voice is low, husky and quiet. The song’s voice is loud, strangled and wailing: thin and screechy. A squashed bug might sing like this.

Going away is my only real talent. Betty’s right: I’m a reluctant performer . . . not a performer at all. I need to go away so the song can play itself. When it ends, I take a deep breath and turn to look at Leslie. She’s still smiling.

We pull up at a cliff by the ocean. The grass is so green and the water so blue, I can’t move; I just sit in the backseat and stare out the window.

 

Dude and our dog Zoë hop out of the car, and together they run toward the ocean. Eventually, I get out and follow, but I’m too little to catch up with a full-grown man and a dog, so I stop and watch them run through the grass. For some reason, when they get to the edge of the cliff, they both unhesitatingly jump off.

 

I scream. Racing to the edge, I look down, ready to see my suicidal dad and dog dashed to pieces on the rocks.

 

They’re both looking up at me, perched on a ledge roughly four feet below.

 

“What’re you screaming about?” asks Dude.

So many people tonight. Three or four hundred, someone says, a real Friday night crowd. Of course, we still make only fifty bucks, and they don’t want to give me that. In the back office at settlement, one of the club guys puts a gun on the desk between us and asks if I really expect him to give me fifty dollars. His cronies are silent, counting piles of money with dismal expressions.

I don’t think a question like that deserves a response, especially with that ridiculous prop between us. Even this idiot isn’t dumb enough to shoot a teenage girl over fifty bucks. I realize now that these guys thought they were paying us in orange soda and horse-goat for the privilege of playing their club. So, while the audience files out of the club and the other Muses pack up gear and crap, I stand in the office and wait for this asshole to count out our goddamn gas money. Which he eventually does. Jerk.

Snatching the money off the desk, I shove it into my pocket without counting it. If you think, then you care. He doesn’t think, so he doesn’t care. Shitty attitude in a shitty back room. Why does music gotta be here?

 

 

♋ flipside

 

there’s always drooling zombies
 or at least one dick

 

 

The first time we played this club, they paid the audience to come in. We have pictures of the sign: “Throwing Muses—We Pay You $1.” We took the pictures because it was both sad and funny. Sad because nobody was gonna show up, funny because we didn’t care. They really should have offered people more than a dollar.

Ever since the Doghouse happened, though, we’ve been on fire and so have our crowds. I don’t like what that apartment did to me, but I love what it did to our sound and so do a lot of other people. We were sorta counting on nobody ever listening, but outer-space music or no, they seem to relate. That fucking guy with the gun must think I’m an idiot. It isn’t complicated math: a few hundred people at ten dollars a head, everybody drinking five-dollar beers, and they don’t wanna give us fifty bucks for gas?

I’m pretty pissed off, walking to the alley for load-out, thinking that tonight I’ll be in the backseat of the Bullet or on Napoleon’s floor, while that loser goes home to his house, that I’ve got nothing to give my bandmates  except a ride home (orange soda and horse, those assholes . . . and possibly guacamole, but I never actually saw that) when I see an enormous and hairy man crossing the room, grinning like a crazy person.

Instantly, I forget to be mad. He is . . . a Mexican biker? I’ve still got Tiger Balm vision and can’t quite pinpoint the look, but he’s walking toward me, both fists in the air, growing taller and wider with every step. “That song!” he shouts.

Oh, good, he’s happy. “Which one?” I yell back.

“It has two chords and a million words!” Now he’s in my face. Yep, Mexican biker, wicked-cool accent, genuinely huge, smells like smoke and cologne. He towers over me, his smile as big as my whole head.

I look up at him. “Oh god, ‘The Letter’? That’s a terrible song.”

“No, it’s beautiful,” he says. “And you play it crazy—like The Exorcist! I thought your head was gonna start spinning around.”

I wince. “That’s a bad thing.”

He shakes his head as we step outside together. “No, it was muscular, man!” he laughs. “And you look like such a nice girl.”

“I’m nice!”

He laughs louder. “No-o-o-o, you’re not! You play that song for me next time, okay? Promise? I’ll come to every show if you promise to play that song.” He holds out his hand for me to shake. “Deal?”

“Geez, can’t you just play it yourself? I’ll teach you the chords; there’re only two of ’em.” But I shake his hand anyway.

He laughs again and walks away, yelling “Promise!” one more time. I laugh, too, and grab the other side of an amp Dave is loading into the back of the Bullet.

“Promise what?” he asks, grimacing over the top of the amp. Together, we shove it in, crushing the kick drumhead and narrowly missing an unprotected guitar neck. The mannequin legs jut out of the trunk at odd angles, their high-heeled feet pigeon-toed.

“He likes ‘The Letter,’” I answer.

“Really?” Dave asks, confused, studying a thigh injury he sustained during the set.

“Yeah.” I stare after the biker guy. “That’s what he said, anyway.”

Dave talks into his leg. “Maybe he feels sorry for us.”

I take the money the club guy shoved across the desk out of my pocket and count it. Forty bucks. Our tickets to get in cost thirty. “That could be.”

“Where did you go?” he asks, squinting at me and rubbing his leg.

“I was settling, picking up our no-money. It took ’em a long time to cough it up. Did y’all get everything?” He nods. I look at the sky. It’s a muted haze of slate and deep royal blue. Must be late. And it’s starting to drizzle. “We should go. Did you bring your glasses?” I ask him.

“Nope.”

“I’ll drive.”

 

 

♋ the letter

 

i’m turning up in circles and i’m spinning on my knuckles

 

 

By 2 A.M., we’ve crammed ourselves into the Silver Bullet. I’m on an interesting planet of pain, having just reinserted my contacts—sitting in the driver’s seat, my hands on the wheel, staring ahead. My ears ring loudly, a discordant hum—the perfect sound track to how my eyeballs feel right now. A club guy appears outside the club with an industrial-sized garbage can, sees us sitting there and yells, “G’bye, Throwing Up Mucus!”

We wave and smile. Pathetic. “It’s okay,” says Dave pleasantly. “Being nonviolent people makes us a more violent band.” We are, all four of us, sitting in the front seat; the equipment fills the back. It’s cramped, we all smell like cigarettes and sweat, but we’re finally alone. The girls sit between me and Dave, leaning on each other sleepily as I start up the Bullet and its familiar wheeze builds to a deafening scream.

“Where to, kids?” I ask over the noise of the engine.

“Santa Cruz, California!” yells Tea.

Leslie perks up. “Alright!”

“Look out for banana slugs,” warns Dave.

The poor Bullet shakes badly when she goes over fifty, and in addition to the scream, there’s a constant rattling noise I can only assume is made by something necessary which will soon fall off. Fumes fill the car at stop-lights and the brakes screech when they feel like working, though they often do nothing at all. I’ve perfected the art of slowing to a stop rather than relying on them to actually stop (not hard to do when a car doesn’t actually  go). In the winter, the Bullet is basically a sled.

This past winter was really rough—long and so cold. Inexplicably warm and awake at all times, I found the cold air invigorating, but the other Muses wanted to hibernate and, of course, club hours don’t change. Musicians  are still expected to stay up all night, no matter how early the sun sets, no matter how late it rises, no matter how cold it is during a predawn load-out.

It was surreal: the fluorescent light of the New England winter days became the fluorescent light of convenience stores at night, an endless cycle of icy greenish-gray that matched our skin. We didn’t think winter would ever end. After shows, we’d get coffee at Dunkin’ Donuts with the downtown drag queens and then slide home on the Bullet sled.

A few months ago, during a particularly wicked cold spell, one of the drag queens gave me a box of wigs she was no longer using, whispering conspiratorially that our shows could use a little “spiffing up.” I agreed, thanked her enthusiastically and carried the box out to the car. “Check out the schmankiness!” I yelled to a chorus of ooh’s and ahh’s.

We loved the wigs so much that we took to wearing them home after shows—the Bullet’s heater is busted and the wigs were surprisingly warm. Plus, they made our conversations much more interesting. You can’t be boring when your head looks like a burnt bomb. And if our mascara was running, so much the better.

 

 

♋ carnival wig

 

that looks like a carnival wig and two shiners

 

 

One night while wearing our new wigs, we discovered that listening to bad radio was so angrifying, it raised our body temperatures and really warmed up the car. Once we started slamming Top Forty, we couldn’t stop. We creamed everything anybody likes, adjusting our wigs whenever they slid down over our eyes.

Leslie, sporting a red bouffant, yelled angrily over the music, “Those smug bastards!”

“Smug jerks,” growled Tea under a white cascade of disco hair.

“Smug fuckers,” I added. My wig was pointy and black. “Listen to that crap! Goddamn Church of the Rock Star televangelists and their fashion noise.”

Dave pushed his glittery brunette afro to one side in order to see us. “They’re our royalty. In a bad way: inbred anemics. They all sleep together and think God gave ’em their money as some kinda . . . spiritual reward.”

“Ugly Barbies.”

“Dumbasses.”

“Pop music is potentially an effective tool for communication on a mass yet personal level,” I insisted, tilting my head back to see through the windshield past my pointy black bangs, “cutting across classes, races, religions and genders, and it grows on trees! But this corporate crap is chemical candy. It’s bad for you.”

“Pop music could be, at the very least, intellectually stimulating,” Dave said, pushing his ’fro too far to the other side, making his head look lop-sided. “But they’ve replaced thinking with simplistic politics—”

“And passion with melodrama,” I added.

“God, yes,” he agreed, as his ’fro slid down the side of his face. He grabbed it and placed it back on top of his head. “That is so true: ‘war is mean and so is my girlfriend.’”

I laughed, blowing a sticky tendril out of my eyes. “Well, corporate product will always be removed from human experience because it’s denatured, whether you’re talking music or food or sex. It’s a profitable endeavor, not a visceral one.”

“It is now,” said Leslie, her bouffant smashed against the roof of the Bullet.

“Yeah,” agreed Tea. “There’s too much money to be made.”

“They think they can charge us for telling us what to like,” I grumbled,

“so they dumb everything down and pretty soon we’re all eating paste.”

“Smug Barbies,” said Tea, idly winding a white tendril around her finger.

“Smug idiots,” added Leslie.

“Godless scumbags,” said Dave.

Self-righteousness’ll keep you warm for hours.

 

 

♋ baseball field

 

talking at the radio 
just one of the places to shoot off your mouth

 

 

It isn’t nearly cold enough to rant tonight, plus it’s hard to hate anything in this lovely pink and green springtime weather. We try for a while, but we’re half-assed in our hatred of a pop song that’s not quite stupid enough to be entertainingly bad—it’s just bad, which is boring. “That’s not really  angrifying,” I say, reaching over and turning the radio off, “but I don’t wanna listen to it, either.” We drive in silence.

“Spanish?” suggests Leslie, fishing around in her bag for her Spanish language tape and coming up with a squished, old, linty protein bar instead. She holds it out to Dave. “Here, I got this for you.” He leans away from it, so she drops the bar back in her bag and finds the tape she makes us listen to in order to “improve ourselves,” then inserts it into the crappy old boom box we keep on the floor of the Bullet.

A soft female voice filtered through crunchy little speakers then asks us to repeat everything she says, which we all dutifully try to do. We name numbers and colors, are introduced to imaginary doctors, waiters and policemen, ask where post offices and bathrooms are, then list unrelated nouns. “La casa,” the voice says.

“La casa,” we murmur in unison.

“Zapatos.”

“Zapatos,” we mumble.

The girls’ responses grow quieter and quieter as they fall asleep, until it’s just me and Dave whispering in Spanish. “Can we turn it off yet?” he asks, poking the mound of girl between us. It doesn’t move, so he stops the cassette and drops off to sleep, too.

 

 

♋ spring

 

nothing like chrome when it shines no better weather to drive

 

 

Spring air even sounds nice. At this time of year, air doesn’t just feel thick, it sounds thick; you can hear the humidity in it. I like driving in this weather, breezes blowing in over the sleeping pile of band next to me. Spring weather is one more thing that keeps them asleep and keeps me awake.

When I stop at a gas station, Dave opens his eyes. “I’ll pump, you pay,” he says, yawning.

“Okay. You want anything?” He shakes his head and I get out, shutting the door as quietly as I can. Tea and Leslie wake up anyway, so I stick my head in the window. “Ladies?”

“Clamato and Sno Balls,” says Leslie sleepily.

Tea lifts up her head. “Mr. Pibb and a Sky Bar.”

“Nothing?” I ask.

“Slim Jims and a Moxie,” replies Leslie. I walk away, rolling my eyes, as they call after me, “Pork rinds and a Yoo-Hoo!” “Bugles and a Sanka!”

“I’ll drive, you ride,” says Dave when I return with a drink and a magazine. “What’d you get?” he asks, swatting bugs in the greenish light of the gas pump. I hold the drink and the magazine up higher for him to see. He squints. “What’d you get?” he asks again.

“These,” I answer.

“What are they?”

“It’s a drink and a magazine,” I say, crawling into the passenger seat. “What’re you, blind?” He’s still swatting bugs. At least he can see those.

“Maybe you shouldn’t drive.”

Dave gets in and starts the engine. “You don’t need to see in order to drive, grandma,” he says cheerfully, as we pull out of the gas station.

I look out the window. “Yeah, but now you’re a jumpy driver. That she-cop scared you so bad, you’re all flitchy.” A few weeks ago, Dave was pulled over by a big, scary police woman ’cause the Bullet had a broken taillight. This was a lady of impressive voice, size and attitude—an Amazon with a gun. We will never forget her.

“The cop-ette?” he asks. “Nah, she didn’t scare me.”

“She scared me,” I say, turning pages in the magazine.

“What drink? What magazine?” he demands, peering over Tea and Leslie, who’ve fallen asleep again.

“Well, it’s all the different kinds of soda put together in one cup,” I explain. “Figured I’d get my money’s worth.”

“But it’s just a little bit of each soda, right?” he asks. “So you didn’t get any more than you would have if you stuck to the one soda.”

“I got my money’s worth in entertainment value.” I taste it. It’s awful. Dave glances over the girls. Lights from passing cars run across their still backs. “Is it entertaining?” he asks.

I hand it to him. “Here, I got this for you.”

He takes it and tries some. “It’s not that bad. Like a Long Island iced tea.”

“Yeah, I guess . . . a pointless one.”

“Right. Like a pointless Long Island iced tea,” he says. “Where’s my Funyuns and Fresca?”

“Nobody said Funyuns to me. Want me to read to you from—” I check the name of the magazine in the light from the glove compartment, “Woman’s Day?”

He sputters into the straw. “Yes, please.”

“Okay, I’ll read, you drink. First I’ll describe the cover since you’re blind. It’s a picture of a huge pink cake with flowers and rabbits on it.”

“Edible flowers and rabbits?” he asks.

“It doesn’t say . . . maybe you have to read the article. All it says on the cover is that you can lose ten pounds.”

“You can?” he asks through his straw.

“Sure.”

“By eating the cake?”

“Maybe. Hey, there’s a quiz! Wanna take it?”

“I don’t know,” he answers. “I’m busy drinking and driving. And I don’t want to find out anything about myself that I’m trying to repress.”

“Like what?” I ask.

“Don’t say that. I could blurt it out and then I’d know it forever.”

“And I’d know it, too, ’cause you said it out loud.” I look at him. “And I’d bring it up all the time.”

Dave gestures with his straw. “That’s what I’m afraid of.”

“Okay. I’ll honor your feelings,” I say, closing the magazine and looking out the window again. The Bullet’s headlights illuminate gnats and dandelion fluff in the air and make the grass on the side of the highway glow an eerie purple, for some reason. I stare at the purple grass for a few minutes, then turn to watch Dave drive and the girls sleep. The three of them are so still, they look like photographs of themselves.

I don’t remember meeting my bandmates; I just know them. And when you really know someone, you don’t know their face, just a thousand moments you can’t freeze-frame and wouldn’t want to. I guess you could create your own static impression of someone, but it’d be inaccurate, limiting. A static being would offer no hope of bursting into a room, different. People are movement, structure built on fluidity. Which is why I never know what my loved ones look like, I guess. I stare at their faces, trying to commit them to memory, but their features are always overwhelmed by more fascinating flashbacks.

Like songs—a fake song is a static being. A real one is buzzing with potential: structure built on fluidity, body as movement. Jesus, shut up. I can’t believe I can bore my own brain just by using it to think.

“Honoring your feelings is boring, Dave. Maybe the psychological tension’ll keep you awake.” I flip through pages and find the quiz. “Okay. I’ll ask, you answer. But I won’t tell you what this quiz is delving into your psyche for, okay? You just have to answer honestly.” Dave is silent. “Question number one: your husband has a—”

“My what?”

“Hmmm . . . okay, question number two: a work associate (I guess that could be me) is—”

“It could be one of them,” interrupts Dave, pointing his straw at the girls. Tea turns over in her sleep.

“Okay, it’s one of them. Leslie, okay?” I whisper. “You with me?”

“Leslie,” he repeats.

“Right. Leslie is having an affair—”

“A saucy quiz.”

“—with another coworker.”

“Who, Tea?” he asks.

“Well, it isn’t me.”

“Leslie and Tea are having an affair.” He thinks. “True or false?”

“No, it’s not a true-or-false question. It’s a psychological one.”

“Okay.”

“This affair makes you uncomfortable,” I continue.

“I’ll say.”

“Do you: (A) avoid both parties—”

“Parties?” he asks.

“Not literally parties, they mean people. (B) have a heart-to-heart with your coworkers, or (C) . . .” I squint at the magazine.

“What’s C?” he asks.

“C is . . .” It’s hard to see the page. I move it around the car, trying to catch some light. “C is ‘attempt to end the affair by telling your boss.’”

Dave laughs. “Really? Break up Tea and Leslie? What is this quiz? Find out if you’re an asshole?”

“You win!” I yell. “You’re an asshole!” The girls jump.

“I knew it!” says Dave quietly, whapping the steering wheel with both hands.

 

 

We’ve been driving for days through summer heat, going back home to the South to visit relatives. Zoë’s head is on my lap; my little brother plays with her tail. It’s so hot we can barely keep our eyes open.

 

Crane and Dude have run out of activities for us except for the occasional Slurpee at a gas station. The Slurpees melt into gross syrup instantly. There is nothing to do but watch fields out the window and hope for a thunderstorm.

 

To entertain ourselves, my brother and I decide to make up stories about a sister and brother riding in a car.

 

We can’t think of anything for them to do.

 

 

A few minutes later, we’re on the island, we can smell the ocean and everything slows down. It’s so quiet and sleepy that Dave and I stop talking and just watch the dark houses go by. The Bullet creeps along. I guess ’cause Dave doesn’t wanna wake anybody up.

We practice in the attic of the giant, haunted-looking Victorian where Dave grew up. During rehearsals, his parents open the attic door and place comfy chairs at the bottom of the stairs so they can hear us play. We know this because we’ve peered down the stairs at them. His mom knits and his dad reads the paper; they nod their heads, tap their feet and discuss each song, even if we play it six times in a row. Either they’re very, very nice or they have brain damage.

Pulling up outside the house, Dave sings gently, “Ki-i-ids . . . we’re at Grandma’s.” Poor Tea and Leslie are so tired. They stumble out of the Bullet, hair all messed up. I don’t remember tired, so I try to do more than my share of carrying gear and crap up three flights of stairs, but they won’t let me; they grab shit outta my hands. Then, tiptoeing past bedroom doors, we bump guitars into walls and amps into doorways. The girls’re punchy. “We’re so bad at this,” Leslie giggles.

On the way up the stairs, one of the mannequin’s high heels gets stuck on a picture frame, threatening to send either the frame or the mannequin’s TV head crashing to the floor. It takes three of us to extricate it in the dark. “Geez, we are bad at this,” I whisper.

When the equipment is safely home, we hug, then scatter. My bandmates are so tired their hugs are like dance marathon rests. They get heavy on my shoulders for a second, then shake themselves awake. When they leave, I look at my watch. Technically, it’s tomorrow and I need to swim.

 

 

♋ crabtown

underwater 
i swim sound

 

 

Swimming’s the only thing that makes me really, truly tired. It’s not a nervous energy I carry around; it would never allow itself to dissipate in movements like fidgeting or smoking a cigarette. It’s weighted, focused. People describe me as “calm.” I am often very still, trying to keep the energy in check, but that’s outer peace.

So, yeah, I have a swimming problem. I have to swim every day or—I  don’t know what—conflagrations, I imagine, chaos. Big, bad. I’ve never tried to make it through a whole day without swimming. Water temporarily washes off song tattoos, so I made it my drug.

I like the idea of drugs; humans seem to need them. They’re personal, private, sort of precious. We value so few private experiences on this planet and we celebrate so many conspicuous, attention-seeking ones—like it only counts if someone’s watching. I love that the junkies seek an internal pursuit, but I didn’t adopt their drug ’cause they looked sad to me. I couldn’t relate to their high.

Really, from the outside, what they call a “high” looks a lot like a low. Heroin doesn’t seem to add the color to their lives that water adds to mine. Swimming sweetly reflects the human condition: we’re never on solid ground. And there’s a whole story down there, like a love life. Underwater, it’s quiet and otherworldly; even a stormy ocean is quiet underneath. And there is color—there’s no bluer blue than swimming-pool blue and the ocean is slate green and alive. I’ve never found anything better than water for putting out fires.

 

 

♋ cold water coming

 

cold water coming 
for the warm water junkies

 

 

I shut the car door slowly, as quietly as I can, just pressing it into place, and walk down the dark street. It’s silent at this time of night. Everything is.

I know that the pool gate is covered in vines and about three feet from the end of the stockade fencing, so I feel my way down, pushing my hands through ivy, and find it with the tips of my fingers. When I lift the latch, it creaks loudly and I freeze. The sound brings a dog over, but it always does that. He doesn’t bark; he’s happy to see me.

All dogs on this island are named “Bailey,” so I call him that, ask him how he’s doing and slip into the yard, rubbing his ears until he calms down. Then I take off my dress. I always wear a bathing suit under my clothes.

I try not to swim in other people’s pools too often ’cause it’s tacky and illegal, but at 3 A.M., the Y and hotel pools’re all closed, and, well, I have to swim.

Sitting at the edge of the pool while the dog ambles back to his bed, I watch the blossoms of a dogwood tree flutter. I love those trees. Elegant in  the spring, dogwood flowers are even more beautiful in autumn when they become sepia-toned; then they look like old photographs of trees. The yard is dimly lit and the swaying branches create an interesting lighting effect: movement, I guess.

Sudden loud jingling from the dog’s collar as he scratches his ear sounds like cymbals crashing. I whisper “No!” at him. He stops, then walks over sweetly and sits next to me. I put my finger to my lips and he lies down. While I pet him, I try to imagine that the people inside the house who feed and care for this dog are kind, lovely people who might have invited me over to swim in their pool, had we ever met. Probably not in the middle of the night, though.

I slip into the water as quietly as I can. This pool’s heated, but just barely; the water feels icy. Good. Unless I’m chilled to the bone and exhausted, I can’t sleep. I have to be almost dead before I can rest. Shivering, I roll onto my back so I can see the stars glow again. I like the moving light; it looks like the yard is breathing. But I have laps to swim before someone wakes up and calls the police, so I kick off and kill an hour underwater with only the sound of bubbles as a distraction.

 

 

Drying off on the sidewalk with a towel I swiped from the Y, I whisper goodbye to the dog. “See you later, Bailey.” He barks at me through the fence. “Now you bark?” I ask him.

Then the Bullet and I drive to the beach. Maybe I’ll get a couple hours of sleep, but the sun’ll be up soon and then I’ll be off the hook as far as sleep goes. At the beach, I can blend in with the dog owners who get up early on Saturdays to watch the sun rise. I just don’t have running shoes or a thermos full of coffee. Or a dog. Wish I could borrow Bailey.

Can’t wait for summer and real beach days. I love swimming in the ocean. There’s nothing like being knocked around by waves, turned upside down, getting the shit beaten out of you by something so big it couldn’t care less, all in vivid silence. I can’t think underwater—I’m too busy making bruises. Add numbing cold and I’m giddy.

A nice storm’ll beat the living daylights out of you, too. Hurricanes’re good, blizzards. A natural disaster’d be perfect: untamed energy and destruction—vandalism on a biblical scale—and none of it my fault. Short of that, I run outside whenever I hear thunder, hoping to get my head bashed in by pounding rain.

The band thinks this is very funny, so I have to sneak away when I hear  a storm brewing if I don’t wanna be ridiculed. They don’t know what they’re missing. Neither Tea nor Leslie nor Dave can relate to my desire to have my skull caved in and my body pummeled. They claim that a healthy organism moves toward pleasure and away from pain.

I say endorphins mean I’m having it all.

 

 

I watch my little brother eat a caterpillar as a storm approaches. The sky is a deep cornflower blue with patches of lavender. He kneels on the ground, delicately lifting the writhing caterpillar to his lips. Bright green goo oozes out of his mouth as he chews.

 

“What are you doing?” I ask him.

 

He looks at me, then at the piece of caterpillar between his chubby fingers, then back at me, still chewing. Light rain begins to fall, a faraway crash of thunder.

 

 

I spend Saturday afternoon studying at the beach, books spread out on the hood of the Bullet, watching the water in between paragraphs. I read only science books, so that’s what I see in the water, in the air, flying around, eating out of garbage cans—science doesn’t lie. I make sure my eyes and ears are filled to the brim with its clean information, that nothing else can creep in and wreck up the place with false impressions. Science is clarity goggles.

I know this means I’m lacking, somehow; that’s what I’ve been told, anyway. That more evolved people have an emotional attachment to what’s around them, so they enjoy putting fictions in their head to help their feelings along. That’s probably true—that imagination works like dreams and comes with a message. It just doesn’t sound very reliable. And when I see a diagram of a cell, or DNA, it looks so perfect—the essence of something: essential—that I’m moved. Isn’t that emotion?

I guess when I’ve got the science down, I’ll make room for the rest.

 

 

As the light begins to fade, my friend Mark pulls up on his moped, smiling. He’s always smiling. Mark is a monochromatic boy. Everything about him is beige: his skin, hair, clothes, eyes and backpack, which probably doesn’t sound as attractive as it is. Mark matches.

Leaning his moped against the car, he takes off his backpack and joins me on the hood without saying anything, just smiling. I smile back and then laugh at him. He turns to look at the water. “Why do the buoys have antennas?” he asks, like it matters.

“Antennae.”

He looks at me. “Why do the buoys have antennae?”

I watch them, poking out over the water, bouncing around. “I don’t know. It looks like the ocean’s full of narwhals.”

“Mmmm. Unicorns of the sea,” says Mark dreamily.

I shake my head. “Don’t say ‘unicorns of the sea.’”

“Too late.” Mark lies back against the windshield, folds his arms behind his head and switches from water to sky. I join him.

 

 

The first time I met Mark, he asked me if my parents were divorced. When I said they were, he nodded. “I can tell. You wear ‘broken home’ on your face.”

“I do?”

“Yes,” he answered, looking sad. “Was it ugly?”

“I guess. I had a beautiful family that broke into ugly pieces.”

“Stepparents?” he asked.

I nodded. “They don’t like me.” Mark looked even sadder. I chuckled.  Who is this kid? “Do you know anybody whose parents aren’t divorced?” I asked him.

He shook his head. “Not really. But not everyone wears it on their face.”

Mark is very, very kind.

 

 

Our shoes match: four motorcycle boots in a row on the hood of the Bullet. Beyond our black leather toes is an orange sky, reflecting orange into the ocean. “How was the show?” he asks after a few minutes.

“Frenetic.”

Mark laughs. “No shit!”

“Yeah, but this time it wasn’t all our fault. There was a smoke machine and strobes and a drunk.”

He smiles at the sky. “Was it poetry?”

“Was it poetry?” I laugh. “What?”

Mark thinks. “Was it beautiful and necessary?”

“Hmmm. Mostly, I guess.”

“I’m sorry I missed it, then.” He sits up. “There’s a party at the Bells tonight. People are staying over and camping afterwards. You wanna go?” The Bells is on the other side of the island. It’s a spooky shell of a building in a field by the water. It looks like a movie set or a place where burnouts would go to party; it’s not much of a campsite.

“Camping?”

“That’s what they’re calling it. Don’t you like camping?”

“I don’t know. The Bells smells like cat pee.”

“It does,” he agrees. “You could leave the Bullet here. I’ll take you over.”

“You mean on that moped?”

“Yeah,” he nods. “But I won’t blow the horn.”

“Why, what’s the horn sound like?”

Mark stretches an arm out to his moped and pushes down. It sounds like someone squeezing a very loud hamster. I jump up. “Holy shit. Never do that again.”

Mark frowns. “I already told you I wouldn’t.” We stare at the water for  a few minutes. I don’t feel like going anywhere. A good show last night, swam laps early this morning and the beach is both calming and invigorating. For once, staying still is okay.

“I don’t know if I want to sleep at the Bells, Mark. It isn’t even nice in the daytime.”

“Yeah,” he said. “It’s pretty creepy. If you don’t like it, we can leave.” He’s smiling again. Mark’s smile uses his whole head—all gums and goofiness. I can’t say no to it.

“Okay.” I jump off the hood and open the driver’s side door. “But this doesn’t make me your girlfriend.” He smiles even bigger. Mark is, as he puts it, queer as a gay dollar bill. “Get in.”

“Uh . . . no.” He looks suddenly serious. “I know you love the Bullet, Kris, but she just isn’t safe.”

“Shhh . . .” I whisper. “Not in front of her.”

Mark looks stern. “It’s not funny; you should get a bike or something.”

“Carrying an amp on a bike doesn’t seem very safe, either.” I shut the car door and look at the moped. “You really want me to ride on that?”

“I ride on it.”

“Well, not on the bitch seat.”

“The moped works,” he says, annoyed.

“The Bullet works, she just works badly. I can’t believe you’re scared of her.” I climb onto the back of the moped and wait. “What a chicken butt.”

Mark sits in front, then turns around to look at me. “You’re so stupid.”

“You’re so gay.”

“Noted.” He grabs his helmet off of the handlebar, presses it onto his head and fastens the chinstrap.

I watch. “Can I have a hat?”

“I only have one helmet.”

“Well, how safe is that?”

Then he turns the key and the little moped springs to life. Mark turns to me. “I think this’ll be fun!” he shouts over the noise.

We’re already going much faster than I had anticipated and the moped’s sorta . . . bouncy, making it difficult to stay on my fakey bitch seat. I cling to him as we pull away from the beach. “Geez, Mark!” I yell into his ear.

“Geez what?” he yells back, as we zoom up the hill.

When we get to the Bells, the sun is down and the deteriorating stone walls look very beautiful, like ancient ruins. Inside, orange light from fires and an enormous grill lights skateboarders who glide past its graffiti-covered walls, music is playing and it doesn’t smell like cat pee for once, it smells like hot dogs and smoke.

Mark takes a package of hot dogs out of his backpack and balances it on top of a huge pile of similar packages next to the grill, the pile with an index card that says “PIG.” The other enormous hot dog pile’s index card says “SOY.” The kid who’s cooking them nods a solemn thanks and graciously salutes Mark with his spatula.

We wander over to a window we can’t see out of; the darkness outside is enhanced by the glow inside the building to the point of . . . thickness? “Yep,” said Mark. “I guess that’s what they mean when they say darkness is thick.”

“Is that what night looked like before light pollution? I don’t know if I like it.”

“Well,” he cranes his neck out the window, looking up at the sky. “There used to be a moon. Didn’t there?”

“Oh yeah! I remember the moon . . .” I stick my head into the darkness, too, trying to find the moon. “Nope. It’s not there.”

“No,” answers Mark.

Pulling our heads back in, we slide to the floor, watching skaters whiz by. After a few minutes, I get the distinct impression that couples around us are making out. Mark and I sit in silence. Every few minutes, someone skates by. The griller kid piles hot dogs onto a tray, opens packages of more hot dogs, grills them, sticks them in buns, then adds the cooked ones to the others on the tray. No one seems to be eating them. I worry that the pile of hot dogs will tumble if this kid keeps cooking. It’s starting to smell like cat pee again.

“Are we bored?” Mark asks quietly.

We both stare at our boots. Like many people from this island, we wear motorcycle boots in slightly different sizes. My left boot is a half size smaller than my right; Mark’s are actually two sizes apart. It makes him walk funny.

A few years ago, a ship dropped its cargo near the shore and a bunch of crates washed up on the beach. There was no official cleanup because it wasn’t an oil tanker or anything, so beachcombers opened the crates and found motorcycle boots inside. Salty, wet, mismatched motorcycle boots. But free shoes are free shoes. People wandered up and down the beach for  days, pulling seaweed off of boots and trying them on, trading with each other, looking for matching ones. I was there on the first day and did pretty well, but Mark didn’t get there until most of the boots were gone, so his feet usually hurt.

“Yeah, we’re bored,” I answer. “That was fast.”

“Camping’s boring,” he whispers. “Wanna go?”

“Sure,” I whisper back.

The silent griller stops us on our way out. “Soy or pig?” he asks.

“Soy,” I answer.

“Pig,” says Mark. We carry our hot dogs outside and eat them standing in the grass, looking up into the orange windows. Yellow jackets buzz around our faces. “Look at that,” I say. “Night bees.”

“Bees aren’t nocturnal,” says Mark, swatting one away.

“These are.”

“What’s wrong with them?” he asks.

We listen to their buzzing. “Maybe they can’t sleep.”

“Do killer bees sleep?” he asks suspiciously.

“Now there’s a thought.”

“You were right,” says Mark, finishing his hot dog. “This was a bad idea.”

“Just too much fun, I think.”

“Can’t handle it?” Brushing light brown crumbs off his light brown shorts with a light brown hand, he straddles the moped and turns to me. “Where to?”

“I don’t know, but I don’t care, either.” I throw the rest of my hot dog into the bushes and then sit behind him, my arms around his waist. The moped lurches into the darkness.

There are no streetlights on this part of the island. We ride by the sea-wall, where the only light is far, far out in the ocean. It feels nicely scary.

I notice that Mark’s a good moped driver; not only does he wear a helmet, he follows traffic rules, even in the dark when no one’s around, sticking his arm out to signal turns, stopping at lights and waiting patiently for them to turn green. He lives his life that way, too. He has to be good because he is  good. I squeeze his middle tighter because I love him so much.

We drive across the island to a very nice neighborhood, winding through quiet streets, then pulling into the driveway of a big Victorian house. There are no lights on in the house and no car in the driveway. If Mark’s into breaking and entering, I don’t want to know. There I was, thinking he was so good. “What are we doing here?” I ask him quietly.

“I used to babysit for these people,” he whispers, taking off his helmet and walking the moped up the driveway.

“That’s a good story. What are we doing here?”

“Don’t worry, nobody’s home.”

I follow him up the driveway, hissing, “I can see that. What are we doing  here?”

“Be quiet,” he hisses back. “It’s the middle of the night.” Leaning his moped up against the garage, he walks up the hill behind it in the pitch dark. I follow.

“Mark. What. Are. We. Doing—”

“We’re camping,” he says, annoyed.

“We’re still camping?”

He reaches the top of the hill and begins feeling around in the dark. “What the hell happened to the moon?” he mutters in the blackness.

I notice a bulky, pyramid-shaped piece of darkness slightly to our left. “Is that a tent?” I whisper.

“Where?” he asks excitedly.

“Uh . . .” I feel around too, then bump into something. “Here.”

“Good work!” he whispers happily.

“Thanks. This is so not legal.”

Mark is shuffling around at the base of the tent; I can’t see what he’s doing. As my eyes adjust, though, I begin to make out the shape of the thing. It’s dish-mouthed, like a bulldog. In fact, it has little eyes and doggie ears sticking up on the roof—it is a bulldog. The kids he babysat for probably use it as a playhouse. Mark’s struggling, trying to get the bulldog’s mouth open. “It’s a dog,” I say, forgetting to whisper.

“No,” he pants. “It’s a tent.”

“It’s a dog tent.”

He corrects me. “Pup tent.” After that, he can do no wrong. Pup tent.  We all had dismal summer jobs and he was hanging with toddlers in Pup Tent. I don’t care if Mark gets me arrested anymore; I’m ready to do whatever he tells me to.

Suddenly, there is a ripping sound as he gets the zipper loose and then a splash as the bulldog vomits copious amounts of fluid. We jump out of the way. Pup Tent is puking a truly impressive amount of water out of its half-open mouth. Plastic toys ride the rapids down the hill: little action figures and Lego pieces. It goes on and on.

Eventually, the torrent slows to a trickle. Neither of us moves. I think we both expect it to start up again, like Pup Tent is actually sick.

A light rain has begun to fall. I look at Mark. He seems deflated, though it’s hard to make out much more than his posture in the dark. “Um . . .”

“I know,” Mark sighs.

“No, I was just wondering if there was somewhere else we could camp.”

“Where, in a tree?”

“Well . . . is there a porch? I can’t see.” When I was a kid, I’d crawl under the porch when it rained and spend hours there. Mark is silent. “It’d probably be drier than inside Pup Tent.”

He walks slowly to the moped and grabs his backpack. “Yeah, there’s a porch,” he says, sounding a little less deflated. “By the back door. And I have a candle and some matches we could start a campfire with.”

“A campfire?”

“To roast marshmallows.” Poor Mark. Forget breaking and entering—he’s gonna get us arrested for arson. “The Bells didn’t seem like a marshmallow party, so I held on to them.”

“This is a marshmallow party?”

“It will be.”

I pick up every snake I see. Every single one, and I see a lot of snakes because  I look for them. Now that spring’s here, they’re everywhere. Snakes’re perfect. What a handle they’ve got on locomotion . . . they swim, climb trees, glide across rocks and sand, through grass and leaf litter. I can only do a couple of these terrains comfortably and I’m fairly sporty. Snakes can eat things that weigh more than they do, they come in all sizes and colors and they can adjust their temperature just by hanging out in the right places—they soak up weather and wear it. Snakes win; the rest of us should quit.

 

 

♋ snake oil

 

soak up the weather 
suck up the sun 
into your bones 
then move on

 

 

When I was little, I carried snake books with me everywhere I went. I had the books memorized, but I carried them around anyway, on a pathetic hunt for rosy boas and green tree snakes, cottonmouths, sidewinders and any number of other snakes I wouldn’t see. I found only garter snakes.

But I didn’t care. A snake is a snake. They don’t bite if you hold them. Jerky movements freak them out and they strike, but if you move slowly and become their climbing surface, they fold into your warmth and calm right down. It’s an honor to spend even a few minutes with a snake.

Right now I can see one a few feet away, right over Mark’s head. It’s looking right at me. I don’t want to scare it, so I’m not moving, but Mark’s squirming around, waking up, and I’m scared he’s gonna startle it. A frightened snake’ll disappear in a flash.

“What are you doing?” Mark asks sleepily.

“Writing in my diary.”

“About me?”

I think about that. “What’s the right answer?” He smiles, then turns over and goes back to sleep. I consider waking him again to tell him about the snake, but decide against it. Some people don’t like snakes, and he’s had a rough night. He changed into sneakers under the porch, Mister Rogers style, and then set a sneaker on fire trying to balance dryish leaves on top of a candle. Eventually, he coaxed some paper and what looked like old birdseed into burning brightly enough to singe a marshmallow or two, and  in fact, the birdseed is still glowing. But I don’t know that he’s calling this “camping” anymore.

My childhood camping memories consist mostly of mosquitoes and Sterno, so I wouldn’t call it camping, either; this was way better. It was fun.  Not stupid fun, either. Mark made a little orange light, like the big orange light at the Bells, but just for us. That’s poetry.

 

 

♋ rock candy brains

 

your orange fingers are glowing hot
 i think your sneaker’s on fire
 up in flames

 

 

I spit on the glowing birdseed till it goes out. I have to leave. A song is starting; its jangly, rattling tones barely discernible over the industrial whine that precedes every song. Soon I won’t be able to hear anything else, so I gotta be alone.

I draw a heart on a page from this diary and stuff it into Mark’s backpack, then wave goodbye to the snake.

 

 

Allen Ginsburg writes a poem for me that goes like this: 
“I have two eyes because I have two eyes 
I have a nose because I have a nose 
I have two ears because I have two ears 
I have a mouth because I have a mouth”  
That’s true, I think. But it’s not a very good poem.

 

 

Sunday morning.

I left Mark sleeping last night and walked back to the Bullet in the rain, this new song playing louder and louder. Poor, old shitty Bullet looked so forlorn, sitting at the beach alone, like a sad dog left behind. She leaks, of course, so I had to jam my YMCA towel into the crack in the door where the seal should be.

Mark’s gonna wake up wet and alone this morning . . . with a snake next to his head.

Gotta face this music. I lean on the damp Y towel and watch water pour down the windshield, the song rattling along with the pounding raindrops. Man, our sky. What are the odds it would turn these sick colors and spill pretty liquid all over us? What I see through this windshield is incredible. And when it isn’t, I drive away. That’s what I like best about the Bullet: she makes me a moving target.

Of course, she can’t help me escape a song.

 

 

♋ styrofoam rattlebox

 

i’m shatterproof 
but cranial impact 
taps something true

 

 

It was a witch that gave me the double concussion that made me start hearing songs in the first place. A couple years ago, this old witch drove her car into me as I raced to a summer job on my bike. She wasn’t a bad witch necessarily, but she wasn’t a good witch either. I remember her blank face over the steering wheel, about to plow into me, like she was on a mission. I pedaled as fast as I could, trying to escape her speeding Chevy, but I never made it to work that day.

Instead, I flew up into the air: one minute, everything was like it usually is and the next, I was flying. Flying through the air in vivid slow motion, thinking, so this is what this feels like.

As the pavement came toward me, time stopped abruptly. I hovered over the street; tree branches blew in the breeze; I could smell cut grass. Somehow, I hung between flying up and falling down. A thought occurred:  “You’re about to hit your head harder than you’ve ever hit it before, so maybe you should . . . you know . . . go limp.” I did.

As soon as I relaxed my muscles, time sped up and the ground jumped  up in the air, crashing into my head. I slid down the street on my face for a while, then flipped over; my neck snapped back and my legs twisted up underneath me. The witch and her Chevy were long gone—she hit and ran.

I lay there on the street, feeling the brand-new sensation of a lot of blood leaving my body, then tried to unfold myself. Lifting my left leg, I noticed that there was no longer a foot at the end of it.

Suddenly, I was very, very thirsty. Blood spread across the ground in a deep red puddle, pouring into the sewer. I’d never seen blood pour into a sewer before (it looks really cool). Then a woman appeared from nowhere and leaned over me. She was wearing mirrored sunglasses. What I saw in her glasses was bizarre: I had no face. The front of my head was hamburger and blood with two blue eyes staring out. Even my hair was red with blood. It snaked out from under me, unrecognizable as hair—Medusa, I thought. Behind the woman’s head and my monstrous reflection was a clear blue sky.

When I turned away to look for my missing foot, the woman grabbed what used to be my face and turned it toward her. “You were hit by a car!” She spoke loudly and slowly, carefully articulating each word. “You’re going to be fine!”

Why is she talking to me like I’m foreign? I flashed on seventh-grade health class, where they taught us what to do in case we ever came upon an accident. We learned to tie tourniquets and perform CPR, how to recognize the symptoms of shock and what happens to the person in the backseat if you keep a crowbar on the dash (hint: don’t).

They also taught us how to talk to the victim. You speak loudly and slowly, carefully articulating each word. You tell them what’s wrong and then you tell them they’re going to be fine: “You have a crowbar through the middle of your skull! You’re going to be fine!”

A few more people joined the mirrored sunglasses lady, kneeling on the ground, looking concerned. I thought about asking them to help me look for my foot but figured, if I were them, I wouldn’t want hamburger talking to me, so I felt underneath my leg and found the foot myself. I was sticking it back on when I saw my mother’s face floating in the clear blue sky.

Aw, geez, I’m dead! You’re definitely dead if you get hit by a car and then see your mother’s face floating in a clear blue sky. Wait . . . my mother isn’t dead. I noticed her car parked by the side of the road. “Hi, Mom!” I said. She looked upset. “What’s wrong?”

I heard sirens as she started to cry.

 

 

♋ pretty ugly

 

look up 
a clear blue sky

 

 

In X-ray, I lay on a metal table wiggling my front teeth with my fingers. The X-ray technician noticed and asked what I was doing. She was a typical Rhode Islander: Irish, rough-hewn, thick New England accent, heart of gold. I remember her type from when I was growing up: everyone else’s mother. “My teeth are loose,” I said.

“Really?” She peered into my mouth, interested. “They might turn black and fall out, honey.”

I put down my hand.

 

 

A few days later, lying in my hospital bed, I heard my first song: a metallic whining, like industrial noise, and a wash of ocean waves, layered with humming tones and wind chimes. Intermittent voices talked and sang. I thought it was the TV in the next room. The TV never shut up, though; nobody ever turned it off or even changed the channel. I started to worry that the patient next door had died or slipped into a coma.

When the noise increased in volume, I asked a nurse what it was. “I dunno what you’re hearin’, dear,” she said kindly. “Dear” is pronounced  deeya in Rhode Island. They take the r’s off words here and put them on other words. For example, boa constrictor is pronounced boer constricta.

“This room over heeya’s empty and little Josh on the other side is takin’ a nap. He’s got a compound fracksha, too. He isn’t watchin’ TV.” She frowned. “I have no idear. Maybe ya hearin’ . . . machines?”

“Machines?” I asked.

“Machines?” she asked again, perplexed. We stared at each other, but neither of us could answer the question. I was sure she was wrong. Josh is a little kid, right? He’s gotta be watching TV.

Over the next day and a half, the tones began to distinguish themselves from the industrial noise; different frequencies were clarified as notes, though it still didn’t sound like music, just disparate melody. Percussive sounds, like someone banging on metal, kept time for a few moments, then gave way to slow cymbal crashes that blended with the ocean waves. I lay in bed and listened until the noise became intrusive. I gotta turn off that kid’s TV. “Can I meet Josh?” I asked the next nurse who entered the  room with a tray of hospital food I didn’t want. Her response was buried in a ringing wash of sound. I didn’t know it had gotten so loud. “Excuse me?”

She leaned in. “I’ll get you a wheelchair, deeya. But first, eat your lasanyer.” I was scared of the lasagna; thought it’d make me throw up. It already looked like vomit.

“I’m not hungry!” I said loudly over the noise. The nurse looked startled, but she left and returned with a wheelchair a minute later. Then she pushed me into Josh’s room and left the two of us alone. Hope Josh likes people with monster faces. I wasn’t allowed to see my face, but I had a feeling it wasn’t pretty.

Josh was about ten years old and his leg was in traction. His TV was  on, but it wasn’t playing what I was hearing. He was watching a cartoon that both mimicked and clashed horribly with the song noise—lots of banging and crashing, unrelated melodies and grating voices. I had really, really hoped Josh’s TV was making the sounds I heard. Seeing him watching Looney Tunes was like having a weight dropped on me: an Acme Products anvil. The noise is mine. I was deeply ashamed that I’d asked the nurse what it was.

“Hi, Josh,” I said through the waves of sound. He smiled and his lips moved. He was talking really quietly and his TV was screaming. Now what do I say? “Does your leg hurt?” I asked him. Josh stopped smiling and nodded. Poor kid. I pointed at the TV. “What’re you watching?” and his lips moved some more. Gosh, this is hard. Everything’s noisy but this sad little boy.

My song moaned and rattled, talked, crashed, hummed and whined; Looney Tunes did the same. But Josh was lonely, bored and hurting and wanted someone to talk to. I listened as best I could, picking out words here and there, trying to get him to smile and wondering what the hell was going on, until the nurse came and brought me back to my room. I waved to Josh and he waved back sadly, then turned his attention back to the TV.

Soon, the song began organizing itself into discernible parts that sounded less like “machines.” Instruments played melodies rather than disembodied tones in the bed of ocean waves: bass, guitar, piano, cello. Punctuated clanging became drums and percussion. I guessed that my brain was making sense of something, turning this sonic haunting into vocabulary with which I was familiar.

It was all so irresistably colorful. Every chord I heard carried with it the impression of a color; these colors blended along with the chords in gentle  swathes of sound-light. Each beat had a shape that appeared and then disappeared instantly, creating its own visual pattern that coincided with the rhythm. I watched and listened, bewildered and enthralled, as sound and color filled my empty hospital room.

One of the humming voices eventually . . . refined itself ? enough for me to discern syllables in its talking and moaning. Unintelligible at first, the syllables eventually arranged themselves into words that told stories from my life, clarified by dreamlike images—animated home movies, a mythology of reality. The lyrics were at once impassioned and removed, as if someone else, someone who cared, was telling me what happened in black and white and then coloring it in with dream crayons.

 

 

I had a few weeks in the hospital to figure out that a song was writing itself, but I have yet to figure out why. Or what made the old witch drive her car like that in the first place and cast this music spell on me, making me a lightning rod for songs. She’s dead now, so I can’t ask her. She ran me over and then went and died, like, immediately. My impression of the event is that she was born in that Chevy seconds before she hit me. Then, her work done here, she just pulled over and expired.

I really didn’t mind getting hit by a car, though—it was interesting, and probably my last chance to fly through the air in nonjudgmental fashion. I think if I got hit by a car now, it’d bug me, but before we learn to be whiny about our existence and how comfortable it isn’t, we’re still open to being thrown around, even if we bust our faces when we land. So what if sudden contact with the street makes your teeth fall out, maybe snaps off a foot or two? At least you know what that feels like.

But the musical bump on the head the witch cursed me with means that every few weeks, song noise will begin again, and when its parts have arranged themselves, I’ll copy them down and teach them to the band, making them hear what I hear. As soon as I give the song a body in the real world, it stops playing and I breathe a sigh of relief, in precious silence.

I revisit this experience when the band plays, but the re-creation of a musical event, as charged as it is, doesn’t take the journey from chaos to song; the song just walks into the room, a fully formed being.

It’s not me. I don’t talk that way because I’m not always “right now.” A song lives across time as an overarching impression of sensory input, seeing it all happening at once, racing through stories like a fearless kid on a bicycle, narrating his own skin.

 

 

Dude sets our projector on the windowsill and we sit in the dark yard while he shows home movies on the side of the neighbors’ white house. In the movies, my parents hug each other and make goofy faces, take turns riding my tricycle, paint a third eye on my forehead.

 

It’s amazing to see the skin spaceship you inhabit, running around on the side of your neighbors’ house.  Right now, I think, I’m a little kid. I’m amazed by this.

 

Crane and Dude and I smile at each other in the starlight and then grow solemn, watching another now move across the wall.

 

 

The birth of a song, the wackiness that’s going on as I watch rain fall on the Bullet’s windshield, is always disconcerting. It interferes; it’s lonelifying. I wanted to spend this rainy morning with Mark and a snake, under the porch. Instead, the ocean waves outside, the wind, the sound of cars racing by blend with the knocking, talking music I hear.

When I was younger, music was sound: moving, but not alive. My guitar was a pretty hobby, not a passion. I wrote songs before the witch ran me over, but they were ideas, making stuff up. Now, “writing a song” means listening, buzzing an energy, my skin dancing with sparks. It really does feel like religion. Or a disease. Like a religious disease.

 

 

The effect a song’s birth has on my body is sickening. Literally. The buzzing can actually make me vomit. Songs get stuck inside me and when I finally let them out . . . they’re too big, they make me sick.

If I fall asleep, the song wakes me up, whispering, chanting and shouting, suggesting bass lines and backing vocals, piano parts and guitar solos. It’s that—the clattering noise of the thing, louder and louder, first whispering, then gasping with its own impact—that’s so upsetting, so overwhelming. A sickening frenzy. Ugh, lemme out of here.

This is a goddamn song. I have a genuine love/hate relationship with these things.

 

 

♋ fear

 

this is much better than me, okay?

 

 

I grab a guitar from the backseat of the Bullet and try to find the notes I’m hearing, pick ’em out of the other notes and the pounding raindrops—a riotous mess of color.

Each major chord is a primary color, its associated minor altered with a tinge of another color that makes it sadder; sevenths are altered by a secondary color that makes them twangy, and minor sevenths combine the original primary color with the sad shade and the twangy one, etc. Chord structure follows a logical pattern, in other words, until I start making them up. When I invent a chord, I invent a color. I mean, I don’t really invent a color, but it sure sounds like something I’ve never seen before, if that makes any sense.

Sometimes a song will play a frenetic melody that achieves a rolling impression of a chord. The notes still vibrate against each other, but in a hypnotic rhythm that achieves its impression over the course of a phrase rather than a word, a color building itself out of its constituent colors in a pattern. The confusion is dazzling.

Years of classical guitar lessons kept my fingers nimble enough to keep up but couldn’t prepare my brain for this . . . slow-mo implosion. It’s hard to concentrate.

This part isn’t art, though; it’s science. Not rocket science—anybody could do it—but there’s no way it’s art. Art’s a mess, too emotional for its own good. Cool science counters hot art, takes sober measurements. It makes magic clean, refines the intangible.

Dude unwittingly taught me this when I was six years old. He carefully placed a nylon-strung Yamaha guitar behind the living room couch and told me never to touch it because it wasn’t a toy. To a little kid, this means, “It’s not just a toy, it’s a great toy.” For months, first thing every morning, I’d run downstairs to stare at it.

The guitar was so golden it looked fluorescent orange, with lovely, intricate patterns around the sound hole. I knew it was capable of great things, lying there in its case: mysterious, untapped potential, like an ancient farming implement or a magic wand. I particularly liked how the ends of the strings were frayed and textured, almost falling apart, yet stretched tight enough to do their work. Work I couldn’t hear because this was a forbidden instrument.

It didn’t stay forbidden, though. Dude eventually felt bad enough to let me hold the guitar. He sat on the living room rug with me and placed my hands in the correct positions, right hand over the sound hole, left on the neck. The neck was huge. The instrument was huge; my tiny hands didn’t come close to having an effect on the guitar.

“It’s just like that stupid horse,” I said, and Dude nodded sympathetically. I had recently ridden a horse for the first time and this experience had taught me that the space a six-year-old takes up on planet Earth is dreadfully, painfully small. Both the horse and the guitar had seemed attractive from a distance, useful. Up close, though, they were unmanageable. Beautiful behemoths.

I was driven to play the guitar, but I hadn’t really wanted to ride the horse. I did it only because my mother came home from the grocery store one day and told me she’d seen our neighbor there. This was a boring story until she mentioned that the lady had invited me over to ride her outsized,  bad-tempered ex-racehorse. I waited for Crane to tell me she’d politely declined for reasons of safety. Instead, while unpacking the groceries, she said lightly that accepting the woman’s invitation was the nice thing to do.

Alarmed, I suggested that she be the one to ride the giant horse, as she was a giant lady and I was only six, but she shook her head at me, saying, “You like horses.”

“I like them,” I replied. “I don’t need to get on one. Especially not that  one.” I saw this horse bite his mistress on the shoulder once. She hit him really hard when he did this. Then the horse pranced around, angry, and the lady grabbed her hurt shoulder and kicked dirt. I just didn’t wanna get mixed up in anything like that. They seemed troubled.

“It’ll be fine, Kristin,” my mother sighed. “Run along.”

“What, right now?” She gave me an impatient look I knew well, and which I took as my cue to give up. Slowly, I walked next door and crouched near the corral, staying low so the neighbor lady wouldn’t see me out her back window. I figured if I waited long enough without her catching sight of me, I could just go home and say that I’d done the polite thing by showing up, but it hadn’t worked out.

I watched the horse through the wooden fence as it stood at the far end of the corral, staring into the distance. He looked like a toy horse, very pretty and delicate. I decided I should probably get used to the idea of making friends with him. Wish I’d brought sugar, or a carrot. Maybe I’d be the only person he didn’t bite or something. Maybe he’d just been waiting for a child to come along and understand him. And not hit him. And we could jump the fence and go off into the fields beyond and—well, she didn’t see me, guess I can go home.

I spun on my heels and headed for my house when the neighbor lady came out of hers. Dang! She herself was very horsy: she looked and smelled like a horse, and when she talked, it sounded like whinnying. I was intrigued by this world of horse-ness that was powerful enough to turn a human into an equine version of a human. It reminded me of the Greek myths Dude read to me in which people were condemned to live as trees and cows. I wasn’t intrigued enough to want to be a part of it, though. “Hey!” the horse lady called, walking over. “You want a Coke or you just wanna start riding?”

I wanna go home. Did she ask me if I wanna go home? “No, thank you, ma’am.”

She towered over me. “No what?”

“Thank you.”

She squinted down at me. “D’you wanna Coke or not?”

“Um, no,” I answered. “Thank you.”

She smiled sideways. “I remember being your age,” she said, hopping the fence. “I couldn’t wait to start riding either.” Whistling for her horse, she added, “All little girls love horses.”

“Yes, ma’am,” I answered sadly. I watched as the horse came sauntering over, growing exponentially larger with every step. He was a toy, then a dog, then briefly, a pony, then a normal horse, an elephant and finally, a building.

The neighbor lady grabbed him by the reins and laughed at me. “C’mon!” she shouted happily, like she was telling me to jump into a pile of candy.

Gingerly, I climbed over the fence and positioned myself under the horse’s chin. He was a twitching skyscraper and I was an ant. My neighbor whacked him with the palm of her hand and told him to stand still. I thought whacking him was a bad idea, but I said nothing. “You climb up over here,” she said, pointing to his side. “Whaddya, gonna ride his head?” she laughed. I laughed, too, as if I’d made a joke. “Go ahead, climb up.” She struggled to hold the reins as the horse waved its head around in an agitated manner.

Walking to the side of the horse, I squinted up at the saddle. Climb a skyscraper. The massive ribcage in front of me heaved and trembled. I put my foot up in the air, past my own trembling, heaving ribcage, and shoved it into the stirrup. Hand over hand, I climbed the swaying leather straps and swung myself onto the horse’s back. Not too shabby, I thought, gazing out into the pasture, feeling like a cowboy, my heart pounding.

But instead of the horse’s mane and ears in front of me, I saw its butt and tail. I got up backwards, I thought. “You got up backwards,” whinnied the neighbor lady.

 

 

♋ soap and water

 

in her doghouse 
she does it backwards

 

“I won’t play guitar backwards, though,” I promised Dude and he smiled. But the guitar was uncomfortable to hold. It didn’t fit on my lap; I was simply too small. And its shiny finish was blinding, flashing light into my eyes whenever I shifted underneath it. Zoë lay next to me on the living room rug, her chin on her paws, looking worried.

Zoë was way smarter than any human. Small enough to sneak around and watch whatever was going on and learn from it, with brilliant brown eyes that seemed to know . . . everything. Zoë was never wrong. She could catch a Frisbee ten feet in the air and catch a problem ten minutes before it happened. She’d refuse to get in a car headed for the vet’s office, but she’d leap joyfully into one that was going to the beach. She loved children and cats and hated snotty rich people. She was psychic. So when Zoë worried, I worried. I looked down at the guitar, then at her. Her eyebrows knitted. “What?” I asked her.

Dude leaned over and carefully placed my fingers over the smooth strings, helping me thumb through my first “song.” E/ G/ A.

It was disappointing. I had expected more impact. Nylon strings sound soft and muted, different from the shimmering clang of steel strings I thought I would hear, but I could get used to that. Something else was wrong.

I frowned. “What is it?” asked Dude.

I didn’t like how the chords sounded and I told him that. He looked hurt. “Why don’t you like them?”

“They’re boring.”

“But Bob Dylan plays these chords. And Neil Young.”

“Mm-hm.” I looked down at my hands, willing them to play better. “They’re probably nice guys.” Handing the guitar back to Dude, I stared at it, perplexed. Why doesn’t it sound as cool as it looks? I glanced at Zoe and she looked back sadly.

Dude took the guitar, then sat, staring at me. “‘Nice guys’?”

I complained that the chords we’d played didn’t sound magenta enough. “. . . you know?”

“No,” answered Dude, bewildered.

“Well, red, I mean. I’ve heard red before. A million times. The first chord was red. And boring.”

“E major’s red?” he asked. “E never sounded particularly red to me. You mean you think it’s a primary color?”

“Yeah. We didn’t even play green.”

“What chord is green?”

I shook my head at Zoë, then glared impatiently at Dude. “Mix a blue chord with a yellow one. Duh-uh. It’s stronger and prettier that way. Like those fish.” The fish I meant were African cichlids, who change color when they lose too many fights. They get their asses kicked enough times and grow pale, while the winning fish develop bright, colorful scales and beautiful patterns. Dude and I always loved that these fish wear their hearts on their sleeves. I looked up at him. “If you play too many wimpy chords, you’re just asking for wimpy scales.”

“Because the guitar kicks your ass?” He squinted in thought. “Are you calling Bob Dylan a loser?”

“No, just a pale fish.”

“Are you calling me a loser?”

“No . . .”

Dude looked at me sideways. “Are you calling my scales wimpy?” I shrugged and he handed me the guitar. “It’s yours,” he said. “Play colors.”

 

 

♋ spring

all i want is green

 

 

Play colors, I think to myself, as the swishing voices conspire against me. This song doesn’t sound like colors, it sounds like . . . machines. That nurse was right; I do hear machines.

There are notes in there, though. I find them and play them, reduce the industrial orchestra I hear to a pathetic plunking. That melody needs a bed and chords come only through trial and error. So when a sound the guitar makes matches the sound that’s filling the Bullet, I keep that chord and move on to the next one. It gets easier each time, as one chord will set up the next, words in a sentence, then sentences in a paragraph.

Voices playing counter to the guitar parts then form themselves into a kind of phonetic melody. These syllables pile themselves up into words and say things that are hard to grasp, hard to control, and I plug my ears to their meaning. I know I’ve lived the stories they tell, but I never wanted to tell them; the songs do. I’m just playing along.

These are words that don’t talk to brains. Instead, they thump into chests, bashing and shrieking like poltergeists. If I try to jump into the song  and write it myself, sorta hurry it along, my lyrics’ll stick out like ugly relatives. You can tell it’s me talking because suddenly the song isn’t beautiful anymore—it just makes sense. Or worse, it’s clever.

The real song waits patiently for me to shut up and then picks up where it left off: time-tripping, speaking in math, bodies and dreams, landscapes, passed notes, pages from this diary, conversations, memories, newspapers and unmailed letters that crawled back out of the garbage—sometimes sweet, sometimes angry, sometimes funny, but always twisted up and painted in extravagantly ugly Technicolor: well-rehearsed Tourette’s.

It’s not like I’ve embraced the songwriting process. I haven’t even accepted it; it’s too creepy. There’s an electrical component, for example—the lightning rod thing. I get all flitchy and my hair stands on end, like a seizure. With a heightened awareness of . . . meaning, for lack of a better word, that feels like possession. Whatever is important at that moment will jump up into the air and grab my electrified brain.

 

 

♋ the fuchsia wall

 

then suddenly everything i see’s a love letter

 

 

Playing a real song is like keeping a wild animal for a pet: gorgeous and terrifying, it lives in your house, but it’s never really yours. It’s an honor to stand next to this beast, and yet at the same time, you know it can kill you. It’s bigger, better, more important than you and scarier than any person could ever be.

A real song doesn’t count listeners; it doesn’t even give a shit about the musician who plays it—it exists only for itself. So spiritual that it’s physical, so basic that it doesn’t say “look at me,” it says “look at us.”

Listening to it is like watching nature: gross and great.

So I respect music; it’s powerful—gods and devils. But I would never do this on purpose. Dave says that’s part of it: unless you have to do it, you could be lying.

 

 

I watch Dude carry our TV up a winding staircase. He struggles, jammed into a narrow corner. He can go neither up nor down the stairs without dropping the television. He swears loudly about this.

 

Then I hear a soft fluttering sound as a big moth flies in the open window next to Dude’s head. No, it’s a bat! I love bats! The swearing escalates as the bat flops around on Dude’s head, tangled in his hair.

 

The bat squeaks, Dude yells. It’s gross and great.

 

 

Mark pulls up on his moped in the gray dawn and beeps the wretched thing outside my window. Wow, he’s up early. Smiling at him through the rain-spattered glass, I push the passenger side door of the Bullet open and he climbs in, soaking wet. “You okay?” he asks through the song he can’t hear, taking off his backpack.

“Sure. Are you?” I pull my Y towel out of the crack in the door and hand it to him.

Mark puts the towel over his head and rubs his hair vigorously. “Thank you.”

“Guess what? There was a snake next to your head last night.”

He stops rubbing. “There was?” Peering from under the towel, he wipes his wet face with his hand. “Jesus, Kris. Why didn’t you wake me up?”

“’Cause you were sleeping.” He gives me a blank look. The song dances around, begging for attention. I’ve gotten really good at hearing two worlds at once. I can carry on conversations now, albeit feebly, when a song is playing.

I watch Mark fold the towel carefully. When he hands it back, I jam it into the door again. “You didn’t have to fold it, sweetie. I was just gonna do this with it.”

“So you aren’t mad at me?” he asks.

I turn to him, astonished. “Mad? At you?” He just stares, waiting for an answer. “Mark. I don’t get mad at you. I can’t get mad at you.”

He stares for another second to make sure I’m telling the truth. “Okay.”

“Has anyone ever been mad at you?” He nods. Sometimes I really hate songs. “Never think that again.”

He isn’t smiling. “Okay.”

I made smiling Mark stop smiling. What a terrible person. All that beige beauty; I don’t deserve him. Suddenly, it occurs to me that “camping” was probably his way of trying to find a place for me to sleep. Oh, god.  He still cares where I sleep, still thinks I have a broken-home face. He’s so very kind. Mark is made of kindness. Kindness and fragility and beige. You have to be gentle with people like that. “Look in your backpack,” I tell him.

Reaching in, he pulls out the heart I drew for him. The song jangles, whooshes and clatters. Mark looks at the drawing for a few seconds, then folds it up and sticks it back in his bag. “Thank you.”

I can hardly hear him. Mark puts his backpack on and hugs me, then smiles a dim version of his gummy smile and leaves me with my lonelifying noise.

 

 

♋ him dancing

 

i’ll be the runner 
you can love me anyway

 

 

New song is done. It’s burgundy and ochre with a sort of Day-Glo turquoise bridge—another tattoo on this pathetic, little body. I’m running out of room. I almost called off the Muses’ weekly Sunday afternoon practice, thinking I’d be in the throes of musical whooshing, but the song finished writing its parts and organizing its thoughts by the time the rain stopped.

I’ll teach it to the band this afternoon; they’ll like this one. It’s a Doghouse song, of course. All songs are Doghouse songs now. I can’t even remember what it was like to hear a song that didn’t grab my face and shout at it. Must’ve been soothing. But this is electrifying.

 

 

And now, everything is okay: the world is silent except for real things. I hear birds again, cars. When the rain stopped, dog walkers just appeared on the beach, like spontaneous generation—they seemed to rise up out of the sand with their Dunkin’ Donuts coffees and Labs named Bailey. I could hear them talking to their dogs, to each other; it was beautiful. I’m so relieved the song is over and so happy with it that I love the dog walkers. All of them. And the birds and the cars and the damp sunshine.

I hear the song, too, but the sound it makes is inside my head, not outside. It’s only there because it got stuck there, the way any song will if you hear it too many times. Inside means everything is fine.

 

 

♋ carnival wig

 

i won’t be afraid 
when my ears ring 
and my head spins

 

 

Dave is late for practice, so while we wait for him, Tea and Leslie and I pick up cans of spray paint and draw and write with them on the walls of his parents’ attic. This goes on for hours. Dave’s parents are parked at the bottom of the stairs, newspaper and knitting in hand, but no sign of Dave. So the girls and I play spray-paint tic-tac-toe, draw spray-paint portraits of each other and leave spray-paint messages for Dave about how late he is and how we have better things to do than spray paint messages on the wall to him about how late he is.

Eventually, the air is full of paint droplets and noxious fumes, so we have to open a window and lie on the floor for a while. “I bet he’s picking up garbage,” says Tea slowly and deliberately through her dizziness.

I’m also having trouble thinking clearly. “I know he’s picking up garbage.”

“There’s an actual cloud of paint in here,” adds Leslie dreamily.

The Muses’ sound is something of a free-for-all: we can play whatever we want, as long as it doesn’t remind the others of a beer commercial. Dave has embraced this anything-but-suck aesthetic with charming exuberance. He is a classically trained snare prodigy who refuses to play cymbals but is willing to hit just about anything else—hubcaps and mixing bowls, for instance, or whatever he finds in the street on the way to practice. We’ve all watched him get lost in the world of pings and knocks; he definitely loses track of time. Lying on the floor is really all we can do about this. “Are his parents down there?” whispers Leslie. Tea nods.

I lift my head, whispering too. “They weren’t late.”

Leslie looks concerned. “What’s wrong with them?”

“Brain damage.” I let my head drop again. “From paint fumes.”

“They’re proud of Dave,” says Tea. “They like everything he does.”

“So, what, we’re, like, a finger painting taped to the fridge?” asks Leslie.

“Sure.”

I think about this. “That’s amazing.”

“It is amazing,” says Leslie.

“It is.” Tea thinks. “They might still have brain damage, though.”

 

 

When he finally appears, Dave has an armload of garbage that will be his instrument for the day. Shaking up a can of spray paint, he begins decorating the garbage. We all groan. “Put that away!” yells Leslie.

“Aren’t you a snare prodigy?” I ask him from the floor, through my headache and nausea. “Why don’t you just play the goddamn snare?”

“Look at this!” he exclaims, holding up a piece of twisted metal and spraying it red.

Sitting up to admire his garbage, I notice that he’s wearing a coat. I’m stunned. “Dave . . . what the hell?”

Dave and I always believed that coats were for wimps who couldn’t handle seasons: “coat slaves.” Geez, people, get a grip! Seasons happen! And that vision was for wusses: people who couldn’t hack the rough-hewn, fuzzy life we lived—slaves to their glasses—when we could play entire shows without seeing anything. It was the only thing we were smug about, really, our ability to live blind and cold.

Then, a few months ago, he showed up at our attic practice space wearing  glasses. I felt betrayed, but he was transformed. “Trees have individual leaves, even when they’re far away!” he insisted, his eyes and new lenses shining.

I tried it ’cause I do everything Dave says. I bought black square men’s glasses like Dude wore when I was a kid and I loved them but I wasn’t prepared for vision. Such sharp edges . . . vision hurts. There was a lot of stuff my glasses showed me that I really didn’t want to know about. Plus, in the mirror, without the forgiving Vaselined lens of nearsightedness, my face was disappointing. It had individual pores. “I’d rather navigate in a cloud,” I told him, taking off my glasses. “I like sound. Hearing is an honest sense. I can do without the others.”

“Mmmm . . .” Dave frowned thoughtfully. “It could make us look clumsy, though, to be, you know, bumping into stuff all the time.”

“Yeah,” I admitted. “Sometimes we seem illiterate, too.”

He nodded. “I’ve noticed that.”

I put my glasses back on and looked around, wincing. “God, there’s just too much stuff out there. I don’t like being forced to see everything I’m facing.”

“I get that,” he said. “There is too much stuff out there. But maybe some of it’s . . . good?”

 

 

♋ flood

my aching eyesight

 

Dave was right. Dave’s always right. I even bought contacts so I can look at stuff all the time, because he said some of it was good. I pick and choose among visual elements as best I can—have joined the ranks of the glasses slaves. But a coat? A coat? Et tu, Dave?

Dave unzips his coat to show me how it works. “See? We can still wear T-shirts, but if we wear our T-shirts underneath coats, winter won’t hurt!”

“But it’s spring!”

“Winter happens annually, Kris.”

“So?” I whine. “Wear a wig!”

“Seeing turned out to be okay sometimes, right?” he asks gently.

“What?” I whip my head from side to side. “Who said that?”

He sighs. “It’s dumb to live blind and cold when we have tools at our disposal to prevent it. It just weakens us, gives everybody else a head start.”

“Coat slave,” I mutter under my breath.

Dave sits behind his kit, zips his coat back up and reaches for his sticks. “I heard that.” Taking a deep breath, I stand at the mic, focus on the far wall of the attic and start the new song. I forgot what it sounded like; quietly, it had tiptoed out of my head.

So here’s what it sounds like: ugly. Butt ugly. The strange kind of butt ugly—clay molded into some weird shape you’ve never seen before. Organic, yeah, but . . . organic what? And why would you wanna look at it? It’s an owl pellet, a deformed stalactite. But it’s great. This tattoo is wicked cool.

Tea and Leslie sit on their amps, holding their guitars and watching me, the floor in front of them littered with Leslie’s sheet music. Can’t they close their eyes or look somewhere else? Singing is such a dumb thing to do. I guess that’s why normal people only do it in the shower.

Soon, though, the girls’re blotted out by burgundy and ochre, shot through with neon blue-green. When I finish the song, there’s a little freak standing in the middle of the room: a song body, and I’m burning hot. A song may be born of electricity, but it lives as heat. Now I don’t just resent Dave’s coat; it’s actually making me sick to look at it. How can he be cold?  He’s just being stubborn.

I look at my friends. They all look back at me, but no one smiles or acknowledges that they’ve heard anything. They just look thoughtful. God, it’s hot. I can’t swim or race out into rain right now, so I suck down a glass of ice water Dave’s mother gave me and it helps. Water is the perfect antidote  to the musical desert, the hot, dry, killer-beautiful landscape of songs.

Focusing on the far wall again, I start the song over from the beginning. Two bars in, there is a shattering bang! Sudden gorgeous noise all around me, the sound of three musicians jumping in with six feet. Enormous, crazy big. They play so loud. And somehow, their entrance is timed perfectly. They seem to have worked out their musical responses in their hands, knowing intuitively to bypass their brains: a gut reaction poured through muscles. What kind of love is that? What kind of trust? I watch them as they play, touched and baffled. They work hard, temples throbbing with the effort, locked in to shifting time signatures they’ve never heard before. It’s like I’ve been playing with matches, my bandmates turning my sad little arson into a celebratory bonfire.

Their musical replies are elegant: Dave’s manic snare patterns that mirror my guitar parts plus a hypnotic rolling over the whole kit; Leslie’s complex, melodic bass lines, more like bass leads, first pounding, then airy; Tea’s distinctive guitar parts, neither rhythm nor lead, bouncing off mine, high melodies jumping up above the mix, low ones pushing up from underneath; and then fractured vocals, all mixed up, dancing in and out of rhythm, banging into each other. My bandmates are a freakin’ superteam; look at ’em go.

That Mexican biker was right—it’s muscular. Sun-dappling splashed across the fog I brought to practice. Still not pretty, but at least I’m not alone in it anymore.

 

 

♋ honeysuckle

 

your temples throb with effort 
and your notes hit every target hard

 

 

There is a phenomenon known as “paradoxical undressing” that affects those dying of hypothermia. Freezing to death, people tear off their clothing as they’re overcome by imaginary heat. Lost in blizzards, on snowy mountains, in frozen forests, their bodies become convinced that they’re burning, not freezing.

Honestly, I’m so shy that I find most contact with people deeply unsettling, but songs—the alive kind in the air, injected with evil from the Doghouse—mean that I’m burning with sound, not frozen with fear. ’Cause they’re my way down to where we all are.

I didn’t ask to go down to where we all are, but as it turns out, I’m a member of a deeply social species in which the only truths worth speaking are the most naked. In other words, I had planned on wearing all my clothes into these freezing woods—songs ask me to wear none.

 

 

♋ serene 
lose control

 

 

But way beyond stripping off clothes, the musical kind of paradoxical undressing strips you down to your bones. And as it turns out, we all have pretty fucking similar bones.

Who knew?

 

 

Dude plays guitar for me before school, to cheer me up. I have a school-morning stomachache and can’t finish my oatmeal.

 

He sits at the table with me and plays “Wabash Cannonball,” “The Cuckoo” and “Go Tell Aunt Rhody,” which is not a very cheerful song. It’s about a dead goose and the gander who’s crying because his wife is dead and all the little goslings who’re crying because their mother’s dead. My oatmeal gets colder and colder.

 

Eventually, I drag myself out the door to catch the school bus, the sad melody of weeping baby geese in my head.

 

A few hours later, Crane is called to the school because I’m crying behind a bookshelf and won’t come out. “She says she’s crying about a song,” the teacher tells her on the phone, “but I think she might actually be sad about something.”

 

 

I have no idea how many times we play it, but when the new song begins to sound realized, we’re completely spent. This one’s so intense, it’s making me overheated and sick. So is Dave’s dumb coat. And the lingering paint fumes. We’re catching our breath before starting again when Dave suddenly stands up and drops his sticks onto the snare drum with a clatter. “Shopping!” he announces. The girls unhesitatingly stand up to leave.

“What?” I ask into the mic.

“You’re getting a coat today,” says Dave.

I freeze. “Unpossible.”

“No,” he answers matter-of-factly, “it’s not. You’ll see.” Checking his watch, he says, “St. Paul’s is still open. C’mon.”

“Only if they come, too,” I say, pointing at the girls.

“I’m not shopping,” says Leslie.

Tea, placing her guitar on a stand, shakes her head. “I have a coat.”

“Aw, come on,” I plead. “Get another coat.”

Leslie holds her bass in its case and waves. “Have fun!”

“Bye!” calls Tea, already halfway down the stairs.

I look at Dave. “I hate shopping.”

“I know you do,” he answers. “Which is why you don’t have a coat, which is why you need to go shopping.”

So Dave and I walk to the thrift store to buy me a goddamn coat. The rain stopped early this morning—it is a warm, glistening, sunny day. Not the sort of day that’d make anybody buy a coat. Days like this make people throw coats away. “I’ll try it,” I tell him. “But only ’cause you said to.”

“Mm-hm.”

“Sometimes you’re right about things.”

Dave nods emphatically. “Yes, I am.”

“But only sometimes.”

His mouth tightens. “Right.”

“I’m not promising anything.”

“No.”

“It’s spring.”

“Yep.”

I look at him. “Even coat slaves stop wearing coats in the spring.”

He rolls his eyes. “Yeah.”

“And I’m always hot.”

“I know.”

“And it smells weird in there.”

Sighing, he holds the door open.

While I plow through hundreds of gigantic old-lady coats that smell like mothballs and dust and are too big to fit my car, never mind my body, Dave holds up different combinations of feather boas and golf shirts, asking if they “work.” I say that they all do. He drops his arms to his sides, framing himself in pink and yellow feathers. “You can’t like all of them.”

“I don’t like any of them. I just think they work.” Dave stares at the neon-pink feathers, then the neon-yellow ones. “If that’s the look you’re going for, you succeeded.”

Then he sticks both boas on a hat rack and pulls a big old-man suit off a hanger. I stop plowing through coats and watch as he drapes the heavy brown jacket over his shoulders, pulls on the fat-old-man pants that go with it and walks up and down the aisle.

“Those pants are way too big,” I say, staring. “So’s the jacket. The whole suit is too big. Maybe you should look for a Sunday-school suit in the kids’ section. You look like you raided grandpa’s closet.”

“I did. Just not my grandpa.” He stares at the floor where his feet used to be, then looks over at me. “You should take fashion risks.”

“You shouldn’t wear that, though.”

“Too risky?”

“Too hot.”

“It is hot in here.” He lets go of the suit and it falls to the floor. Stepping out of it, he pulls a small blue wool coat with a fur collar off of a hanger and hands it to me. “Here,” he says, “I got this for you.”

 

 

I’m sure that when this coat was made in the forties, it was a fancy item for a fancy lady, but I got it at a thrift store in the eighties and it looks it. It’s ragged and most of the buttons have fallen off. I already looked a little bag lady to begin with—my skirt looks like it was made from curtains, my T-shirt’s torn and grimy. This coat isn’t helping.

 

 

♋ marriage tree

like an old man in a dress 
treat me like a twelve year old man

 

I’m practicing wearing my new coat. Driving the Bullet around, all wearing a coat and whatnot. I’m sweltering, but, as I understand it, that’s what a coat is for, so it’s going pretty well, I guess. Only thing is, nobody else is wearing a coat. The sidewalk people look happy and sunshiny in their T-shirts.

Driving to the Doghouse, I park across the street from it and stare at it through my fur collar, just to think for a minute. That place was a cartoon nightmare. It wrapped me in my own skin, crammed it full of explosives and locked it shut. I couldn’t move when I lived there. Now I can’t be still.

I start the engine. The Bullet shudders and coughs. Stillness is dangerous, anyway; it’s best to keep moving. The engine heaves, then settles into a comfortable rumble and I pull away from the Doghouse.

Gonna head back to Providence, back to Napoleon’s. Gotta find somebody to crash with me under those sad Christmas lights, though; I don’t wanna sleep alone tonight. And I really hope those godforsaken donuts’re gone. At least let godforsaken Fish Jesus be funny again.

I pull my collar up around my face and swelter some more.

 

 

♋ fish

 

lonely is an eyesore

 

 

I drag my mother’s wedding dress down the attic stairs and put it on over my jeans and T-shirt so I can watch TV in a wedding dress. The dress is very long; I have to stand on a footstool to keep it from dragging on the ground.

 

It’s still too long, though, so I get a chair and put the chair on top of the footstool.

 

Balancing on top of the stool and chair, I spread my white pearled skirts around me and watch game shows. Women scream and cry, but they’re happy.

 

Happy about dinette sets.




End of sample
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