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REAL ESTATE

My mother married a man who divorced her for money. Phyllis, he would say, if you don’t stop buying jewelry, I will have to divorce you to keep us out of the poorhouse. When he said this, she would stub out a cigarette, mutter Motherfucker under her breath. Eventually, he was forced to divorce her. Then, he died. Then she did. That man was not my father. My father was buried down the road, in a box his other son selected, the ashes of his third wife in a brass urn that he will hold in the crook of his arm forever. At the reception, after the funeral, I got mean on four cups of Lime Sherbet Punch. When the man who was not my father divorced my mother, I stopped being related to him. These things are complicated, says the Talmud. When he died, I couldn’t prove it, I couldn’t get a death certificate. These things are complicated, says the Health Department. Their names remain on the deed to the house. It isn’t haunted, it’s owned by ghosts. When I die, I will come in fast and low. I will stick the landing. There will be no confusion. The dead will make room for me.




FAMILY THERAPY

The morning after my father killed his first wife, he woke up next to her dead body, rose from their bed, and began his morning routine. At lunch, from his office, he called the landlord and asked him to check on her. He was worried, he said. The night before, he had taken her pill bottles and lined them up on the bathroom counter. He said unkind things, using words like burden and ruin. He stood in the doorway and wouldn’t let her pass until the bottles were empty. They went to bed, he said goodnight, she said goodbye, they turned their backs to each other under the thick blankets. This is what he said, my father, in family therapy, a few months before he died. I had already figured it out, mostly. The other son had always been more tender, gullible. And it was his mother, not mine, so you can see how it would be easier for me to get my head around it. They watched each other, trying to figure who was getting their head around it. The therapist watched my father. My father watched the other son. The other son turned away and looked out the window, where the wind was pushing some leaves around. I confess, I feel bad for the landlord. He must have known. The body had been dead all night. I imagine him with his heavy ring of keys, unlocking all the doors to all the rooms he’s been responsible for, year after year, until he’s no longer surprised by the residue: empty bottles in a mirrored cabinet, a wedding ring at the edge of a sink.




HEART FAILURE

My grandmother would put on lipstick before playing solitaire. My grandfather would take naps on the floor, underneath the dining-room table. Neither of them would tell me where the old country was. After lunch, my grandfather would drive to Walgreens to buy a ChapStick or a ballpoint pen. At dinner, my grandmother would serve us white meat on plates, then turn her back to us and eat dark meat and gizzards over the stove, out of the pan. He said he slept under the table because he grew up with so many brothers. She said he had two brothers, wasn’t my real grandfather, and she didn’t love him. On Sundays, after his nap, we would watch Star Trek at 5:00 p.m. and The Lawrence Welk Show at 6:00 p.m. The day my grandfather took a nap on the floor in the foyer instead of under the table my grandmother called the paramedics. We gathered at the hospital because the doctor said heart failure. At first, my grandfather refused to have the operation. He didn’t love her either. My father and the other son-in-law took turns, for several hours, negotiating. Don’t worry, they said. You won’t survive the surgery. Let her blame the doctor, was their argument. Eventually he relented, agreed to the surgery, and died on the table. From his point of view, you could say the operation was a success.




PATTY MELT

When my grandmother died, my mother called me because there was no one else to call. I know we’re not talking but I need you to keep me from dancing on her grave. I met her at Marie Callender’s. A waitress with an engraved name tag brought me a patty melt and a glass of milk. It calms my mother when I drink milk. She had a chicken salad. I watched some cars pull into the parking lot, watched other cars pull out. The drivers seemed reasonable as they navigated between the lines. Some people think that parking lots are like the open sea but really, there are rules. At the funeral, my mother didn’t try anything at all, which was disappointing. A machine lowered the casket into the ground and we took our turns throwing dirt on it. I don’t think she had thought the whole thing through. There was nothing to celebrate or protest, just a hole in the ground with a box in it and no real way to prove a point or turn the afternoon into spectacle. On the drive back to my car in the Marie Callender’s parking lot my mother explained why we should return to not-talking, which we did. Marie Callender’s says they’re famous for their pies but really, who doesn’t say that? I was still in a wheelchair when my mother died. I had her cremated. There was nowhere to put the box.




SIDEWALK

I crawled to the front door and swung it open so the ambulance could find me. It seemed like a strange thing to do, since I hadn’t called for an ambulance, so I crawled to the end of the sidewalk and sat there, which still didn’t make sense. All the condos look the same, so it was going to be difficult to find me if the door wasn’t open. There was a noise in my head and I couldn’t afford an ambulance so I called a friend to come and get me and he wasn’t happy. It felt weird. I went back and locked the door and stood in front of the house to wait for my friend but I wasn’t standing in front of the house, I was lying on the sidewalk with my face in my shoulder bag because I couldn’t stand up and I was afraid it would scare my friend, so I rolled on my side and propped myself up with my weak arm while my legs sprawled out behind me. I held my bag tight to my chest and tried to look casual, with my crooked smile and unfocused eyes. It was hard to keep my head up but I kept smiling at the pavement and the blurry middle distance until I could see the wheels of a car and my friend’s shoes. I felt like I was running to him but I wasn’t moving. The trees were tall and fast outside the car window. I kept apologizing. It was clear that something had happened that wasn’t going to unhappen. In the emergency room, the woman at the desk kept asking me questions. All my answers were Stroke, dizzy, numb. I kept saying the words in different ways so she would understand. She didn’t. She didn’t believe me. They put me in the waiting room, which I knew was wrong, and I realized that I had messed it up because I didn’t call for an ambulance. I kept falling asleep in the waiting room. I looked much worse, slack and crooked, the two sides of my face moving at different speeds. I went back to the desk and said Help. They put me in a room. No one believes that I know what I know because sometimes I miss a part or tell it sideways. Some people get stuck on the first thing you say and they don’t let you finish your syllogism. They asked the wrong questions. I gave the wrong answers. They thought I was faking it. I said Numb. I meant getting numb, more numb, half of me mostly numb. They said Lift your leg. I did, a few inches. It was heavy, they were mad. You aren’t paralyzed. They kept missing the point: None of this was normal. I do know some things. I was making strange and ambiguous gestures. I was trying to tell them about the door and the ambulance and the sidewalk. The doctor decided I was having a panic attack and discharged me. Someone wheeled me to the curb. Someone else helped me into a car.




HEARSAY

They say that I was born in February, in a hospital in Midtown, while it snowed. It is legend. There are photographs. They say the blue bathing suit with the little green frogs was my favorite. They say that those are my mother’s sunglasses, pointing at a naked boy wearing nothing else, in a Polaroid, laughing. My first birthday and the big stuffed dog? I remember that dog but I don’t remember getting that dog. It seems like I always had that dog. She would sleep in bed with me—endlessly vigilant, black plastic eyes flashing hallway light if anyone opened the bedroom door—along with a real cat named Good-For-Nothing Layabout Cat. That’s you, they say, pointing at a photograph—a little boy at his first rodeo, in a baby-blue cowboy outfit with suede fringe, standing awkwardly and squinting into the sun—but they aren’t pointing at a photograph, they are pointing at a story, how this and that and something something. What does it take to own the myth? Why build a self from this? It makes me uncomfortable, my story—part insight, part anecdote—started by unreliable people at cross-purposes. And which photographs didn’t get saved? And which photographs didn’t get taken? I never figured out who named the cat but everyone took credit for it.




BEET SOUP

My grandmother slams her hand against the kitchen counter. The egg drips gold and glossy down the front of the cabinet drawers. She has come to live with us as she recovers from her stroke. Her speech is slurred and her movements are jerky. I wipe egg off the cabinet with a paper towel but I am not tall enough to reach the counter. I put the eggs away and we have cereal for breakfast. I pour the milk. After breakfast she starts dinner, borscht, which seems like a bad choice. It is not a put-a-chicken-in-a-pot kind of soup. We will need to do a lot of chopping and we don’t trust each other with the knives. I stand on a chair and chop the vegetables very carefully, under her uneasy supervision. A beet is a serious thing. It sleeps in the ground while the apple trees thrash all night in the wind’s red darkness. Sometimes we use turnips. In the old country, we used what they threw at us. They didn’t throw anything at her. I don’t buy it, but I like the sentiment: a pragmatic idealism that would come to inform my future metamodernist sensibility. I ask her where the old country was. Some days it was Russia, other days it was Poland. The flags changed, the rest stayed the same. I put the vegetables in a bowl. I want to found a city, not reconstruct one. Houses so new there are no mice in the walls. It’s a poverty of imagination—the fear of improvisation, the insistence on undamaged goods. I add the vegetables to the broth, she adds the pepper and the dill, and together we stir the bright, built world.




PIANO LESSON

When I was ten, I had an imaginary friend. He lived on pork and beans and played the viola. People would look at us and hear sad music, turn away. That’s pretty much how it was, what it was like, for most of 1977. A viola is slightly larger than a violin. It makes a deeper sound. The cello and the double bass: larger and deeper still. All, like Pinocchio, have hollow wooden bodies, though Pinocchio has more strings and is hollow only metaphorically. Guitars have strings. Harps also. If a harp lay down and fell asleep and you bludgeoned its dreams with felted hammers then you would have a piano. If you were wearing a tuxedo, you would have a grand piano. If you knocked a clock to the floor and left it there, on its back, staring at the ceiling, spinning slowly to its own sad music, then you would have a record player. Or a carousel, if you had horses, or luggage. A table turns into a barricade, a vase into a broken vase. The lazy Susan becomes the place where the lazy Susan used to be. Pinocchio wants to be a real boy. The real boy wants to be a robot. The dream of becoming. By 1699, although there were no pianos, some composers were already anticipating their arrival. Sheet music from the time shows notes too high or low to play on the harpsichord. By 1837, with some refinement of the pedals, a player could sustain the notes even after their hands had moved away. By the time I was eleven I stopped being sad and started to be afraid.




MERCY

I am an only child and the youngest one. I throw toy airplanes over the fence. There are three wives: the first is gone; the second is distant; the third is doing her best, distressed and uninspired, with adult sons. The father reconstructs his realm and crown, new brothers jostle in to lounge. Yes, like royalty. The brothers tower. They aren’t bullies, just large. My father is the hand of justice: He finds me guilty. My mother is the hand of mercy: She finds me guilty but helps me realize why, when she’s around. The hand as conscience, internalized. A lawyer and a therapist: They keep secrets, other people’s secrets, in brown folders and change lives. Two hands and the space between them. The silence, the professional silence, stultifies. I fill the vacuum with elaborate lies. Unmerited favor, grace—there is no word for innocence. Shamelessness is brazen, guiltless bodies lack remorse. Innocence, at best, shows an incapacity to understand why one complies. I was innocent but filled the vacuum, not without consequence. The other brother, from wife number one, relieved to be away, lives in another state but sends birthday cards.




COVER STORY

My boyfriend did not die in 1991. I told a lie and it turned into a fact, forever repeated in my official biography. He died on Christmas Day, 1990, when his family disconnected the mechanical breathing machine. He was a composer in the school of music. We were working on a piece for voice and strings. I liked writing the words under the whole notes, hyphenating them to make them last. I liked sitting on the bed in his apartment, writing on the sheet music—bigger paper, thicker, how it sounded when it fell to the floor when we got tired. It was winter break, friends in town, we hopped from party to party, catching up but separately. It was late, the night was clear, the roads were empty. The four of them were sober, the driver in the other car was not. I was a few miles away, in a bar, waiting. When the bar closed, I left him an angry message for standing me up. A few hours later, a friend called and told me. He suggested I break into the apartment and start removing things before the family arrived. For several minutes I didn’t understand, then—evidence. He hadn’t told his family and it didn’t seem right to tell them now, to suggest that they didn’t really know him. I drove in the darkness between the accident and dawn. I climbed through the window. I couldn’t figure which things looked suspicious and which things would be missed. I was sloppy, rushed. I grabbed the wrong sheet music. It was a piece that had already been performed. A few days after Christmas there was a memorial. I sat in the back. As part of his speech, his father mentioned the missing music and made an appeal for its return. I couldn’t give it back. On New Year’s Eve, in a black velvet jacket, at a party in the lobby of a downtown hotel, with a drink in each hand—one for him, one for me—I kept asking where he was, if anyone had seen him. I had his passport in my back pocket. I shouldn’t have taken that either. It was the only picture of him I could find.




METONYMY

Someone wheeled me to the curb. Someone else helped me into a car. We got to the condo and managed to get me down the stairs, into the living room, where I fell asleep on a mattress we put on the floor. I slept, I peed myself, I fell off the mattress, I fell out of chairs talking wildly. I scared them, whoever they were, the people I was supposed to know. I knew who James was, he was on the phone. He was in California. You can’t stay there. You have to go to the hospital. You can go to a different hospital. I changed my clothes. It was like dressing a mannequin. Getting into the car, I fell on the emergency brake and broke my glasses. In the emergency room, at the second hospital, the woman at the desk said Oh no, you’ve had a stroke, and they wheeled me in. The doctor was handsome and it embarrassed me. For a while, I was talking to a brightness in the corner of the room. When they tried to give me a heparin shot I threw a bedpan. I kept asking for someone, over and over—the friend who took me to the first hospital. I said black tree when I meant night. I said The branches blow and we sleep in dirt. I said Telephone. Safe harbor. Perhaps you are, perhaps you are diamonds.
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BED

You have to understand: There was no noon, no down. Time passed. Day turned to night. I woke and slept. I drank, I ate a bit, I slept. There were few nouns. They wouldn’t connect. I didn’t know fan. I kept kicking off the blankets and pulling off my clothes. The people came and went. I didn’t know now, I couldn’t find the latches, and every few hours I found myself at baseline, staccato, returned to tonic. The light moved through its stations: soft white, blur-white, buzz-white, white-white, cream-white, cream, tan, black. My dreams were flickers, my days were smears. I slept in a mechanical bed, three feet in the air. Time and more time. The questions were confusing. I answered in song lyrics and scraps of poetry. Twenty-nine dollars and an alligator purse. It would have been funny except for the yelling. And the fear—the mind that didn’t work, the leg that wouldn’t move, the people who should have arrived but didn’t. I pitched fits; cried jags, hair-triggered—it was neurological, endless. Finally they knocked me out. They clocked me.




LANDMARK

All night, all the cities in the thickening darkness. All night, all the roads. All night, all the houses with their punched-in eyes in the sickening, sickening darkness. I slept on the roof. I slept in the yard. I slept in the closet, under the cuffs of a dozen shirts, when I thought there was something in the room with me. There was nothing in the room with me. I slept. O pioneers, I kicked in doors. The sound of hooves. We must not tarry. Night has descended and all its stars, they crackle and burn while I am left here, silent in the dimmed arena. I swear to god, there must have been a day on the beach or a secret dip in the lake after dinner. I must have walked all night against the wind once, trying to get somewhere. There must have been. I slept on the plaid couch. I slept in the house with the red kitchen. I fell out of bed and slept on the floor in a square of astonishing moonlight. I crawled there, hand over hand, from the darkness of a terrible dream. Believe me, something is heaving, incomprehensible. The house is filling up with strangers and the picture frames fall off the walls. There isn’t a word for it. Metal, powder, rust, a pear; even here a night flight, a tense change, struck like a bell. What’s that in your drink? Have you been here long? Oh, why won’t you love me, love me? There isn’t a word for it, moonlight, slippery. There isn’t a word for it, moonlight. Through every window at once. I concentrated on the moon. I dug a hole in the sky and called it the moon. A hole in the sky and we call it the moon.




YARDSTICK

Above the hospital, the moon kept shining. I wasn’t anywhere and I couldn’t describe it, I couldn’t stay awake. I mumbled. I stuttered. I crashed the words together or trailed off. I couldn’t say it straight so I tried saying around it—dark-struck, slumber-felt, sleep-clogged. My glasses were broken and my eyes wouldn’t resolve. My stomach was bruised from the heparin shots. I turned in sleep, shouldering into the dark, glossy water. I practiced connecting. I measured the gaps. I started new dreams without finishing the last, sifting in sleep what I couldn’t sift in daylight. I jumped from house to house, through iterations of myself. My memories were inaccurate and out of order. They did not accumulate. What had made things follow had come apart and the coming apart was no longer interesting. To link it up, to milk the cow and show the math to make the butter, to describe the greened field, trampled or untrampled, was beyond me. Someone came every hour to check my blood pressure. I would raise my arm for the cuff without fully waking. My brother called. I told him not to come. I wasn’t sure who he was and I wouldn’t be able to fake it. I couldn’t lie and I couldn’t track. I made sentences but I couldn’t remember them. It made me unreliable. It was uncomfortable to watch. I blathered in loops—repetitive, elliptical. I was overly invested and empathetically blurry. I had lost my poker face, my guile, and I was in danger of betraying my secrets and everyone else’s. The bed was uncomfortable. I was heavy. I was bricks. Above the bed, the ceiling and the stars. Below the bed the floor, the earth, then out the other side and stars. I fell in all directions.




SEVERAL TREMENDOUS

—angel of crowning and angel of breaching, angel of leavening, angel of grieving; angel of elbow, angel of bright, angel of terrible, monster of terrible; music and terrible, a big small music and several terrible thousand tremendous; blot everything out, the stars, blot everything; stop saying broken, stop saying broken; angel of broken, angel of broken, angel of broken, angel of broken; angel of headlights, angel of soap, angel of telephone, hurry red telephone; even if my mouth is closed, even if the song ends; soup, glove, milk, chalk, raise the dead, finish the thought, cinderblock cinderblock; monsters of terrible, raise your tusks; faucets of terrible, ignite the aqueducts; the ghost of sleeping, the ghost of thieving, the ghost of silence, the angel of silence; angel of silence, angel of silence, angel of silence, angel of silence—




CULT LEADER

I don’t think my mother wanted to be a cult leader. I’m not sure they wanted her either, but the guru was ready to retire and my mother had charisma and a living room large enough to accommodate everyone. Her boyfriend at the time was a walk-in: a man so previously sad that his original self had left its body and something else had grabbed the wheel. This new thing was driving the car and sleeping with my mom. I have been sad but never have I actually left my body. My mother has been sadder, but it never made her a poet. I practice my sentences. Sadness is overrated. She did her cult-leading by the book until she finally had her epiphany while cleaning the bathroom: You are where you are. Deal with it. She had her followers practice doing the things they were afraid of, the things they hated, and the things that bored them, in an attempt to overcome their reluctance and their vanity. The goal was acceptance, eventually bliss. They were sad but hopeful. The cult was a place for them, the way church is a place for sinners. For legal reasons she was only a cult leader on the weekends. Tuesday and Thursday nights she held group therapy in the living room while I did my homework in the kitchen. Weekdays she saw clients in her office, which was my bedroom. Damaged people would sit on the couch and unload their emotional problems all over themselves. At night, I would unfold the couch and sleep in it. Some nights I climbed out the window. She didn’t notice. She kept a note taped to the refrigerator door— Surrender your attachments. It seemed like a mandate that self-erased: Keep on struggling to stop your struggling. I don’t think it meant what she thought it meant. I didn’t like the implications.




KITCHEN WINDOW

Several men were not my father. Some I avoided, some I wanted to impress. In high school, I tried to grow up at a friend’s house. We studied the periodic table and listened to records. Sometimes they bought pizza or fried chicken and everyone was encouraged to eat at the table together. His stepfather always watched me closely. He saw the wariness one learns from being neglected—eating too fast, being overly grateful, always knowing who was in the house: their motivations, moods, and locations. With his stepson he was attentive. With me, on the occasions when our paths crossed privately, he spoke with the gentle unavailability one reserves for creatures that are wounded and backed into a corner. I radiated an inappropriate heat that I did my best to hide. Graciously, he ignored it. He was generous, vain, tall and almost handsome, beamed a certain nonchalance and didn’t slouch in chairs. It registered. On Christmas morning, early, when I knocked on the glass of the kitchen window, he looked up and shook his head, mouthed Not today. I appreciated the clarity. It was his family, not mine.




PORNOGRAPHY

They shot him by the side of the road. The sun was tangled in his hair as he leaned against the car. He fingered his chest, just over his heart, as if touching it directly. —My car broke down. —You need oil and a belt. Take off your shirt. You could consider him compromised. There is no universe where he is not a hitchhiker asking a rancher for help, where he is not plugged in like a lamp. The doctor has to crack the ribs to get to the lungs. The plumber has to pull out the sink to get to the pipes in the walls. The pornographer has to adjust the bodies to catch the slant of the light. He moves them like furniture. In the barn, the rancher spreads a blanket and their clothes fall off considerably. They are technicians. It is a compliment. They clock and clam like eels and the night goes mink. I want to be them. I want to be like them. I want to fuck everything but I don’t want to be touched. It’s awful, my watching: the refusal to participate, the ogling and smug superiority, the approximation of a true desire. It’s fake, but it isn’t. It’s art, but it isn’t. They’re pretending but it doesn’t matter because they’re actually doing it, exhausting themselves as the acting evaporates, peak beauty, that moment— the swan dive, the little death, a bird flying into a kitchen window, open or shut, this or nothing, it strips the bolts. The cameraman is standing very quietly. It looks like he is weeping.




STUNTMAN

A man fell out of the sky and I took him home. He fell out of the sky a lot. He fell off roofs, robbed banks, lost gunfights and died in the lousy dirt for a living. He was a cowboy, a scoundrel; a practitioner of the dark arts of the black hat. I was a waiter in a restaurant inside a downtown hotel. He wasn’t a real cowboy but I was a real waiter. He had spurs and a motorcycle. I brought him a beer. He didn’t look me in the eye, he looked me in the mouth. He watched my lips. Outside, a crew was trying to figure how to burn up a room on the second floor with fake fire. His regular gig was a Wild West show in a historic outdoor shopping center. It had a gazebo, an ice-cream parlor, and a steakhouse. The entrance was decorated with a real stagecoach and fake boulders. The steakhouse had a strict casual-only dress code. If you wore a tie they would ring a cowbell and make a big production out of cutting it in half. Attachment is the root of all suffering. He wants to be a movie star, to be gigantic and perfectly lit, and I am no stranger to suffering. The wide smile, the low-down glow. The way he’s looking at me now will make him famous.




THE LIST

I tried to say something nice to the nurse. I introduced myself. She said we had already met. I thought she was moody until I realized she was several nurses, each working their own shift. To them I was Hamlet in a long line of Hamlets. My problems were unimpressive and not unique. I had a grief counselor, like everyone, and a suicide counselor, because I had said the wrong thing. I wrote in my notebook. I made a list, a working glossary. My handwriting was big and crooked. Meat. Blood. Floor. Thunder. I tried to understand what these things were and how I was related to them. Doorknob. Cardboard. Thermostat. Agriculture. I understood north but I struggled with left. Describing the world was easier than finding a place in it. The suicide counselor said the people who hadn’t shown up weren’t going to show up, that the ones who had stopped coming would not be coming back. She had seen it before, she saw it every day. The person they knew was gone. To them, I had broken the contract: I had left first and they were already grieving. I started a second notebook, for venom and hard feelings—things that would leak into the list if I let them. It was harsh and ugly. It was true and harsh and ugly and it made me feel sick. What do I know? What do I know for sure? I built up meaning with a double set of books. —A doorknob is a rock for the hand. It opens a hole in the wall. —A doorknob is your stupid head. You will not survive this.




THE WAVES

The sky flashes and the great sea. The wind rises and the great sea and there is no way to undo it. It swells and lashes. I clutched the rail at the side of the bed and stared at the wall. Drift is a sea word. Adjust for drift. Start turning your boat now. I sat in the boat and the sky cracked open. It might as well have. I sat in the boat and yelled at the waves. I might as well have. I strung the words and everything under the shattered clouds in sentences. By which I mean, which is to say, the wine-dark sea. It bruises where the oars strike. Hitched step, stitched thought. What it is and where it wants to go. Someone needs to knot the rope. Someone needs to finish it, a single thought completely. That it could follow. That there could be a rosy-fingered, wine-dark sea consequently breaking. I am the mermaids singing, twisted in the sheets. I am, I have, I know and say. I know, I have, I will and do. Whitecaps and froth. I yelled at the waves. The ghost of myself slept deep. Try to finish, finish the thought. Do not drop anchor here. That it could follow, that there could be a word and then another. I recalibrated and the light streaming completely down in shifts. Pull yourself out. I clutched the rail at the side of the bed all night, the light stuttering against the waves. What trips over terms in the names dragged up and knocking things over with the names of other things between the swells. The fingered dawn. The terrible shore. The complicated mooring.




THE SUBJUNCTIVE

It rained. It did. It had been raining. That it had been raining. That it could have been raining. That they wished it had not been raining. They would have been there. They might have been there. They could have. They hope that they will eventually be there. They expect they will. In the future they will. In the future it will stop raining and they will. It will have stopped raining. When is now? He sleeps. He is sleeping. They hope that he is sleeping. They wait for him while he is sleeping or they don’t. He will be better after a while or he won’t. He will be better before long or he won’t. They have been thinking. That he will be better. That they are hoping. That he come back. That he come back soon. That he come back to the way he was soon. Whether or not he comes back to the way he was soon. If he does. When he does. He is reaching. He is running. He is sleeping and running. May he be sleeping and running back to the way he was.
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SUPERPOSITION

I couldn’t remember the first few weeks and no one would tell me or they were tired of telling me. I couldn’t figure it out and they were mad. I said sentences I had said in the past but blanked when asked to say something new. I was having trouble with my tenses—is, was, will be—and things were getting lost in the overlap. Everyone was fighting about what should be done and who should do it, who needed to do more. They wanted me to pick sides but I couldn’t understand what was happening and they were mad. They were so mad. They were mad at me and they were taking it out on each other. They wouldn’t let themselves feel anything else. Where was the paperwork? The social worker needed the paperwork before they moved me to rehab but I couldn’t remember which house I had been living in. I listed the places the files could be but some of those places didn’t exist anymore. Everyone was mad and their questions were out of order, or I was answering their questions out of order, or I was answering the wrong questions. I couldn’t tell. If everyone would just do what they could then everything would be fine. That’s not what they were doing. I didn’t know what to do so I just did what they did. Each person had a different attitude and way of speaking. I mirrored them. The better I got at it, the crazier I sounded— constantly shifting my tone and adjusting my vocabulary. It’s easier to be one thing at a time. I was too many things at the same time. It looked ulterior. This side of myself, now on this side of myself. I am over here, now I am over here. I remember you and I don’t remember you. I remember things that might have been you and I remember things I thought were you and I remember things that weren’t you, that were actually me. Identity is self-defense. I was no longer the authority on myself. They thought I was being slippery, more slippery than usual. Someone said I was being melodramatic. Someone said I did it to myself. Someone said I didn’t deserve their help. He doesn’t deserve my help, he said. He was drunk. He was at the bar. He kept saying it. Surely it was a misunderstanding, a simple sloppiness. It wasn’t. It was a staircase down and darker.




MIND CONTROL

The doctor ran a pen down the sole of my foot. Nothing happened. I was optimistic but no one was smiling. I used the mind-control techniques I learned from the cult but I still couldn’t wiggle my toes. The doctor put the pen back in his pocket. The gloom before the sun goes down is called the gloaming. I massaged my leg in the gloaming. The lotion was cold and smelled like lavender. It was strange to feel my leg from the outside only. I tried to visualize, I tried to imagine my leg from the inside. I lay on my back and found my edges, like they teach you in the psychic self-defense pamphlets, and I filled myself with a thick, gold light. It didn’t work. My dream body was missing a leg as well. I floated to the ceiling and looked down at myself. No leg. I was a psychic for a long time before I started taking meds. I saw through things. After meds, I realized I was just another empath in a Denny’s, sinking onion rings in ranch dressing in the middle of the night. A body of light is made of photons. It has no mass. It’s easy enough to float to the ceiling if you want to. You can teleport to Illinois or travel, house to house, and watch over your friends as they sleep. I did it a lot, for a while. I spent my nights watching over my friends but then I was too tired during the day to hang out with them. I still fly around at night sometimes. I lie on the grass, face down, and turn off the gravity. Change the context and then it’s just a matter of falling backwards. Some people like to do handstands and push themselves away, so they can fall into the sky feet first. The local body is a lie, like they said in the cult. We hover over the surface, like they said. And it all makes sense until something buckles.




ORBIT

They moved me to a rehab facility several buildings down the road from the hospital. I didn’t know where I was and no one had told Drew. He couldn’t find me. I didn’t call for an ambulance when I stroked out. I wasn’t thinking right and I wanted someone to keep track of me because I was afraid of getting lost. Now I was lost. Drew called from the hospital. He said I wasn’t there. I didn’t know what to tell him. An ambulance is a cluster of things: a siren, fast duty, the right-of-way. An ambulance is hurry, pure function, it doesn’t care if you have your wallet or if your phone gets broken. It doesn’t care about the small potatoes because time is against you. Because there are minutes. Because the minutes are against you. Because sometimes you collapse on the sidewalk and turn into a swarm of bees. It only took Drew a few hours to get to me but I was unraveling. I could hear myself getting louder. It seemed inescapable. He sat on the bed with me and I yelled at him. I yelled at him until I wore myself out. Is this who you are now? I don’t remember him leaving but I woke up hours later alone. The bed had a control pad. There was a button for the nurse and buttons that raised or lowered the back of the bed. I raised and lowered the back of the bed for a while. My arm was slow. My leg was useless. I was frustrated. I held on to the rail at the side of the bed and stared at the wall. I had forgotten the regular things I obsessed about—my favorite ugly places, where I would dwell endlessly: old wounds, slights, embarrassments. Now the weight of their importance seemed questionable. I had done worse, been hurt worse. The field had been swept clean of habit. I circled regrets I had forgotten. I dredged up deeper shames. I didn’t know who had forgiven me or hadn’t. I circled new darknesses, things I had buried. I forgot how to suppress them. A satellite finds its orbit once it’s hurled around the earth, endlessly falling as it’s held in place. A planet circles in its groove; it finds its path, a dirt rut—and that’s the shape of things. The solar system spins in its galactic arm, nine trillion miles long. The center holds but moves.




DESK CLERK

I worked in a restaurant inside a hotel. The guests complained when the doorknobs fell off at night. Nothing would satisfy until we said ghosts. People don’t realize how hard they crank their doorknobs. It loosens the screws. We also blamed the ghosts if the roof leaked or the pipes broke. The hotel was actually haunted, though. Some people were willing to pay extra to stay in the rooms where the horrible things happened and some people were willing to pay extra to stay in a room where nothing had ever happened. There is nowhere in the world where nothing has ever happened, but the room rates weren’t based on psychic residue so we never changed them. I was there the night the woman shot herself before she succumbed to the tear gas. She had called a local television station and said she had a gun. We had to evacuate the building. It was exciting, then boring. They threw tear gas through the window. She shot herself in the head. Some people don’t want to die at home alone. I was also there the morning they found the dead man in the bathtub. The man had called the desk clerk, saying they were coming to get him. He had heard it on the radio. The desk clerk was patient at first, then less patient with each call. There were no radios in the hotel rooms. In the morning, during brunch, the ambulance pulled silently into the parking lot. The silence is worse than the flashing and the noise. It means there is no need to rush. They had to take the door off its hinges to get into the room. He had wedged a chair under the doorknob. They found him in the bathtub, fully dressed in a suit and tie, with his shoes on. The bathroom window was open. I imagine he died of fright, or maybe they came and got him after all. Most nights nothing happened. Sometimes I would play chess with the desk clerk after the late shift and we would talk until dawn. At six in the morning he would start playing the piano in the lobby. He was very good.




DRUG PLANE

I was fifteen, then sixteen, then twenty. My high-school friend was now my college roommate. His stepfather was less mysterious but more compelling. He was having trouble with his marriage. He was having trouble in general. I was drunk, all the time, and blurry from cocaine and antidepressants. I no longer wanted a father, I wanted something else. I don’t know what he wanted. What is it that goes to work in the morning and comes back home rumpled, tie loosened, top button unbuttoned? What is it really? What is its function? Why does it come back home? I didn’t want to be a son and I didn’t really want to be a husband. There wasn’t a name for it. How can you build a life with someone if you can’t build a life for yourself? How do you make yourself necessary? I couldn’t figure it out, so I concentrated on sleeping with strangers and doing drugs. I loved drugs. When there were drugs I would do all the drugs until there were no more drugs. The antidepressants weren’t working and I had no plans for getting better so I had decided to give up and settle in. What did I want? My best friend’s stepfather. I wanted him, or to be him, or to be like him with someone like him. He was a grown man and he was kind to me. I guess that’s all it took. My best friend’s stepfather, a double substitution. It’s cold. It’s early. My best friend’s stepfather is getting ready for work. Light from the kitchen spills into the carport. There is no one I can be, no role I can fill that will get me inside this house. I dreamed up scenarios. I went over them in my head. I broke him out of jail. He didn’t care. I saved him from a car crash. He was unmoved. I bought a drug plane. We smuggled drugs across the border. We did drugs all the time and flew back and forth, evading the law, but it didn’t matter. I imagined addictions and seductions, obligations, coercions, all manner of magic and threat. I was ulterior and predatory. I was gracious and charming. It didn’t work or it fell apart immediately. I couldn’t bend the story to my desire. There wasn’t a place he wanted to be, so it was impossible to maneuver him into one. I couldn’t get him to choose me. Even in my imagination, I couldn’t get his shirt off. I was trying to shoulder myself into something but it didn’t make sense. I was trying to get into his house but he wasn’t in his house anymore, he was down the street, in an apartment with his girlfriend, cheating on his wife. I didn’t have what he wanted. No one had what he wanted. He didn’t know what he wanted. I heard the propellers of the drug plane everywhere. I was in the waiting room, in the outpatient wing of a mental hospital, contemplating the inpatient wing, when I saw him. I hadn’t seen him in a while. Things must have gotten worse. I wanted to go over to him. I wanted to run away. My life was unraveling and he knew it. His life was unraveling and I knew it. It was ridiculous, the terms of the contract: silent and adjacent, silent and adjacent. It was impossible to navigate. It changed my breathing. There was a tenderness that I imagined could be there in a different situation. I still couldn’t imagine what kind of situation. I wanted to have a human moment but I didn’t trust myself. We were stories that didn’t touch, that shouldn’t. He waved hello from across the room and I waved back. Technically, it wasn’t a real moment.




SPOON

I grew up next to my stepbrothers, not with them. They were a dozen years older and already in their own apartments when our parents married. I was twelve. They were tall. They gestured with their arms when they talked, taking up space in the kitchen. They were biceps and shoulder blades, always talking above my head. They leaned in doorways. They leaned on the furniture, always coming from something or going somewhere. They were always touching things or pressing against them, deciding if they were solid or if they needed to be fixed. They were comfortable, powerful. They didn’t worry about things. The world had made a place for them and they were intent on filling it. It made me petty and sore. They would drop by the house to borrow money or fix a cabinet door and then they would disappear. I was smarter but they had stamina. I was good with hypotheticals but they knew how to get things done, real things, with actual tools. They weren’t going to take me to the movies or teach me how to fix a car. I wasn’t solid. I was an absence they turned their backs to. There was no room in the room for me. I was my own imaginary friend. What did I know that no one else knew? I knew how to make things up. I could bounce my thinking against the walls and understand the plan of the house. I could see the boxes everything was held in and I could move them around. I had a certain capacity, which is a generous way of saying I had nothing. Their hands were full but their skies were empty. No clouds, no shapes to guess. I was blurry at the edges and unrelatable. Do not try to bend the spoon. There is no spoon. It is only you that bends. I was the spoon and there is no spoon. I was blisteringly invisible.




WHEELCHAIR

They wanted me to eat in the cafeteria as often as I could but I was always sleeping. I would check the boxes on a slip of paper in the morning and they would leave the covered dishes on the table by my bed. I was used to different hours. I let the meals accumulate so I could eat them in the order I wanted. Tell me where it is and I will figure out the rest. Don’t tell me how to get there. Where it is or how to get there—the view from someone in a body or from hovering above—they’re not the same at all. I shouldn’t have to yell I’m here! so you can tell me the story of how to get there. I want to know where it is without me. I’ll get there my own way. The body, the body, get back in your body—everyone’s getting so bossy. When I was awake, I did my stretches or racked up laps around the building: down the long halls of patient rooms and nurses’ desks with the telephones and noises, the dayroom with the puzzles on the tables and the comfortable chairs, backwards through the patio door to get over the bump of the metal strip and around the gazebo, then inside again—the exercise room, the cafeteria, past the front doors but not through them, and then back. I was doing a lap down the hall toward the cafeteria the first time a nurse grabbed my chair. She turned me around and started pushing me toward my room. I locked the wheels and told her I was fine, that I was doing my exercises. She looked confused, then unhappy, and walked away. The second time someone grabbed my chair, I turned hard into the wall and kicked it. I scolded her. I told her she was not allowed to grab people without asking them first and this is why I am always in trouble because I am a shithead. I am the shithead who is doing laps in his wheelchair. I am the shithead who has a philosophy about how people should be treated even if they can’t remember anything. She was tired of the lost, wandering people, and wanted them to heal quietly in their rooms. I was ulterior as well. I wanted to get stronger. I forget the facts but I know the motions: Do not ask for hugs from strangers, do not grab people out of habit, do not expect free drinks at the bar. I don’t know what I’m doing but I know what I’m doing. Seriously, I’m doing this on purpose.




DOUBT

I wanted to continue the list. I said mourn, dream, but I could have said anything. It was starting to weaken, the premise that I could build an encyclopedia of myself. I didn’t know anything. Pick a word. Slap a brick with mortar and call it square one. Pump the bellows to keep the clouds aloft. Where was he, the one who remembered who I was? What did he run from? At night, I got out of bed and practiced shifting from one foot to the other, holding tight to the bed rail. My leg was still numb. It wouldn’t bear weight. During the day, I did laps around the facility in my wheelchair or sat in the courtyard with the other people who couldn’t think. I drank root beer. Hold your breath and count to ten. I held my breath and counted to ten for several days. He didn’t show up. If he wanted to come, he would have come by now. If he wanted to come, nothing could stop him. Doubt is not a weakness. Doubt is a lack of certainty. If anything, certainty is the weakness. Why wasn’t he there? Was I such a good liar that I invented him? I practiced my bed-to-chair transfers. I learned how to bathe myself. I learned how to cook a meal. I started using a walker. In the exercise room, I practiced falling down and getting up, using a chair, to reach an imaginary telephone so I could call for help. The phone would ring and ring. We are the stories we tell ourselves. I didn’t remember the story. He took my story and wouldn’t give it back. I pedaled furiously on the recumbent bike, looking out the big glass windows at the mountains. I learned how to climb four stairs and turn around. I was fine as long as I held on tight to the rail. He was mad or scared or something worse. He’ll never understand or he already understands and doesn’t care. I didn’t know the truth, he wouldn’t tell me, so I had to decide for myself. Finally, they discharged me. He wasn’t there. It didn’t feel right, having to do it alone.




DRIVEWAY

My brother flew out because the third wife was dying. I picked him up at the airport and drove him to the bottom of the driveway, like always. I had not driven onto the property in several years. Sometimes, when I arrived to pick him up for his return to the airport, the third wife would stand at the top of the driveway and wave. I would reluctantly wave back. It’s serious. He had never said that before. I went inside. Our father was sitting at the breakfast bar, by the phone. He exchanged greetings with my brother but we ignored each other. As he was explaining her condition the phone rang. She was dead. It was abrupt. He was stunned. Who will take care of me now? I cleaned the kitchen and took out the trash. I made a grocery list. I started the laundry. My brother sat with our father. It was late. I realized I was going to spend the night. I slept in the third bedroom with the door cracked. My father likes it when the door is cracked. He likes to peek in to make sure that no one’s conspiring or eavesdropping. In the morning, I ran errands while my brother and father sat together making calls. I cut the bagels in thirds, like he liked them. I cut the onions and tomatoes thin. It was becoming clear that when my brother returned to New York I would end up managing our father and the estate I had been disinherited from. After dinner he went straight to bed. My brother and I stayed up, drinking. After a glass or two, we decided to poke around. It was pretty much what we expected. We got into the file cabinets and they were pretty much what we expected. We found the will. If the third wife died first, my brother would get everything, as expected. There was a section that we didn’t understand right away: Children conceived outside of marriage shall make no claim against the estate. Then it seemed obvious: Likely there was a third son. Turns out, there was.




HEART VALVE

Every evening at 5:00 p.m., the third wife would raise a bottle of liquor above her head and yell Ding-dong! It was five o’clock somewhere and somewhere was here. She was the kind of person who had heavy, brown ceramic mugs shaped like Moai on hand at her homemade makeshift outdoor bar; the kind of person who garnished drinks with fruit chunks and paper umbrellas; the kind who stocked the cabinets with pineapple juice, grenadine, and apricot schnapps. And now she was dead. The woman who put tiny, decorative, shell-shaped soaps in the bathrooms when company came over was dead, and she had left us alone with our father. She had been pulling the tubes out of her arms for several days, screaming I’m no longer beautiful let me die! They put the tubes back in each time, of course, but soon enough she went under and was gone. Without her, our father was difficult to wrangle. He was a complicated man. The rules were different. He had a bad heart valve, which made it difficult for his heart to pump, but he also had anemia, which thinned his blood and kept him alive. Cancer was keeping my father alive. He still said You’re an abomination, but I could deflect him more easily now. I know, Dad, but would you like half a sandwich? It was enough to change the subject. He wanted to keep living in the house, so he did. And since I was living in the guesthouse and helping out, he reinherited me. Everything was fine until the night I came home and found him in the living room, stuck in an Eames chair. He had been stuck for hours. The next day we started visiting assisted-living facilities. My brother left New York to help. He moved into the house with me. I had already claimed the master bedroom with the Jacuzzi and walk-in closet, the glassed-in gym, and the side patio; he took the office, maid’s room, dining room, and library. He turned the office into his studio. I made a studio in the garage under the guesthouse. We shared the kitchen and the pool. Our father had a single room at assisted living, but it was large. We brought over furnishings from the house. It was a strange edit, a condensed personality. Now he had comrades. He charmed the ladies in the dining room. He met a woman who had also been a lawyer and they started sneaking into each other’s room at night. They held hands at lunch. They took naps together and listened to books on tape. I think it was the first time he had actually fallen in love. She managed to stay alive for seven months. After she passed he moved to hospice. He was angry and extraordinarily sad and it had done him in. I did not visit him; he wanted to spend the time with the other son. It was the right decision. He wanted to be buried and not cremated. My brother bought him a new suit and new shoes, selected a casket. The executor said the suit was a waste of money. The rest of the formalities had already been decided. We carried out his wishes as instructed. His lawyer made sure we did.




GUN CASE

In his head my brother was a little boy, helpless, when he thought of himself, so he didn’t understand that saying things like I have a black belt or I unlocked the gun case made him difficult, sometimes, to approach. He bumped into things or knocked things over because he hadn’t realized how big he had gotten. He was a little boy—we were both little boys—but I was in my forties, he was in his fifties. My father’s last words were: You don’t deserve to outlive me. He said them to my brother, who told me he was referring to both of us. I don’t know. I wasn’t there at the end. Nobody called and I wouldn’t have gone anyway. He had used the line before, so really it was just another disappointment. I had hoped for something unexpected, something tragic and grand. At the reading of the will, we discovered he had changed it again, leaving my brother almost everything. For me, he had calculated a minimum wage for the years that I had taken care of him. He left me exactly that amount. My brother had been pushing against our father for his entire life. Without him, the force of his pushing had spun him off-balance. I could be coldhearted, hardheaded; I could be the stand-in but I wasn’t going to be. I wanted out and fast. I wrote a check for the deposit on an apartment downtown, by the bars. I started putting things in boxes. My brother sent me a text: He had unlocked the gun case and I needed to call before I came over. The coyotes were howling like somebody screaming and maybe it was somebody screaming. I wasn’t quite clear on it but he said it wasn’t safe to come over. It was fine, except I hadn’t finished moving out yet, so really it wasn’t fine.
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FEAR

I am jet fuel and six miles long. I am bad business. I make the rooms grow smaller. Underneath my shirt is another shirt and under that the cloudbanks clang their worksong. They pitch their weight in droves. This is a cold shelf, Sport. A struck bell. I gloat when I say this. I shine in the frost. You are a ham tied up in string. You are pineapples and cherries and ham on a plate at dinnertime. Fate eats you up. We rub against the facts now. My face is a glass jar. My heart is applesauce and a cold spoon. I clear the decks and spend my leverage. The rest is dazzle. You are an obstacle course and I am a pair of dice. You hop, like a rabbit, cabbage to cabbage. I win by a landslide. You are the flipped coin and I am the outcome. I don’t decide, I collect; thumbed scale or not. You hit the ground, or so you say. You can’t unknow the facts so you run faster. You, the boy from bruised tomorrow, under the eaves where everything gets put down. I am a lamp, you are a gun. You spend your bullets on a hat, I burn when touched.




GUESTHOUSE

James wouldn’t let me move back into the condo because there were too many stairs, so he moved me into a one-room studio while we figured out what to do with me. It had brick walls and concrete floors. There was a sink and a small fridge. It used to be a one-car garage. The owner had added a bathroom in the back. It was one step up from the main room. Everyone was worried but I had practiced doing steps in rehab. I could do four of them without getting muscle cramps. The first night was hard. I slept on the floor so I didn’t fall out of the bed. I left the bathroom light on. The second night wasn’t any easier. Or the third night. A series of friends were commissioned to make sure I ate. Someone came by every evening and took me to a restaurant. The rest of the time I was on my own. The single step to the bathroom wasn’t a problem but getting in and out of the bed was tricky and the bed didn’t have rails. It made me uneasy. The plan: Get on with it. During the day I slept or did my exercises and practiced using my walker. Even when my leg gave out I could keep myself from falling, which was nice. I couldn’t get my walker in the shower, so I sat on the tile floor to soap up and rinse. It was hard to stand up so I would crawl out and lay on a towel until I was dry enough to pull myself up to the toilet without slipping. In the evenings I would go out to dinner with someone and I would have to ask uncomfortable questions: Where did we meet? How do you spell your name? Why did you like me? And then there were the questions I couldn’t ask: Did we love each other? Did I do bad things? Should I be ashamed? I cautiously circled the blank, struck-out spaces. I forgot most of what they told me once I got back to the guesthouse. It wasn’t a real house. I didn’t have a real body. I feel like there’s more to say about it but there’s not.




HEAT MAP

The neurologist takes out a folder, a picture. He points at my brain with a finger, says here. It looks like a map of a city on fire, a snapshot of weather. It creeps me out. He keeps saying damage. He is speaking slowly and being very clear. In my bag, at my feet, are two little notebooks. I could point to the sections that show the same thing. The breach, the rupture, the picture of it—there are things we shouldn’t have to see. Why would anyone want to see the inside of anything? I think about my brain. The metaphor of it. I think about my heart. The metaphor of it. I think about looking at the earth from space. No monkey was ever supposed to see that. Nauseating. I ruined myself with bad living. He isn’t saying it but he’s saying it. The microscope, the telescope, the magnetic resonance imaging machine. We pry open the black box. It’s nauseating. My heart is beating, my heart is always beating. I can’t stand the feel of it. It rattles me. My arm is heavy. My leg is numb. I can feel my breathing. If I can’t live in my body or in my head then where does that leave me? He is talking and I am nodding. I’m waiting for him to tell me that it isn’t going to happen again. He isn’t saying it. I stop listening.




PAIN SCALE

My primary care physician is not a neurologist. He doesn’t understand the difference between sadness and damage. I do not like this man. He refuses adjectives. He wants me to say My pain is eight, instead of Thunderous and unsettling. When he says You’ll be fine, I have to explain that I won’t because I’ve never been fine, but I’m not saying it right. It concerns him, my attitude. I think many people struggle with my aesthetic. I am back at the first hospital, the one that said I wasn’t having a stroke. This is where insurance sent me. The first time I saw this man, once I got out of the hospital, he also didn’t believe I had a stroke and wouldn’t refill my prescriptions. The hospitals weren’t sharing my charts. He watched me struggle with my walker as I went down the long hall to the elevators, thinking I was faking it. The second time, I had a crying jag that started in the waiting room. I kept crying while the nurse weighed me and took my blood pressure. The doctor kept talking about sadness, not nerve damage. He would not increase the dose of the muscle relaxant. He did not want to discuss spasticity. He thought I was showing drug-seeking behavior. Throw a rattle, a baby would. Chew off your leg, an animal would. This is the third time I have been in this office. My pain is eight. I am speaking in his language. He isn’t listening.




SYLLOGISM

They went to the lake to talk to the fish. You don’t know them. She cut a circle into the ice. The teeth of her new saw flashed in the light. All the arrows of her thinking pointed in the same direction. What happened to her old saw? I can’t tell you everything at once. Let’s say there are mountains. Paint them white as January. The snow falls down. Does she think the fish will tell her something? The thrust of the story depends on the answer, on whether she’s reasonable or not. A boy on a trampoline goes up and down, up and down in his invisible elevator. He is learning how to think about it. He is learning how to feel about it. His face is a newspaper. His heart is sweet candy. The forest is deep and wide. I am trying to tell you something. I set up my premises and they get knocked down. They get knocked down and they get up blurry. The speed of conversation is faster than the speed of thought. It takes too long to say it right. It takes too long because it is a philosophy. The bird has plumage. The mob has torches. This isn’t a story about my day, I am arguing a point. It accumulates. We’re running fast at a plate-glass door. We’re running fast, expecting it will open. I can’t give you what you want, I’m thinking in shorthand: small on the page but big in the head. Something is moving below the ice. I am trying to tell you but you’re not listening. It seems there is no end to this. The snow falls down and the argument jumps its tracks. And the argument begins to weaken. And the argument is beginning to weaken.




VENTRILOQUIST

There was a man. He wasn’t a man, he was a suit, a terrible suit. A piece of cloth caught on a tree branch. He fluttered in the wind like a bird. Cold wind, terrible. There was a hand moving, a jaw pretending to speak. I stopped. I did, I quit trying. I threw my voice against the wall like a can of beans. To cause a distraction. I promised I would tell the truth—what’s the point of rebuilding yourself with contaminated parts?—so I told the truth. I went back and forth, trying to figure it out. It’s true, I like to invent things. Can you call it lying? Sure, call it lying. Call it lying lying lying. We are the stories we tell ourselves. We are what we say we are. What am I? I’m not sure I want to know anymore and I’m not supposed to say that. I’m tired of telling this story. Let’s put on a show. I’ll throw my voice and populate the landscape. Let me invent an imaginary friend so I can talk to myself, or at least take the ghost of my missing friends and pretend that they’re still here. Hey buddy, you’re gonna be fine. We’re not going anywhere. Let me say it in the third person, talking about myself: He was strong and brave and honest. We can make believe it’s true. My pain is eight. That’s math. That’s counting. My pain is eight, says the dummy. That’s algebra. A substitution, switching bodies. My pain is actually zero, says the dummy. I can’t feel my body. There is no story without a body, there is only theory. The dummy and the voice. I split in half. Division. The sky is angry, the ghost is cold. The suitcase is afraid of being left behind. Take what you can’t say and put it into someone’s mouth. Every last mile of it. Get used to talking with your hands and the cover story writes itself. All magic is distraction, a misdirection. The performative self: it flutters in the wind. I would like it if, for just a couple days, everyone would pretend that they still love me.




ALBONDIGAS

My parents took me to Red Lobster to tell me they were getting a divorce. Parents always take you to Red Lobster when they need to tell you something awful and important, like failure. They figure if they’re going to ruin a restaurant for you, it should be somewhere lame, like Red Lobster or Olive Garden. We went to Red Lobster. They couldn’t bring themselves to say anything. I was confused. My brother, visiting, offered to tell me. He told me. I didn’t take it well. To calm me down, he tried to read “Macavity: The Mystery Cat” to me while I was throwing things. He ruined it. We were supposed to ruin Red Lobster. I tried to break a toy school bus that he had given me but it was too well made and solid wood so I gave up. It’s not that I don’t want to be your mom, it’s that I don’t want to be anyone’s mom. You can call me Phyllis and we can work on being friends. When I get back. My father hired a housekeeper. She wasn’t a good cook but she made a lot of Mexican food, which I liked. The first time she made albondigas, my father thought it was matzo ball soup made by a crazy person. He accused her of being a crazy person. He raised his voice and gripped the edge of the table to keep his hands down, so that was ruined for me as well. She should have left but she didn’t, she stuck around until my future stepmother entered the competition for the slot in the kitchen and won. They took me to Red Lobster to let me know they were getting married. I had popcorn shrimp and nodded along. My mother sent me a postcard with a picture of the Eiffel Tower, telling me how great things were. It had domestic postage.




INTERCOM

My mother came back. Which was good, since my father was about done with me. He had a new house and a new wife. She wanted to install a hot tub. He suggested that my mother might like it if I stayed with her part of the week. She wasn’t happy about it but she let me spend the night and sleep in her office sometimes. My father’s new house was a sprawling split-level with four bedrooms, a game room, a library, and changing rooms by the pool. There were only three of us. The bedrooms had intercoms on the walls by the light switches. They didn’t work. I wanted them to work. No one can interrupt you when you’re on an intercom. Then again, anyone can yell at you remotely without relenting. The new wife had cut large squares of blue and green carpet and covered the floor of the game room in a checkerboard pattern. She got a pool table for cheap. It was warped just enough so that learning on it ruined any chance I had at being any good. There was still room for an indoor bar, even though there was already an outdoor bar. My new high school was also bigger. The classes were larger, the work less rigorous. I was both distracted and bored. At dinner, while the new wife served beef Stroganoff or lemon Jell-O with mandarin oranges, my father would scold me about my new friends and my falling grades. It wasn’t a discussion, it was noise on an intercom. I didn’t know why my attitude had changed but also I did. In the fourth grade I was supposed to make a Valentine’s Day card for a girl who sat two chairs over. I didn’t understand why. It was explained to me, vaguely, and I realized I didn’t feel that way about her. I felt that way about the boy who sat in front of me. Now I was in the tenth grade and considering what the follow-through might look like. I deflected. I said I would try harder. The new wife wasn’t a fan of honesty. She was on her second marriage and still couldn’t bring herself to tell her mother that she smoked. My father didn’t want to know the truth either but still wasn’t satisfied with my answers. One night, dropping me off at my mother’s, they asked me what my problem was. I told them. They sat, still and silent, in the front seat. They didn’t turn around. When you are waiting, a minute is a long time. I waited another minute. They said nothing, wouldn’t look at me. I unlatched my seat belt and got out of the car. I went inside. I don’t know how long they sat there before they drove away. They never came back. I asked my mother if I could stay with her for a while. She wasn’t happy. She said We’ll see.




HUNGER

Hard by a great forest lived a poor woodcutter who had come upon such difficult times that he could no longer provide even daily bread for his wife and children. What is to become of us? says the wife. Let us take the children into the thickest part of the forest and leave them there, says the woodcutter. The children, awake from hunger, hear everything. My father is telling me this story and I am being warned. I have already heard the other story, where the woodcutter ruins his first son, so he sends him away and has another. Giving him money was like throwing it away, he would say. When you grow up, don’t ask me for anything. I won’t do it again. Children, awake from hunger, hear everything. They hear everything. Gretel begins to cry but Hansel knows what to do. He slips out the door. The moon shines bright. White pebbles glisten like silver coins. At daybreak, the wife wakes the children. Get up, you lazybones. We’re going into the forest to fetch some wood. Hansel drops pebbles from his pocket on the path behind them. They walk all day, they are so tired, they fall into a deep sleep, the wife leaves. When they wake, it’s dark. They cry, the moon rises, the pebbles shine—my father does not like this part—and by dawn, they’re back. This is the part that I don’t like: They went back. When someone is trying to kill you, you shouldn’t go back. Second night, same plot: Ditch the kids. They are the parents. They don’t need to be inventive. The door is locked. No pebbles. In the morning, the wife gives each kid a loaf of bread to hold. Keep your hands where I can see ’em, says the wife. A forced march deeper into the forest and a trail of crumbs. Sleeping, waking, crying, the moon setting, the crumbs gone. You want to blame the birds but everyone is hungry. They walk all night, they walk and walk and then they die. This is not lost on me. Everyone is hungry but the weak get tricked and die. By the time they stumble on the gingerbread house with its sugared windows and roof of lathered frosting it’s clear they’re dead for sure. For a long time I didn’t understand why my father liked telling me this story.




ROOM TONE

They drove west on the river road and then turned north. The evening was pleasant and they had the windows down. It had recently rained. The desert was blooming. The palo verde trees were yellow with pollen. He pulled up to the house and turned off the radio. He adjusted his suit coat. Her high heels sank a little in the gravel driveway. He held her hand. She held a bottle of white wine. The brick path rose several steps and then ran along the side of the house, next to a long stretch of fresh-cut grass. The light in one of the second-story bedrooms was on. They rang the bell and my stepmother met them at the door and led them down the hallway, past the stairs, to the living room. The light over the stairs was on. The light at the top of the stairs was on. The chiropractor raised his glass and made a toast. My father made a joke and everyone laughed. There was a cheese plate with olives and almonds and figs. They had drinks and talked about their sons. There was jazz playing in the background. The house was soft and plush. The chiropractor and his wife were glad to talk about their sons, though they were also very glad to be away from them for the night. My father and the chiropractor spoke of legacy and disappointments, and how much children cost. The women asked each other questions: How are they? Are they healthy? Are they getting along? The chiropractor’s wife had two little ones. My stepmother had two big ones. And me. —And how is Richard doing? —He’s fine. He’s upstairs, doing homework. And that was it. They moved to the dining room. Through the sliding glass doors they could see the clean, flat water of the illuminated swimming pool, the cactus and palm trees lit by tiny spotlights. They had fish with dill sauce, scalloped potatoes, a tossed green salad. It was an ordinary dinner party, which was impressive since my father was sleeping with the chiropractor’s wife. It must have been odd that I didn’t come downstairs to say hello or goodbye to them when they left. I wasn’t there. I didn’t live there anymore. They didn’t want me there. It was awkward, so they didn’t tell anybody. My stepmother waited until she was sure that they were down the road before she climbed the stairs. Light was coming through the gap between my bedroom door and the carpet. And there was a silence, an active silence, a restless omission. A silence different from the silence of the hall. My stepmother opened the door just enough to reach the light switch. She turned off the light and shut the door.




WHITE NOISE

I had a few minutes to get across the room and out the door once I set the alarm, which was still difficult to manage with my walker. The room was huge. It was the front half of a big metal warehouse we had converted into studio spaces. We shared it with other people but Drew and I were the only ones who used it at night. I couldn’t remember four numbers in a row, so I had the code written down on the wall, which defeated the purpose. I left the lights on and locked the door with the window and then the metal screen door. My car was parked out front. I hadn’t driven it in months. Across the street was a mobile-home park. There was always someone fixing their car or having an argument. It was better to have people around. It made me more comfortable. Outside the door was a dirt parking lot. I used the wheels of my walker and left a trail behind me. Then a span of gravel. I had to lift my walker to move it forward. Lift it and set it down, lift it and set it down, all the way to the curb, where the ground dipped sharply to the street. The grocery store was across the street. It was an access road, really. Small and rarely used, especially at night. There wasn’t much traffic but once I started down the slope I wouldn’t be able to stop. I would need to guess well and commit. Then the grocery store parking lot, the sidewalk, the automatic doors. I folded my walker and put it in the grocery cart and used the cart as a walker. I went down every aisle, to practice walking. I got canned soup and premade sandwiches, vinegar chips, soda. I concentrated on my breathing so I wouldn’t get panicky. Then I made my way back across the street with the food in plastic bags tied to each side of my walker. Managing the incline on the other side of the road was easier but still awkward. By the time I was back at the front door, my legs were a little shaky. Most of the warehouse was used for dirty work. We had paints and inks and glues in the main room, but we had a little office for the clean work. I had a little nook where there was enough space to fit a chair between the long desk in front of me and long bookshelf behind me. I had stopped trying to read and edit. I concentrated on designing book covers. I didn’t understand the books we were publishing anymore. It was easy enough to draw pictures. When I got tired of moving the images around I would watch videos of alien conspiracy theories and eat cold soup out of the can. We weren’t supposed to sleep in the building, we weren’t supposed to live there, but it was cheaper than taking an Uber back and forth between the studio and the guesthouse. And I was scared. I was still scared of being alone. There were people there during the day and Drew was there in the evenings. When I got tired I would move the chair to block the aisle and I would sleep under the desk. I would play white noise to mask my snoring. Music was too much to handle. It was overwhelming, but I was afraid of the silence. In the silence, I could hear my thinking: the constant narration of how damaged I was.
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TIME TRAVEL

I found a place to live. A friend had an extra room so there was space for me. It made sense, I was afraid to live alone. The first few months were bewildering. I was unable to remember where the light switches were. The bathroom made me nervous—it had a tub-and-shower combo and the rounded bottom was slippery. It was hard to step over the edge. My glasses were still broken but my vision hadn’t resolved. It didn’t make sense to get them fixed. I put my walker in the closet and started using a cane but I couldn’t drive. I couldn’t move my foot fast enough to switch from gas to brake. When it was time to refill my prescriptions, I couldn’t remember all the numbers in a row. I would lose my place and enter them into the phone in the wrong order. And I slept. I slept often and hard. I slept and slept and when I got up the avocados were black and the milk was sour. Sleep was a gap, a stutter in the sentence. Time was thick. It was slow and thick and dark. I added my forks to the fork drawer. I put my plates in the cabinet with the other plates. Things came in the mail. I looked at them but I didn’t understand them. I answered emails with anger, self-pity, and typos, or I didn’t answer them at all. I made calendars, lists. I labeled the drawers: medications, bills, underpants. There wasn’t anyone to talk to but I practiced speaking out loud. Some words made my body hum. I didn’t like them. I used the words I could keep in the front of my mouth: quick, this, yes. The back-of-the-throat words made me queasy. Grease, glaze, sing. Phlegm, plague, Baton Rouge. Strangled and estranged. I didn’t like the throat feel, like glue or heavy cream. I didn’t like the reminder: This is your body, your stupid body. I didn’t want to be in this body, to make these sounds. I was different, not just broken but fundamentally struck-through. Everything had shifted. People said I was the same but I didn’t feel it, craving lemon bars and hot sauce, raisins and nuts, my seventh-favorite dessert raised up to number one, my favorite colors skewed toward green and gold. The emotional weight of everything was different, shuffled— the broken lunch box on the playground was sadder, the humor on the TV didn’t register, the strangest things would make me mad. Underpants. I wrote it on a piece of paper and taped it to the drawer.




HISTORY

Stevens had a blackbird. Stein had a rose. Thor had a hammer. He hammered in the morning. Plato had a cave. Noah had a boat. Jonah had a whale. Melville had a whale. Dumbo had a feather. Adam had a rib. Jacob had a ladder. Wittgenstein had a ladder. George Washington founded a nation. We gave him a dollar. Abraham Lincoln freed the slaves. We gave him five dollars. Harriet Tubman had a railroad. It wasn’t an actual railroad. Magritte had a pipe and a painting of a pipe. It wasn’t an actual pipe because it was a painting of a pipe but really it was an actual pipe in its own way. Sherlock Holmes had a pipe and, separately, morphine. Freud had a cigar and other people’s problems. Sometimes a cigar is just a cigar. Frosty the Snowman had a corncob pipe and a button nose. He got locked in the greenhouse and melted. Eve had an apple. Newton had an apple. Snow White had an apple. The witch had a mirror. Narcissus had a pool that worked like a mirror. It gave him a stiff neck. General Sherman got Atlanta by burning it to the ground. He never looked back. Francis Bacon, like everyone, had less time than he wanted, said I wouldn’t have this body of work if I had been better to my friends. It’s true, he was awful to his friends, but some people don’t even try. They aim low and sleep well. They get nothing. I got a wheelchair, then a cane, and I used to know some things about an earlier version of you. Audubon got all the birds of North America. Darwin got the finches of the Galápagos. Galileo got a telescope. He used it to move the sun to the center of the universe. We arrested him and banned his books. Socrates had a question. Well, several questions. We gave him poison. Van Gogh had a paintbrush. He struggled with yellow. He was 700 things on a small shelf, touching. When he died he was survived by everything that was left.




DINOSAUR

My housemate’s girlfriend has a kid who stays with us half the week. He’s kind of slow for a ten-year-old, but everyone keeps insisting that he’s six. His hair’s too long but I don’t really know what he looks like because I won’t look him in the face. He’ll barrel into the kitchen, saying something about dinosaurs, and stop abruptly, saying You’re not Andy. I never turn around because sandwiches are important and he shouldn’t be encouraged to barrel into a room without looking, thinking that it’s safe because rarely is anything safe, and most people aren’t Andy, and they will just take what you say about dinosaurs and twist it around until you sound crazy. Also he probably has jam on his face and dirty hands. Also I don’t want to turn around and look him in the face and scare him with my face, which is a sad face, the face of someone going through a difficult thing and not handling it very well. He isn’t messy, not really, just too young to understand that you have to clean as you go because messes compound and you have to confront the things you’ve ruined before they drown you in wreckage and filth. Unless he’s ten, in which case he’s old enough to learn. Also he got shampoo all over the bathroom because he was pretending he didn’t know how to wash his hair, hoping someone else would do it for him, but he put on such a good show that he convinced himself that he didn’t know how to do it after all, and he scared himself, which is pretty much what I do all the time, so it was irritating and made me feel self-conscious. If he’s six, he probably looks cute with jam on his face. If he’s ten, probably not. I don’t know what I’d do if he was sixteen, standing behind me with too-long hair and jam on his face, going on about dinosaurs with his dirty hands and not looking up and not realizing that I’m not Andy. When I was in the hospital and my head was full of noise and snow I still knew who Andy was. Also there are dogs. I call them Dog, Other Dog, and Little Dog. I won’t learn their real names. The only reason you name a dog is so you can tell it what to do. I don’t know what to do so I’m staying out of it. I don’t look the dogs in the face either. Once you look something in the face it starts to want things.




PARATAXIS

My housemate’s girlfriend has a kid who stays with us half the week. He is reckless and unkempt. He swerves and lunges. He flops on the couch and wiggles and pitches fits until the throw pillows are on the floor and he is upside down. He wants me to be a ninja with him but I am already a ninja and I am doing it fine by myself. I skim the wall with my good hand to steady myself when I walk down the hallway. I walk through the living room with a blanket over my head to stay invisible while he is watching cartoons. He eats sugared cereal and cheese sandwiches, like the rest of us, but he has to use plastic cups and plates because he is clumsier than I am. It doesn’t matter. When the dishes are safe the toy rocketships break apart. There is no winning. Little pieces fall into the garbage disposal and it hurts my heart when I turn it on without digging out the pieces first. He is, I insist, not my problem, but we share a wall so it’s difficult to remain uncontaminated. It would be nice to have two kitchens and two front doors so I could enjoy the story of him without the performance. Strong kicks smash tomatoes with kicking. He is trying to teach me how to make pasta sauce but I am not having it because today I am a cowboy. Kid, I have a horse for that. He stops side-kicking imaginary tomatoes with his strong kicks and looks at me. Is he mean? Can we have a meatball party? Where are your boots? And I think to myself: Yes, no, and outside. Kid, where’s your mom? He is still looking at me. She’s in the living room. I get a box of penne out of the cabinet he cannot reach. That’s not spaghetti. You’re doing it wrong. I take two pieces and put them in my mouth, like fangs. Listen, you have to stick to the program. You don’t want to be a villain, do you?




TABLECLOTH

According to myth, when the astronauts landed, the moon rang like a bell. I’d probably live on the moon except I think I’d miss the moonlight, driving my rover from crater to crater in earthshine. A reasonable excuse to avoid visiting hours at assisted living. In space, no one can hear you lying to your mom. Can’t make it, Mom. It’s a really long schlep. A dayroom and a visitor’s pass. The burden and its domestic infrastructure. The coffee’s weak and the coffee cake’s imaginary. You’re not missing anything. Some dream of tall things—ladders and giraffes. My dreams are filled with bricks, or things in the shape of bricks: a cow, a car, a refrigerator box. Even my imagination sleeps when I sleep and why not rest? Why crash the party on the astral plane? You’ll just be too tired to go to the real party later. Have you ever eaten Swedish meatballs at a dream party? They taste like your blanket because they are your blanket. Why is it we believe we only have one soul? Because it’s easier to set the table for one. And you can sing your dinner tune to yourself while you eat over the sink. The throat of the sink: silent. The throat of the argument: more silverware, a tablecloth, more gratitude. A kid under a tablecloth insists he’s a ghost. A table underneath a tablecloth is, I guess, like the rest of us, only pretending to be invisible. Or worse: dressed for work and not in the mood for, you know, how it all plays out. When I grow up, I’m going to be a truck, says the kid underneath the tablecloth, and that’s one way to deflect the weight of the inevitable, to insist on possibility in the face of grown-ups and the pumice of their compromises. The trees die standing. My Spanish teacher told me this. I had conjugated the verbs beforehand and taped them to the bottom of my sneaker. Cheater, yes. Also uninvested in the outcome. She could tell. Nothing to be done about it. Verbs of action and verbs of being. We, either of us, weren’t doing much anyway and the room was too hot. I think she meant Uproot, which is a good thing to mean but a difficult thing to hear when you’re living under someone else’s roof. How do I tell you how I got here without getting trapped in the past? I suppose that’s a bigger question than I expected. He was such a colicky baby. Always fussing and crying. As if he didn’t want to be here. No, Mom. I don’t remember. And yes, it’s difficult to be here. Well, do what you can. It gets dark fast. Dear East Coast, I’m sorry it’s getting dark. It must be problematic, living in the future, always a few steps ahead, knowing things you shouldn’t say since they haven’t happened to the rest of us yet. And Poland? I don’t dare wonder what you know about tomorrow. Your grandma was from Poland. I know, Mom. And Grandpa was handsome and you were the smart one and the pretty one. Still am. Poor Barbara. Don’t start. Remember how you promised you wouldn’t write about me while I was alive? Yes, I remember. So if you’re writing about me now, that must mean something. You’re not sticking around for the end, then. You’re doing fine, Squish. And yes, I miss you, too. Astronaut, tell me about your home planet. Astronaut, text me when you land.




REDSHIFT

She is sitting on the curb, watching flames engulf the house across the street. Her arms are wrapped around her knees. The house has been burning for six years. She knew the family that had lived there—they’re fine—and had been friends with the daughter. You don’t understand, she says dismissively, but I do. She got herself stuck and it feels profound, it makes her feel superior. She tucks her hair behind her ear and ignores me. I can’t see the fire, I can only see the house that was built after the lot was scraped clean. My friend has gone inside to get us more beer from his friend who is old enough to buy it for us. It’s a party but I don’t know whose and I am drunk and trying to be friendly because my friend used to date her. Down the street a man is beating his wife again, all night, the same night, years before and still tonight, even though she left him long ago. All over town pipes are still bursting in houses that are no longer there. When you build on a graveyard everything is a graveyard, and everything is a graveyard because nothing is free from history. It floods the landscape, it burns the cities to the ground. Tell someone to get over it and you’ve made yourself an enemy, but you have to get over it. There is no room, there is no new room. The fire is not moving away. The smoke billows. There is no house, there is no new house, there is no room, the smoke is too thick to see, it is not moving away.




THE HORNS

My housemate no longer has a girlfriend. He is in the back room singing about his worthless heart. The song does not falter or sag in the middle. It continues but does not develop. It maintains. I can hear it through my closed door. I can’t hear the words. The sound does not accumulate into an image or a thought. It is just a feeling. I did the dishes and it exhausted me. I slept. I made some food. Chopping the vegetables exhausted me. I slept. There’s a crayon drawing of my housemate on the fridge. Her kid drew it. Some of his toys are still here. Once, she got mad about not being in any of his songs. He said Darlin’ you don’t want to be in one of my songs. Her face went blank and dark. When you fall into a well you have to sit there for a minute. You have to respect the well before you try to get out. So what’s there to be learned? There’s nothing to be learned. This isn’t a lesson, it’s just a fact. My leg is waking up. It throbs and spasms. The world is full of pain and endless sound. It bleats, it blares through brass—the held notes smeared across the measures. The body: I’m insulted by the physicality of it. The muscle relaxants make me sleep but I can’t walk without them. Stagger or sleep, stagger or sleep—I might as well sleep, I won’t remember this.




WORD PROBLEMS

A fox, a chicken, and a bag of grain wait patiently by the side of a river. If left alone, the fox will eat the chicken. If left alone, the chicken will eat the grain. You can only fit one in your boat at a time. How will you get everything across the river? You and your friend are leaving Alamogordo in opposite directions. It makes you sad. Regret is a version of yearning. What were you doing in Alamogordo? A man is driving down a backcountry road. He is thinking about building a machine. The machine will be black and yellow and it will destroy the world. By the side of the road a bear, a ghost, and a robot watch him drive by. The man does not see them because he is preoccupied with his thoughts. The ghost eats mayonnaise. He is unhappy because he is dead. The robot is also not alive, but not alive in a different way. The robot is an empty box. He feels nothing. The ghost is a feeling without a body. The man is a heart in a trash can. The bear is just a bear. He is drinking diet soda and throwing snowballs at a log cabin. The cabin’s on fire. So much is wrong, so terribly wrong. A man is driving down a backcountry road. He might as well be. The machine will destroy the world with joy. It won’t solve anything. He is leaving Alamogordo, trying to get somewhere. The robot has a body and can tell him how to get there. The ghost, instead, can only tell him where it is. Put the chicken in the boat and take it to the other side. Go back for the bag of grain. Put the bag of grain in the boat and take it to the other side. Leave it. Take the chicken back in the boat with you, so you can keep an eye on it. The trick is to keep your eye on the chicken. Attention, friends. Where are you putting your attention? You can’t take everything with you. I am trying to tell you this the right way, from the right place in the story: a man in a car looking out every window, unobstructed views in all directions. Some people think they’ll find the answer in Alamogordo but others believe the answer lies fifty-three hundred miles away, hidden in a mysterious cave in France. But let us leave the question suspended for a moment and enter a secret room behind the laundromat. What is the real problem? So much is so terribly, terribly wrong. There’s a fire. Set down the chicken and pick up the fox and drop off the fox and go get the chicken. It’s exhausting, keeping your eye on the chicken. There’s a fire, there’s a fire. Leave the chicken, leave Alamogordo. Where is your friend? Why are you sad? Let it rain, let it pour. Hallelujah.




MARSHMALLOW CATS

I spent most of yesterday in the emergency room because I still can’t see and my eyes should have resolved by now, so I went down there and said Hey, I can’t really see. It’s all cloudy and they said No problem, but if you have blurry vision and a headache then we should check just a few things maybe and I said Sure, that’s awesome, but I have cloudy vision, not blurry vision and they said Okay, Champ and stole a bunch of my blood and gave me an EKG and an IV and some wires and a beeping machine and a blood-pressure cuff. Then the eye doctor said Everyone over forty has filthy eyes but yours are especially filthy, front and back, both lenses, therefore surgery, but also you might be having another stroke so we want to take a picture with the CT machine which I found upsetting because I didn’t want another stroke, I just wanted eye drops or something easy, and I got to thinking about all the possible complications—like how they might accidentally replace my eyes with the eyes of a criminal, which would probably give me more, though different, headaches. The CT machine was loud. After a while they said Your eyes are crap but your brain is fine, so go home for now. I’m not saying it’s anyone’s fault but it creeped me out, so I ate most of a frozen banana cream pie and started to paint a picture of the ghost of a marshmallow cat because everyone looks like the ghost of a marshmallow cat when you have filthy eyes. Style is how you compensate for what you can’t do. I know, none of this is interesting. Hello vampires. Vampires are interesting. A cat can be interesting. I once painted a picture of a tabby cat eating thimbles. It was sort of interesting. Sometimes you don’t understand what needs to be there until you’ve painted it. Anyway, these aren’t business hours and I don’t work for you. Drew says I am a monster. Andy says there is a monster inside me. If they are both right, there is a monster inside my monster. Drew says being a monster is punk rock. Andy says you don’t have to spend all day with your monster. Sometimes friends should leave each other alone.




CLOUD FACTORY

Zebras have stripes, leopards have parties. Bobcats eat ham sandwiches and crème brûlée. A bird will sit on your finger and tell you a story. A dog will sleep at your feet all night and not overthink it. The dog is chasing squirrels in the backyard of a dream. I was a beautiful day, I was yellow next to pink. I was a brush fire, a telephone. I was, I am. The mayor gave me a sash and a gift certificate for a complimentary dinner. He was very proud. It was a cakewalk. I took the long road to thicken the gravy. I pushed the words around. I pushed them hard. I did it blind, with the pictures in my head, and the technicians in the cloud factory filled the sky: cumulus, cirrus, cumulonimbus. They made some shapes so we could guess. We looked at them. I did. Meaning comes from somewhere. You could feel the figs swelling in the fig trees all afternoon. Imagination— image is the coal that fuels its little engines. Shovel coal. Call it love, call it a day’s work. Keep the furnace burning in the factory. The puff puff puff of possibility. You don’t need to know someone to be their lover, you don’t need to know anything. To get over Ben, I thought about Steve. To get over Steve, I thought about Paul. I went swimming in a blue rectangle. It wasn’t actually swimming but I called it swimming. Around the pool: A thousand grasshoppers. Strawberry cake: If only I had the room. The planes land and sometimes there is luggage, so here’s a little lamb for you. Maybe it’s a cow. And a tree in the background and a bat in the tree like a blot or a stain or a gathering storm. I know, I’m doing it wrong—meow, meow, meow. Big words and pig fat, très estúpido—but then, what do you know, the invisible table reappears. Go ahead and finish the thought. Say the dream was real and the wall imaginary. Fill the sky with clouds. A thought came up to the window and surprised me. And that was that. Nothing but fingerprints on glass. Don’t blame me. I didn’t invent the world, I’m just looking at it.




PHOTO BOOTH

The photo booth was a small box with a red curtain. It took four photographs and printed them on a strip. The restaurant had four rooms: storage, kitchen, dining, lounge. The photo booth was in the lounge, where we would eventually put the bar. I worked the fourth shift, dinner and the bar rush, and after work I would feed my tips into the machine and sit in the small box. I took pictures of myself until I got tired of myself. It didn’t take long. I started dressing up, pretending to be other people. I used props. The curtain was a half curtain. I would pull it shut to obscure my head and shoulders but you could see my legs. What was being photographed was hidden but everything outside the frame was visible. If you watched me, everything was inverted: the framed space inaccessible, the space outside the frame illuminated. The strip would document what happened in the box but by the time the strip was ready, it was over. I tried to build a narrative on the strips, but the time I had between the photos was brief. Everything had to be done quickly. It was interesting: the gap in time between the shots, between the strips—the missing moments. You couldn’t capture everything. I started leaving the curtain open so people could hand me props but sometimes a hand would end up in a shot and break the artifice, alluding to a larger world. One of the line cooks was also manipulating the machine. I was making little stories but he was documenting something else. A waiter spends his nights delivering the goods—milkshakes, omelets, chicken-fried steak— and returning with a tray of residue. A line cook holds his ground and cooks. He would watch me through the pass-through window, running around. I would watch him through the pass-through window, standing still. From the booth, with the curtain open, you could see into the dining room—customers at tables or navigating past the waiters and their oval trays. The line cook realized that inside the booth, with a mirror at an angle, he could take pictures of the dining room. He had moved outside the box, past portraiture. With a second person holding a second mirror, reflecting back at him, he could take pictures of himself in the booth, holding the first mirror. With two people and two mirrors, he could make the photo booth take pictures of itself, flashing through the minutes.
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DEVONIAN FOREST

The beginning of a story is a dangerous place. Anything can happen. The first noun makes a pledge, a mark on the ledger, and things begin their forward motion. The land is covered in moss. The fish are still in the water, though they dream of legs. This is the past: spores, gills, fins. No roots or leaves. Then birds cloud the skies, giant animals conquer the land, the sea peoples go to war on an ocean so vast it’s useless to talk about and soon enough someone’s drinking whiskey sours on the patio alone. I was drinking whiskey sours on the patio alone. I was drinking whiskey sours on the patio alone, I wrote. It wasn’t true. I didn’t even drink back then. The beginning of a story—it isn’t the beginning, there’s always something that comes before. The first word in the Book of Genesis, in Hebrew, starts with B. It’s cautionary. It’s primordial. You have to be careful, things want to happen. Everything is leading up to something all the time. I painted the kitchen red. I did it because he told me not to. I roasted yellow peppers on the blue flame of the stove in the red kitchen. I planted sunflowers under the windows for my birthday. By summer they were tall as ghosts. I am leaving out parts. I am changing the details. I thought that I could write it down and then erase it if I had to but it left a hole. It didn’t track. The incongruities betrayed me. The trail fades, the clearing evaporates. Forest for miles. I said ghosts. They point, these nouns. They promise something. Poppyseed—his favorite dressing. Sunday mornings—I’m the one who ruined them. They pulled whole chapters from the Bible. Someone did. I’m not against it, they were contradictory, they made it confusing: a third glass on the table, an extra hand, too many shadows on the wall.




NON-DIEGETIC MUSIC

In the hospital, the light from the hallway was also part of the story. It was always on. Sometimes there were footsteps. When people entered the room, their shadows entered first. They slid across the wall. The light was reliable. It came from a fluorescent tube. It was not a metaphor, it was a fact. In the movies, the subtitles don’t count. When the music swells, it doesn’t count unless it’s coming from a radio. Everything must come from inside the world of the story. Where does hope come from? What is a ghost? To have a shadow, there has to be something there to block the light. To have a conversation, there has to be someone else in the room with you. If there’s no one else in the room with you, call it thinking and do it quietly. A flame casts no shadow. A ghost never touches the ground. If you do it wrong, the psychiatrist checks the box on the form that reads Talking to someone not visible to staff. Insanity is a culture of one. Ask the projectionist what blocks the light. Some people can count to eleven. It takes a leap of faith to believe them. The woman down the hall kept forgetting her accident. She kept trying to leave. It was innocence. Or magical thinking. I was trying to solve something, she was telling herself a story. I didn’t have hope, I had determination. A set jaw and a quivering lip. Ask the philosopher if the world is mysterious. Ask the detective. He has a flashlight. He fills the jukebox. He dusts for prints.




INCONVENIENCE STORE

We were late for the party but we needed something. There was a store coming up, on the right, but I didn’t pull in. I drove a few blocks more and went to the store on the left, on the other side of the street. It was not on the way. I had to make a U-turn. It made him mad. I did this a lot. It was a problem. The QT has pellet ice for fountain drinks. It is the best ice. Axis Liquors is locally owned. They have a new parking lot. It is very smooth. These are good reasons to choose a place. The Shell station on Broadway has bad pumps, dim overhead lights. These are good reasons to stay away. I drove past a decent Circle K to go to a similarly decent Circle K. It’s easy to get mad at me. I act like I’m stupid. They say You’re so smart, why are you being stupid? but they don’t finish the thought. Well, I am thinking hard about these things. I am making complicated decisions. There was an obvious choice and I didn’t choose it. You should wonder what I’m doing. Don’t stop at the store near the party. You’ll run into the girl who wasn’t invited while you’re buying beer. And no, don’t park by the party. You don’t want to get stuck when the police arrive. It’s always your fault when you fall off a ladder, no matter what. Don’t get chumped. If you have to pull the car over because you’re too drunk, throw the keys under the car and pass out in the passenger seat. You can argue that you weren’t in control of the vehicle while under the influence. And if you’re too drunk, it’s your own fault for getting your heart broken. Coming home these days, I always take the street with the longest view. It gives me time to creep up on the house to see if there are strange cars in the driveway or crazy girlfriends throwing things and yelling in the yard. And if there are crazy girlfriends throwing things and yelling in the yard, it’s your own fault for getting their hearts broken.




FLEVATO

We are going to poison the rats, announced the Transit Authority. They had posted flyers but no one was reading them. The subway was crowded. I was late and trying to think diagonally, up and around the corners. I wasn’t used to it. I grew up in a flat land where there was no descending. The ground was too hard. The Transit Authority was responsible for a lot of signage—the trains had letters, the stations had names. There were arrows on everything. It was a lot to take in. I took the D Train to work. I worked in a bookstore. I was responsible for fiction A through M. I took books out of boxes and put them on carts. I climbed the ladders and stocked the shelves. The ladders had wheels on them and slid back and forth in front of the shelves. I loved them. After work I would go drinking and then fall asleep on the train home and wake up in Coney Island. There was a sign at the far end of the Coney Island station platform that said FLEVATO. It had an arrow. I didn’t know if it was a place or a thing. I was always too rattled or blurry to check. It started to bug me. It was a mystery. I would climb the ladders at work and try to imagine it. I couldn’t imagine it. I lasted nine months. In the city, I mean. I burned through my savings, abandoned my things, and flew home broke. Before I left, I decided to find the flevato. I took the train to Coney Island. I walked to the end of the station platform. The letters on the sign had peeled. The R was gone, the E was damaged. The sign read ELEVATOR.




TRUE LOVE

A dog bites down on a stick of dynamite and takes off running. They are going to explode together. Imagine: making someone feel like that, making them lose their mind like that. At the bars, I used a fake name. I was as blurry and undefinable as everyone else, equally afraid of being alone or being touched. My fears canceled each other out. Pure ambivalence. It made me dangerous. Still, we do what we can. The barn dance was a yawn. The barn dance caller told us how to move, so it wasn’t that much fun. We got out, quick as a lamb’s tail. Two shakes. One, two. I don’t know how to say it, so I’ll say this: Something bright, then holes. Beauty pours in. Open your heart then. And if you find yourself caught under the sycamore trees in a sudden rain, drenched and thunderstruck—which would be fine—made breathless by the simplest thing, say yes. Yes, anything you. Love, love. It isn’t a word, it’s the sound a pebble makes. Some swerve to pass, some drink to win, some watch while the man strays, singing, into the ditch. Be glad that you have something to say, someone to say it to, and that you can say it until you are all worn out. A long time ago, maybe not so long, I knew a man who was slippery and morally flexible. I loved him. Sure, loved him. It lasted exactly as long as it was supposed to. I propose there is a man somewhere, chalk-faced in evening light, traveling furiously toward you—and the sun’s going down, and his windows are open, and everything’s coming over the horizon on cue. If you haven’t started preparing yourself, I strongly suggest you do. How long will it last? It’s hard to say. The captain is always silent after the ship goes down. It’s a tragedy, like everything, but the sea is only waist-deep. I insist this is a lullaby.




HOROSCOPE

We got into the file cabinets and they were pretty much what we expected. We found the will. If the third wife died first, my brother would get everything, as expected. There was a section that we didn’t understand right away: Children conceived outside of marriage shall make no claim against the estate. Then it seemed obvious: Likely there was a third son. Turns out, there was. I already knew him. He was the friend of a friend. He was a bass player in a local band. He was the chiropractor’s wife’s son. He didn’t look like me, he looked like his other brother. I looked like my other brother. Some days we were convinced that we were brothers, other days we weren’t. We couldn’t decide. He remembered my father. He was always around, bringing him presents. There are pictures. Regardless of biology, he was obviously the replacement, as I had been the replacement for the oldest brother. Our father just wanted a son that wasn’t broken. That hadn’t broken. That he hadn’t broken yet. I get it. I do it, we all do it. We cancel each other out. Once, I tried to get my horoscope charted. She wouldn’t finish. She said Sorry about your dad and gave me my money back. I’ve heard the goal of astrology is to cycle through the signs, to practice being every version of yourself, house by house. I don’t think I could ever be a bass player or a double Scorpio. And no one wants to be a Pisces. That’s the challenge, I suppose—replacing yourself with yourself. My father was a Virgo. He had two sons, three, or five, depending on how you count. In his mind, he only had one at a time. He also had three wives, one at a time. I admire the practicality, the fidelity of vision. It’s hard to reckon with more than one thing at a time.




FIELD

According to myth, Napoleon loved licorice and cheated at cards. He had beautiful hands. He brandished his empire like a sword and changed the maps. The future doesn’t just happen, it gets built. See what you can get away with. Identity is self-defense. I defended myself. I threw my full weight in to earn a foothold. I told myself a story about myself and bought some time. You learn to be you so you aren’t stuck being everything. I remember that. That’s what I said. I told them that. I wanted to seem less disappointing. It wasn’t what they thought I was remembering. If it can be done, there’s a way to do it poorly. So what are you doing? Ask yourself, seriously. Is this who you are? I didn’t like what I was remembering. You got some interesting clouds fucking up your sky tonight, amigo. There’s snow in my hair. My mouth is a dark line. This sweater has a zipper. The story becomes the field in which I become who I am. Who you are and who you think you are: They grind against each other, sand in the frosting. I wanted to defend my new self from my old self. I didn’t want to be him anymore. You live on this side now. The thought crackled through the room. I sat, the stakes shifted, and the field split wide. You have to be bold to get anything done— willing to get trampled by elephants or seduced by diplomats in an orange grove. Love is easy in an orange grove. Napoleon went batshit crazy and the whole world took two steps back. That’s part of the appeal, I guess. Clock a pawn and spend his minutes or stalemate kings into exhaustion. You might get knighted, you might become a workhorse. I found myself deep in the middle game, faced with some choices, and the rooks felt the wind at their backs, shivering at the edge of the board, waiting to be seized by talons and carried away.




ZENO

I knew I was getting better when the dogs at the coffee shop started leaving me alone. Dogs I didn’t know had been coming over and sitting at my feet, as if they knew I was dying. It was unnerving. They weren’t doing it anymore. And, but, or; nevertheless—I was having success with my transitions and people could track what I was saying. I was charming with my limp and cane. I was getting to the ends of my sentences. I still got everyone’s name wrong. All roads lead to Rome but Zeno says you’ll never get there. The law of diminishing returns—always advancing in smaller increments. Similarly, all roads lead away from Rome. It is a necessary requirement. I will heal, but not completely. Always approaching, never arriving. How far can I get? The doctors said I was starting to plateau, that soon enough I’d reach the limits of my recovery and it might be time for me to come to terms with that. I wasn’t entirely convinced. I was still filling in the details. Zeno rejected the existence of space and time. He argued motion was an illusion—that the arrow can never hit the target. It’s a paradox, unresolvable—instant headache. I would have taken Zeno to the bottom of the world. I imagine us standing, upside down, on the spot where all the time zones meet, and it is always now, and every step is north.




FICTION

I bet on red. I took it for a spin. I jawboned a tall tale and got penned in with the liars. I played the goat and kicked from shank of night ’til moonsink. It was mesmerizing. I told them about the river, how the canoe struck rock and the birch bark cracked. Boot by boot we shoveled water but our feet went cold and the boat sank. It wasn’t true. From the cabinet came a banging. From the cabinet a banging came. Something is banging on the cabinet, from the inside. Invisible banging. Things happen—the characters deploy, performing actions. You have to throw a body out of the van, otherwise it’s just philosophy. He had the smoothest chalk. If it was chalk. They all stocked up. She rolled up the rug but his feet stuck out. It was embarrassing. The children climbed the bleachers, selling snow cones under the giant tent striped red and cream, wearing their fake mustaches. And that’s not the worst of it. Ghosts. And bears, every night. 800, 900—the woods were full of them. The yeast in the loaf, the horse in the glue, the heat in the thickening blue-white day. Squinting into the brilliant light of it and getting tense. Galvanized by it. You stay up late, you sharpen pencils. You learn to predict the future by building hypotheticals—the little creep, in the weeds behind the gas station; the detectives dragging the lake with chandeliers. Dear John, I am right up in it. Attacked by bears again and this is only half of it—the moments starting to stick. Proof of concept. The shadow of something that hasn’t happened yet, potentially consequential. Meet me at the bus stop, I won’t have long. The story reminds you of something and the city goes incandescent. What’s the truth? No sense in asking. Leaves fall from an invisible tree and the rope pulls taut. It’s nothing short of staggering. I put a saddle on it and rode it into the ground. It made them sad. The horse wasn’t actually real until I killed it.




NONFICTION

Tell me your life story, now I’m bored. I want to eat some pinto beans but I have eaten all the pinto beans. I want to play with the dog. Death star, crab puff, blowhole. I’m still not saying it right. The vines climbed up the walls of the house and we never really noticed. The legs of the bed frame scratched the floor. We never really noticed. Porterhouse, swimming pool. Lower your expectations. If the image doesn’t have a point, it’s just an autopsy—undigested biography. The hint of a smile and dead eyes. I remember versus that reminds me. One continues, one connects. Facts: The shower curtain had yellow sunbursts on it, the soap was green. I, wrongly, shoved potato peels deep into the garbage disposal. I thought it could handle it. The shattered bottle of balsamic vinegar? My fault as well. It stained the wall. I am not lying. These are not metaphors. The confectioner takes almond paste and crafts tiny, detailed replicas of fruits and pigs that taste like almond paste. They look interesting. They are not interesting. Almond paste pretending to be everything but almonds. They are garbage cans. You’re eating garbage cans. Say it plain, see if it’s powerful. Say it slant, see if it’s possible. Distraction, diversion, the clumsy decorations? Cheap magic. A smoke screen. Without the truth, there can be no fiction. Nonsense needs reason. To push against. I didn’t howl at the moon, I yelled at a lamp. Subject verb. Someone wept. Some things are more important than poetry.




POETRY

When I was in the Secret Service I would talk to my wrist. It was part of my job and I was very good at it. I said Breaker breaker. I said The Jackal is on the move. During the day, I kept everyone safe. At night, I dreamed of standing very quietly next to doors. To work at the White House one must be sophisticated and intense. One must be dedicated to turning the knobs and lifting the pens that make the laws. One must anticipate, relentlessly, the unanticipated. Sometimes, to avoid suspicion, I would pretend to be a robot and I would sing—like this: Beep boop. An impeccable camouflage. Once, in a submarine, at the end of a long shift, in the terrible dark beneath a terrible storm, in the blub and swell of it, sunk and fast-stuck in a trench and far from home, cold-soaked and lost in the plush of a velvet suit—an octopus costume, elaborately constructed, with droopy arms spangled with buttons for suckers—I escaped discovery several times. If I was undercover now I wouldn’t say. Until tomorrow. I tell you this because I love you. I might be doing it all wrong.
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LINE

Orpheus descended. The red ribbon unspooled from his mouth in the darkness. He sang and it fluttered. There were sisters somewhere. They spun, they measured, and they cut but the song continued. A word rings like a struck bell. It ends when it stops ringing. When does a line end? How long is a piece of string? A line ends when it is broken. Theseus descended. He rounded the corners and grazed the margins. He kept going. You can name a tree and tether your tale to the yard. You can enter the labyrinth and pull yourself out with a rope. Theseus killed the Minotaur. According to some, he used his hands. Others say he used a sword. How long is a piece of string? How long is a story or a song? Theseus spooling. A sentence ends with a period but a line continues on. I wouldn’t break the line. I was afraid to. Too much was already broken. I lashed the words like pack dogs, each to each, and sledded the frozen lands for yards. I told myself the story of myself. It bounced back. It echoed in the maze and I triangulated. You think the monster is the problem. The problem is the thread. The sentence goes one way, the line goes another. It makes a friction. Dawn breaks. The waves break against the cliffs. A necklace breaks and the opals scatter like rats. You can break a promise, you can break a glass, you can draw a line in the sand or throw a ball of yarn at a kitten yelling Minotaur! Measure measure, cut cut. The sauce breaks. Your heart breaks. The car breaks down by the side of the road and you end up walking home in the dark, exhausted and iambic. I didn’t want to risk it.




SENTENCE

When does a line end? A line ends when it is broken. If a line is too long, the line continues after it hits the margin, indented, for as long as you choose to maintain it. When does a sentence end? A sentence ends at the period. Until the period, the sentence flows like water, seeking its own level, moving forward relentlessly— sometimes in a fast run past a tight curve, laminar with little words and clipped thoughts as it races toward the tiny falls that change the slope of the stream to a drop; or it jumps around in short, sharp bursts, choppy over the rocks, the commas, turbulent, the rapids throwing spray, here, there, rampageous, ungovernable; or it can slow, redirected by aqueducts and waterwheels, pooling behind dams as methodical thought fills the basins with inscrutable language, replete with unnecessarily awkward constructions choked with the debris of semicolons, parentheticals, and asides sandwiched between dashes—as if the heavy, dependent clauses designed to bear the weight of a significant hypothesis or the observations of an astute philosopher (intent on gathering secret knowledge into a concordance or compendium that could provide a solid foundation for future thinkers to construct their architectures) whose thoughts—tangled, unintelligible; gathering dust in a lost folio or falling flat in the lecture hall as the blank, upturned faces watch the clock on the wall behind him for evidence that this ordeal will eventually satisfy the contract and arrive (though Zeno would argue that arrival is impossible [i.e., there will always be more river in front of you if you continue to divide your journey by half]) at its inevitable conclusion—finally elucidate the endeavor to make visible some new horizon.




PARAGRAPH

I didn’t know what to do with it so I put it in a box. I tried to keep it all together but it was multiplicitous, in theory and practice. It was confusing. I tried to say it completely. I said it as plain as I could. I got everyone into the same room to see if something would happen. Something happened. The shape of things. Their allotted slots. I set the margins and surrounded the thoughts on all sides. I made everything the same shape and concentrated on the space between the thoughts. So much thinking in the space between the thoughts. I built a house out of other houses. I stapled them together. It was makeshift but it kept the wind out. I sat in each room until I could describe it. I adjusted the furniture. A paragraph is like a small town. You have to have stamina. It takes a lot to achieve escape velocity. I drove all night to get to Santa Fe once, just to get away from everything. I stayed in a Motel 6. It was like a paragraph. Once, I described a forest as a box of leaves. You can put words around anything, even an absence. Here is a pear, a pomegranate, I think these are apricots. This shoe, that coat—if you can’t find the word, you can still describe it. Once, I said restaurant nurse instead of waitress. It was good enough. The meaning survived.




BALCONY

No one cared until the underside of the balcony collapsed. The concrete, stucco, and steel lath fell on the patio set and crushed it. That was the last day the dogs went outside. There were too many sharp edges in the debris. They used fabric spray and paper towels to clean up after them and had new carpet installed every few years. The homeowners’ association made threats but the man who was not my father ignored them. He said he would be dead before the rest of the balcony fell down so he wasn’t going to spend good money on upkeep. In the afternoon, he would take out his teeth, drink scotch, and watch sports while my mother played solitaire on the computer in the other room. In the evening, she would defrost something and they would eat together in silence. They didn’t seem unhappy but I kept finding my mother’s pills under the kitchen table. She said some days she didn’t need them. I convinced her to move to assisted living. The man who was not my father couldn’t take care of himself but refused to leave. I had no leverage. I wasn’t related to him. I offered to get him an emergency button that would call an ambulance in case he fell. He said if he fell, he would crawl to the gun case and shoot out the sliding glass doors and someone from the homeowners’ association would call the police. They were nosy, he said. He had lung cancer, which he would not treat and hadn’t told anyone about. He wasn’t going to shoot out the sliding glass doors, he was going to die quietly at home, alone. But he didn’t die and the pain got too great so he asked me to help him move to hospice. I think he had been in some kind of pain his whole life. I don’t think he knew that pain management was an option. He suggested that I give up my apartment and move into the condo since it was empty. He was really high when he suggested it. I moved in anyway. The collapse of the balcony had left holes in the wall and shady, covered spaces under the remaining parts of what used to be a nice place to sit. Of course the bees moved in. They got into the wall and the space between the first and second floors. I had stripped out the carpet in the upstairs bedrooms. The subflooring was hot in the places they had built their hive. What was left of the balcony leaked honey. I had them removed but they came back like the drunk girl who broke into my apartment on 9th because she used to live there. She was just trying to get back home and what do you do with that?




VELOCITY

I had been very clear. We had a plan. I told them, at hospice, that we weren’t close, that she didn’t want me there at the end. It was her death. She had been preparing for it. She didn’t want anyone to get in her way. They weren’t convinced. I had relented twice, raced over when they said She won’t make it through the night. Both times she recovered. It tickled her. I found it exhausting. I was on the floor of the guesthouse when they called the third time. I had fallen out of bed again and had decided to stay on the floor. She won’t make it through the night, they said. I can’t, I said. It was mostly true. I would have to find someone who could drive me there in the middle of the night, who could fit my wheelchair in their car. The hospice nurse called again. I tried to be polite. Her supervisor called a few minutes later. It’s bad. She’s struggling. I’m going to hold the phone to her ear. Tell her that she can let go. I hung up. I would not let them put me on the phone. She didn’t need my permission. There was no reason to slow her down or rush her. I didn’t want my voice in her head as she finished her business. It would be hard enough, without me talking over it. It was gross, how they wanted to be part of it, someone else’s story, how they wanted to be the compassionate survivors. I turned the ringer off. I couldn’t reach the counter so I left the phone on the floor. They kept calling, long into the night. Each time they did, the phone would buzz and shudder in the dark.




BIRD TRICK

I had a friend who learned a rope trick in a dream. He was a singer-songwriter. We don’t talk anymore. We used to compare notes. I liked his lyrics better than my poems. He left room for the music. Really, I’m just a little guy, so I try to make as much noise as I can. I fill everything up with my own stupid voice until I can barely breathe. Oh well. He had a girlfriend who played the piano. He had a girlfriend because he left room for the music. I fill everything up with my own stupid voice until I wear myself out and fall asleep alone. You have to match their speed, he used to say. It was the Bird Trick. (There was also the Bear Trick, the Kitten Trick, and the Lawn Trick.) You have to fly next to them so they can understand you. I am not a singer-songwriter but I was in choir in junior high. The thing I liked most was how the songs made us breathe together. It works like that. I took the notes in my notebooks and poked at them. I flew alongside them until I could really hear them. I tried to leave room for the music. Maybe there will be music. Sometimes there is suddenly music. You have to match their speed, he used to say. Who knows? Maybe he still says it.




VOLTA

It was getting very late. I waited for a different ending. I held my breath. June, July. The following July. It didn’t swerve. I expected it to swerve, that’s the promise, the twist at the end, how it pulls against the way it drives, black ice in moonlight. Something happened and I turned toward you. Something happened and you turned away. You didn’t turn back. Listen, this is important. I’m sorry I scared you but I didn’t die. You don’t get to stay mad about it. You were shitty and you doubled down and stayed down, investing in it. You renounced the world so it wouldn’t leave first. It worked. If you can’t set it down then fall on your knees and feel the weight of it. I was right about everything. If it’s any consolation, I’ll never forgive you. You’re welcome. Let awe end. Just like that. Fair enough.




STRATA

I drove out past the flat nastiness of Nebraska and into the Badlands of South Dakota. I was twenty-three. The world was a pink layer cake that someone had clawed through. What is a life? Sediment, residue. Something falls down and soon enough more things fall down and cover it. A red thing, a dark thing. Some chalk, some gold. I drove through it. I viewed it from the side. Where is the point where nostalgia turns into history? Endurance, duration— how long is now? The layered past, the ever-moving present, the void of the unfinished future—we try to measure it. We dig for artifacts and find a shard of pottery, a jawbone. We tell ourselves the story of a bright day in November. It isn’t accurate but we have to live as if some things are true. Landfill, I have a question for you, about the bones of things. Library, I have questions about the bones. Because everyone will die, die. Everyone will die. We rise into language for only so long before we fall back down into silence. It’s a small window, the span of time in which we get to say what we know. I took a picture of myself by the side of the road. Strange picture. I don’t look like that anymore.




FAUNA

There is something wrong with the deer. It is not all right. It has caught its leg in a length of something. They cut it free and let it go but you can tell it is not all right. It might never be all right. Call it a myth and the truth grows abstract. Call it a lie and the truth is a doubled fact. My stepmother’s father was an Elk. We would go to the lodge to eat roast beef and watch him butt heads with the other Elks. Sometimes he would raise a glass in praise and we would clap. Sometimes he would remember and we would bow our heads. The Elks fought in the war to end tyranny. They left, they fought, and they came back. They are not all right. Once, I drove to the end of the world. It was in Los Angeles. Someone had posted a sign. It read No U-turn. Parking $5. The beach was nice. I wrote you a letter in case I died but I threw it away. It was good practice. We have to practice losing everything. We are deer, we are headlights. We are the road where they collide.




DAWN

I woke up in the dark. The house was quiet. The cat yawned and stretched, curled up again. It was very early or very very late. I wasn’t clear on how the day reset. When is now? I lifted my stuffed dog out of the bed and hugged her with both arms. I walked through the house. I had never been in these rooms at night alone. The moonlight cast blue shadows on the ground outside the windows. Dust on the furniture in the extra bedroom: I sat on the bed. White shag carpet in the living room and a textured ceiling: I lay on my back and raised my legs, pretending to walk on the moon. In the kitchen, I couldn’t reach the sink. I stood on a chair and drank from the tap. It ran fast and cold. In the family room I turned on the television. Static. It was nothing but it moved and made a noise. I watched it for a while. I watched it for a long time. There was something sad about it. It didn’t have a story. Everything had run its course or hadn’t started yet. An active emptiness. A background radiation. I opened the curtains and looked out the windows, facing east. The house was on a hill. The driveway sloped down to the street. In the distance there were mountains. I stood there, waiting for it to start. I stood there for a long time.




MOUNTAIN

We left the title company and drove toward the mountains. The condo was sold. The paperwork was in the glove box. Lawyers had petitioned for a copy of my mother’s ex-husband’s death certificate and won. I was finally able to prove he was dead. His ashes were in the box next to me. Her ashes had already been taken care of. They wanted their ashes scattered on the same mountain but on opposite sides. I suppose that’s one way to do it. We drove past the tree line but not by much. I didn’t want to pull off at the scenic viewpoint, I didn’t want to remember the place that exactly, so we drove a few miles more and pulled off to the side of the road. I didn’t want to stand too close to the edge so Andy scattered the ashes. I leaned on my cane. What is a ghost? I suppose the answer is any number of things. A man lies down in leaves, singing, so we’re surrounded by trees in wind. His song is a mountain and all the ladders that every living thing is climbing. He will sing his beast into a larger beast and trample the open field of himself into wonderment. These things happen. It frightens me, this availability to the world, the vulnerability it takes for possible joy. That the sky might need to be empty, just in case. We were quiet for a while, then turned around and began the drive back down into town. Behind us, an animal ran across the road. There it goes.
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