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Foreword

Vince Gill

Like so many folks my age, I grew up on story songs. Those unforgettable tales always cut me to the quick, whether they were heartbreaking or sidesplitting. I carried them with me, humming their melodies while I lived my young years through their stories. They taught me a thing or two about what life was like before mine had even really begun. They’re a real part of what first drew me to country music. I guess I’m not alone in that way. And as they’re at the core of why so many of us were first drawn to the music, they remain at the core—at the heart—of why we’ve never forsaken our first love for it.

When I finally came to Nashville, I had the privilege to meet and, in time, befriend some of the finest songwriters ever to put words to paper. I count it as one of the greatest honors and privileges ever bestowed on me, to live and work among them. Over the years, after countless songwriting sessions, you realize that some of the greatest songwriters around are also some of the best storytellers. You learn pretty quickly that a beautiful voice will never grab you as tightly if the words aren’t right.

As one who’s been plugging away at songwriting for a while now, I know for sure when I’m in the company of the “greats.” These songwriters know their craft back to front. They know how to pull a line out of the air that a young child and a grown man can both understand. In less than three minutes, they manage to create a lifetime of emotion. Now some of them have broken loose with these beautifully written short stories for all of us.

Just as Marty Robbins once told us in two minutes and fifty-eight seconds the epic tale of a cowboy who meets a beautiful girl, kills the rival for her hand in a gunfight, steals a horse, runs away, returns to the girl, takes a bullet, kisses the girl, and dies, these men and women are spinning their tales a little longer this time. If the story-songwriter is the ultimate short, short story writer, then what can he do when he has a bit more time and paper? That question remains at the center of this collection.

A Guitar and a Pen is a long-overdue celebration of the talent of not just these writers, but of all of country music’s storytellers. Like songs, some of the stories are true, others are fiction, and a few are a bit of both. Looking through these pages, you’ll find the work of many of the artists who made country music what it is. The history of great country songs goes back before any of us were around and will be here long after we’re gone.

Just like a good country song, A Guitar and a Pen will prove to be the perfect companion for a long winter evening by a fire or a lazy summer afternoon in a hammock. So there you have it, right there in your hands, the words and stories of some of my all-time favorites. Dig in and enjoy!




The Day Jimmy Killed the Rabbit

Tom T. Hall

On television we see that the cold-weather fronts from Canada sweep down into southern Missouri, turn left, and head back north. The day Jimmy killed the rabbit there were no TV sets in rural southern Missouri. At Jimmy’s house, there was no electricity. The lone radio was powered by battery. The house where Jimmy and his father, mother, and two brothers lived was heated with wood-burning stoves.

It had rained on the crystallized snow. The rain had frozen, and now the countryside was covered with a crusty blanket of ice.

The old Ford automobile that sat in the front of the wood-framed house had long been inoperative. The battery had been removed from the old car to power the Zenith radio that brought the news of the New Deal era. Every afternoon Jimmy’s father sat with his ear to the radio, listening for news of the Roosevelt administration’s efforts to bring the country out of the Great Depression. Jimmy’s father turned off the radio and turned to his family huddled around the stove in the small living room.

“They say he’s gonna put poets and artists to work, too. Now there’s a man who’s got crazy on one shoulder and common sense on the other.”

The mother made an almost inaudible comment. The children took it as bad news if the father thought so. The father continued.“What we need is jobs for the people. All this high talk about building parks and drawing pictures is crazy. They’s folks starving to death.”

Jimmy got up and left the room. He thought his father might have heard some good news and then let them listen to a good radio show, as he sometimes did.

There was a small barn and a separate chicken house behind the residence. The barn was long lonesome of cattle, and there were no chickens left. A late afternoon sun glanced across the sparkling ice and snow, hurting the eyes. Jimmy pulled the old door of the chicken house aside. He walked into the cold darkness of the building. In a far corner, surrounded by several old bales of hay, there stood a crudely crafted rabbit hutch. The top was covered with an old board. Jimmy lifted the board and reached inside the hutch and retrieved a little white rabbit. The animal kicked once with its powerful back legs; the boy struggled to hold it. The rabbit settled in the arms of the boy as he called it by name and stroked its downy fur. The rabbit had been an Easter present to a friend of Jimmy’s. The friend could not feed the pet, and so Jimmy had brought it home. The boy was delighted to find that the rabbit would eat the bran cereal that came in plain white boxes from the relief agency that supplied the area families with food. A government official had decided that the rural people needed the bran because of the high fat content of their diets. After having choked on the cereal, Jimmy’s father had banned it from the table. And so, the rabbit ate.


JIMMY’S UNCLE, on his father’s side, lived a few hundred yards up the dirt road. The uncle was a dying man of sixty-seven years, a retired railroad man of considerable means, if one compared his worth to the average of the area, and that amounted to comparing his worth to poverty. There’s hope in a dying uncle who has money, and such was the hope of Jimmy’s family on these cold winter days of want and need. The family cared for the old bachelor uncle in a fashion that made the uncle suspicious of their motives. He would say, “When I was a well man, it seemed like you-all never paid me no mind at all. Now that I’m sick, it seems you-all are running up here with something or ’nother all the time. I’ve got my will made the way I want it made and ain’t got no intention of changing it for a bowl of dried chicken soup and a two-day-old paper.”


The contents of the mysterious will struck fear into the hearts of the family. Jimmy’s mother had said more than once, “That old whoremonger probably got his will made out to some roundhouse hussie somewhere.”

The father said, “I don’t want none of my brother’s money. I want a job and a chance to pull myself out of this hellhole we’re into. He’s lived a sinful life. His soul is of more concern than his stock.”

Hope glimmers brightest in the darkest night. On a dark Sunday morning when the old battery that powered the radio gave up its last notion of life, Jimmy’s mother returned from delivering hot food to the ailing uncle; she removed the heavy wool coat from her shoulders and announced, “I met Doc Witherspoon on the road. He says we ought to get your brother to a hospital if he’s gonna live another day.”

The father sat up on the sofa where he had been lying.“How’s he expect us to get him to a hospital? He won’t go, anyway, and I can’t carry him on my back.”

“Well, you better get up there and sit with him then. I don’t want none of the kids there when he dies. It’ll give ’em nightmares.”

The father cursed under his breath; he walked to the window and peered out at nothing.“I ain’t no good with dying people either. I reckon he’d be just as well off alone. Lord knows he’s managed to live alone. Don’t see why he can’t die alone.”

“Don’t you even think of that. That old man is your full blood brother and he’s dying and you need to be there whether you like it or not.”

“Don’t shout at me, woman! I know who’s my brother and who ain’t. I’ve been around that man longer than most I reckon.”

“Well, he’s dying. It’s on your shoulders. I’ve looked after him for more’n a year now. He ain’t none of mine.”

The children huddled in a corner of the room as the argument raged. The father picked up a coat from the floor and stormed out the door. The mother went to the window and watched her husband walk up the road toward the brother’s house.“Reckon I was a little hard on him. But the truth’s the truth, and it don’t hurt to say it sometimes.”

The youngest of the three boys spoke up.“How did Uncle hurt his heart?”

The mother turned and smiled at the child.“He hurt it by living too long and carrying on too much. Don’t you think about it, honey. We’re gonna be all right when your daddy finds work. Wait and see.”

The father returned in less than an hour. He came quickly through the door and went directly to the kitchen. He spoke from there.“Ain’t no coffee up there, and he’s out of wood for the stove. Jimmy, get some wood and drag it down. I’ll chop it. He wants a fried rabbit.”

The mother went to the kitchen door.“He wants a fried rabbit?”

“That’s what he said. He said his last request was a fried rabbit. I think he’s getting out of his head a little. All he talked about was a fried rabbit.”

“There ain’t a rabbit in a hundred miles of this place. People have hunted down everything fit to eat.”

The youngest boy spoke up.“Jimmy’s got a rabbit.”

All eyes turned to Jimmy. He was openmouthed.“It ain’t no eatin’ rabbit—it’s a pettin’ rabbit.”

Jimmy stood and walked to the door.“I’ll drag down some wood.”

The youngest said, “A rabbit’s a rabbit, if you ask me.”

Jimmy turned at the door.“Well, nobody asked you, did they?”

Gray, low-hanging clouds surrounded the hilly countryside as Jimmy trudged up the hill behind his uncle’s house. He carried an ax to cut free from the ice the fallen trees that he would bring down the hill for his father to chop into firewood. He spotted a limb he thought he could manage. He chopped away at the ice and snow that held it to the ground. Having grown up in the countryside, he knew instinctively what caught his eye as he swung the ax. It was a brown furry texture partially hidden by the snow and the limb. He swung the ax quickly. The furry creature kicked violently for a few seconds before settling into a motionless ball. Jimmy reached down and picked up the rabbit; he stared at the dead animal in awe. He turned and looked back down the hill as if he had been watched. Smoke rose from the chimney of his uncle’s house. There was no one in sight.

The boy took his pocketknife from his trousers. He cut off the rabbit’s head. He slit the skin on the animal’s back and pulled the warm fur from its back, legs, and neck. He cut off the feet and gutted the animal, throwing the intestines into the brush.

The boy walked into his uncle’s house and held the rabbit aloft. The father stood from where he sat by the dying uncle.“Well, well, I’ll be.”

Jimmy continued to hold the rabbit aloft. The father came forward and took the rabbit from the boy.“Jimmy, that’s a mighty big thing you done for your poor old uncle.” He turned to the sick man and said, “Look what Jimmy’s brought you. His own rabbit that he had for a pet. He wanted you to have what you wanted the most, and now he’s brought you his own rabbit, much as he liked it.”

Jimmy turned and walked out of the room and back to his wood-dragging chore. The old uncle leaned forward in his bed.

“That’s a mighty fine boy, that Jimmy. Always said he was the best one of the bunch. Fine young man.”

“I’ll get the wife up here to cook this for you. She can make some biscuits and gravy to go with it.”

“Fine, fine. Ain’t had a meal like that since I don’t know when. Don’t know what’s got into me. I’ve been hungry as a bear for some fried rabbit.”

The old uncle and his brother sat talking as the mother fried the rabbit and made the biscuits and gravy. The father had fetched a jar of moonshine from the top of one of the cupboards. The house had a festive air. The brothers drank and seemingly became closer and more understanding as the jar of whiskey was passed back and forth. The mother cautioned against whiskey for the sick man. Her protests were laughed away.

The uncle became melancholy. He settled into a remorseful mood as the drinking continued. He began to apologize for his past sins. He hollered into the kitchen to tell his sister-in-law of his wrongdoings in life.

The afternoon’s festivities ended with the uncle admitting that he had never had a will, but would now like to make one. He asked for pen and paper. He asked his brother to go up the road and bring down a neighbor to witness his last will and testament. With all of this done, the rabbit eaten, and the old wood-burning stove glowing, the uncle died at seven-fifteen that same evening.

As the undertaker drove past the house with the body of the old uncle, the father read the last will and testament of the man. The will left all of the uncle’s earthly belongings to his nephew Jimmy. They would later learn that the inheritance included the house, thirty-six hundred dollars, and a gold railroad watch.

Jimmy stood in the middle of the room as the hero. His mother bragged, his brothers hugged, and his father made plans to spend the money on a new battery for the radio and a complete overhaul on the old Ford automobile.

Monday morning brought sunshine. The wind had calmed. The gray clouds had gone. Jimmy slipped quietly out of the house and walked toward the little building that housed the rabbit hutch. He entered the room with a heart that ached as much as the heartache that had killed his uncle, or so he thought. It was in writing. Jimmy had killed his pet rabbit to answer his uncle’s last request and had thereby fallen into favor of his will.

The boy cried as he carried the rabbit up the hillside. The small white bundle of fur nestled under his arm as the wide eyes gazed at him in seeming admiration and trust. The boy trudged on. He was far atop the hill when he set the little white rabbit on the icy ground. He fully realized that left there, the rabbit would starve or be eaten by its natural enemies of the wild. The boy watched as the little white animal sniffed the air. The rabbit hopped around in a playful circle and looked back at the boy just as the heavy stick caught the back of its head, breaking its neck.

As the years passed, when the family automobiles became newer, when radios were plentiful, when color television brought pictures of the weather front coming down from Canada, they still talked of the day Jimmy killed the rabbit.

  
Tom T. Hall

A member of the Nashville Songwriters Hall of Fame, Tom T. Hall is known for his vivid characters and narrative strength. Born in 1936 near Olive Hill, Kentucky, he has had a long and varied career that includes more than fifty chart hits on forty albums, Grammy and CMA Awards, and over twenty top-ten successes. In 1971 he became a member of the Grand Ole Opry, and has been named Songwriter of the Year and called “the poet laureate of country music.” He has also published six books, including a novel, a short-story collection, and an autobiography.

His classic songs include “Old Dogs, Children and Watermelon Wine,” “I Love,” “The Year That Clayton Delaney Died,” and “Homecoming.” He has created a solid body of children’s music, some notable political-satire pieces, and some of Nashville’s rowdiest beer-drinking anthems. His “Harper Valley P.T.A.” sold 6 million singles, inspired a movie and a TV series, crossed over to become a number-one pop hit, and became a nationwide sensation.

Hall has been almost as potent as an interpreter. His voice immortalized the bluegrass standard “Fox on the Run,” revived chestnuts like “It’s All in the Game” and “P.S. I Love You,” and originated such country staples as “Song of the South” and “Old Five and Dimers Like Me.” He has also forged some remarkable musical bonds, collaborating with Johnny Cash, Patti Page, Earl Scruggs, Dave Dudley, and Bill Monroe.

A national TV celebrity and a notable commercial spokesman of the 1980s, in the 1990s he has become known for his charitable activities, creative-writing workshops, and one-man shows. And through it all he has remained a man of the soil. Today he lives just outside Nashville, Tennessee, where he continues to write songs and stories. You can visit his Web site at www.tthproject.com.




Career Day

Robbie Fulks

A feeling of greatness just around the corner has been a constant in my life. It tends to peak—I’ve noticed it only afterward—just as I am about to go traipsing into a nest of armed criminals or fall into an open manhole. It is a signal, in other words, a malign light blinking a yellow warning, dear dull old Mother Nature’s way of portending calamity by inculcating cheer. I have come to rely on it, though a little late. The conviction that “This is going to be great!” plunged me blindly into marriage in the midnineties, and a short while later into the high-tech market. Since the (suspiciously closely timed) collapse of both, I have paid careful attention to all premonitions of personal glory, making sure to stop my ears and run the other way.

Who knows why the emergency systems were down the day my wife, a classically attractive ice sculptress of Mitteleuropean stock, broke the news that she had committed me to appear at a school function in a distant town, to talk at length about the life of a professional musician. Not that I didn’t resist such a sickening idea instinctively and immediately—I did. But for my failure to fight the current of positive thinking that later picked me up and buffeted me to an all-too-predictable doom, I can only point feebly to the universally compromised condition of man in these postlapsarian times. The school in question was Prairie Butte High of District 47 in Wheatstraw, Illinois, just over an hour’s drive from our place on the north shore of Chicago. One of the deans there was an old family friend, and my wife’s giddy tone implied that my own career, rather than those of the upperclassmen, would be the clear beneficiary of my effort and time. She was the soul of salesmanship.

“You’ll talk about making records,” she said, “and traveling from town to town to perform. You’ll explain how the business is structured and how you combine your various income streams—royalties, Web site sales, et cetera.”

“I’ll do no such thing,” I asserted.“You seem to think of my income stream as a freestanding ecological structure, something I can blithely walk away from for hours on end with no effect on the family purse . . .”

“And you’ll be a good role model. The successful, happy, articulate man of the arts.”

“Me no like talking in public,” I said, trying a new tack.“And I doubt that I have anything of interest to offer teenagers.”

“You are a very interesting person,” she assured me.

“To you, evidently. To high schoolers, maybe not so much. Have you looked in the trades lately? Fringe country isn’t soundscanning with exurban youths, by and large. It seems to appeal exclusively to fifty-something fanzine editors with big stomachs. Mainstream record consumers—‘kids’ for short—are more interested in . . . starlets, and black guys with handguns yelling about pussy and that.”

“You have songs about pussy,” she purred.“Talk about that if you want to. Obliquely. This is the kind of thing I needed but never got when I was in high school.” Dropping her hands into the pockets of her work pants, she began a slow rhythmic jiggling of coins and die grinder bits.“I never had the opportunity to talk to the great ice artists. I had never heard of the Inuit Free-Range Quarries, the National League of Bachelorettes, the Greenland Carnivale. Never thought about the storing or transporting of large blocks of ice, much less simple heartbreak. All I knew was the lust for fame.” She brought her eyes down from Polaris and fastened them firmly on me.“No one told me that it would probably never come—and that it didn’t matter. No one told me that artists can earn the respect of their peers and a living income without ever gaining an ounce of celebrity. You can work and work and work, all your life, and never be—”

“Okay, stop,” I said.“So I’ll do a little talk. I’ll take some questions. I’ll make a pie chart. How long does the presentation need to be?”

“Forty minutes. But you have to do the forty minutes seriatim for five consecutive groups. It’s kind of an all-day thing.”

To conceal from your wife that your professional life involves doing not very much all day long is a challenge few men can crack. Once the secret is out, it’s almost impossible to weasel out of any worthy commitments she might drum up on your behalf. But the real reason I caved was that Career Day appealed to my vanity. Lives there a nearsighted, saggy-jowled old fool who does not flatter himself to suppose that his example might lead some grateful novice to the light? Add to that the prospect of a captive audience of delighted adolescents, which holds a dizzying, archetypal power for any musician, and you have a potent cocktail. When Career Day dawned, my pie chart was in the back of the car. Cheer was regnant.

Prairie Butte High was a drab cuboid situated on a gently raised stretch of cow country, thirty miles northwest of Chicago’s farthest bedroom suburb. Inside, the sights and smells of my own high school rose immediately from the dead. There it all was again, the fierce mammal energy, the gray hallways vibrating with the metal echo of locker doors and bells, the smell of something like potted meat, the provocatively attired girls a guy like me could never bed, though now with added disincentives to try. The boys were dressed casually in jeans and khaki, as in my day, but with far more stylish cuts and colors than the Jimmy Carter School for Slobs used to allow. Whether or not high school fashion is destiny, the look stuck to me; I was wearing frayed Levi’s and a flannel shirt.

Terry, the dean, had a red lapel sticker ready for me, reading MUSICIAN.

“We are so thrilled to have you here!” She beamed behind slim-framed eyeglasses, a cordwood-stack of binders balanced in the crook of her arm.“Mr. Legg, our social studies teacher, is such a fan—he has an alternative country band too! He wants to meet you, if you can spare a moment after fifth period. Now, we have you set up in room 1355, down this hall, last door on the left. Oh—Mr. Stritch, your name tag and packet!” A muscled figure in pinstripes, about my age, stopped in passing. He gamely accepted and applied his INVESTMENT BANKER tag.“You’re in 1580 today, just down—oh, by the way, meet our famous musician, Robbie Fulks!”

Stritch pumped my hand briskly. He glanced down at my sticker and up at me, quickly and without pleasure.“Pleased,” he grunted, and power-fled down the corridor.

“Well, banking.” I smiled conspiratorially at Terry.“That should be quite the draw with the young ’uns. I always forget—was it Roth IRAs or grunge that was big in Seattle fifteen years ago?”

“You’re so different!” She smiled back in encouragement.“We’re delighted you made time in your busy schedule to join us.”

Heading down the hall, I caught some other name tags: exterminator, systems analyst, patent attorney, hairdresser. My wife was right. There was a rich lode of useful experience on tap here at Prairie Butte. To see it given up freely to those still damp from the chrysalis swelled my heart, and spurred my self-confidence. I was going to come alive in 1355! For mine was a story with a moral to gladden young adults everywhere: a life goal didn’t need to be a life sentence. Patent attorney? Personally, I’d take Leavenworth.

I had intended to make a splashy entrance: throwing open the classroom door, raising a fist, bellowing, “For those about to Rock . . . I salute you!” But on entering the room, something in the air, a wetly palpable anomie, struck me hard. A big empty desk, a blackboard, an open window, and near it a computer-generated image of a branching tree festooned with photos of chefs, medical professionals, sleekly dressed businessmen. Twenty or so kids sat in neat rows, compliantly frozen.

“You’re here for the musician?” I said. A few doleful nods. I crossed briskly to center front and clasped my hands together.“So.” Letting my gaze fall meaningfully around the rows—connecting, connecting—I leaned casually against the desk. Like the tuned-in TV and movie teachers of the seventies (Conrack, the White Knight), I strove with body language to express a jazzy informality, a wideness of spirit.

“So. My name’s Robbie, and I’m here to tell you what could happen if you decide to pursue music as a career. I’ve done it for twenty-one years now—written it, recorded it, performed it. You might ask: what notable successes have I enjoyed?” If I knew my youngsters, they were asking themselves just this.

“It all depends on how you define ‘success,’ ” I continued.“Though none of you has ever heard of me, by certain measures I am successful. I own my house. I have a nice family. Sales of my records are modest but sustaining. I have made a lot of them, and will continue to.

“Granted, some of my colleagues here at Career Day make more money, have better cars and houses, and so on. They may not get to travel all over the country and jump around onstage and play hot guitar solos—but they may not want to. Doing music on a lower-than-celebrity level is tough work. It can test the spirit. For better or worse, though, that’s the level where ninety percent of us in the business find ourselves. Making your living at music makes for an awfully strange journey. But I am here to tell you, it can be done!”

A couple soft coughs. Two boys sitting close to me, wearing identical black shirts with a picture of something like an arachnid corkscrewed around a spear, were wide-eyed with respect.

“I can’t help but remember when I was at your age.” That sentence, delivered into the rearview mirror on the drive here, seemed de rigueur for a Career Day address.“I had no goals. I never thought of sacrificing or building for the future. All I thought about was playing the guitar. Okay, meeting girls and getting high, those might have been tied for second. Ha, ha, ha. But mostly, guitar. The chord was my shepherd—ha!” The “getting high” part was a risky move, but the White Knight would have taken it. The arachnid twins showed approval, bouncing their legs and nodding.

“Now, the music I do is—hold your applause—country. That was the family tradition I was raised in, and in the South, it wasn’t necessarily an uncool thing to pick fiddle tunes and sing about the old homestead. My folks started me off and I got the rest from record albums.

“Today, things are very different. For one thing, young people have access to many, many more resources. A recent New Yorker article used the phrase ‘platform agnostic.’ It means that, of all the numerous distribution outlets available today—podcasts, satellite, iTunes—kids are content to go anywhere and everywhere. There is no single, socially anointed outlet for learning about new music. Which is wonderful. Where do you guys find out about new music?”

The direct question stimulated nervous shuffling. Then a girl said meekly, “The radio.” Others murmured assent.“Ninety-eight point four,” someone said, and a few chuckled in recognition.

“All right,” I said.“Theoretically, anyway, you have choices, whether or not you choose to exercise them. Now, this new game, with its proliferation of outlets, is a threat to some of the players, such as record corporations and the upper elite of brand-name performers. Just as with the TV business since the advent of cable and Fox and pay-per-view, the democratization of the music business means less centralized control, and probably most of us will earn a bit less on average for our work. But it also means more consumer choice, and it means that people like me, niche artists who ride around in a van performing for one or two hundred people at a time, have a better shot at expanding and prolonging their careers, as long as they’re willing to do a little extra work to promote themselves.”

“You go around in a van?” said a young man, his head loaded with curly brown hair and his voice with acidulous disbelief.

“I do. It’s not that bad!”

“And you play country music. In . . .”

“Bars. To put it bluntly. And at weddings, and other places too. Hey, I brought a pie chart!” I lifted the posterboard up onto the chalk tray. It showed that marvel of nature, my income stream, split into categories.“When most ‘normal’ people—my neighbors or my auditors—find out I’m a musician, the first thing they want to know is: How? How is it possible to have an income when you’re not on TV, or ninety-eight point four? I mean, sure, I’ve been on TV and radio some, but that kind of thing is almost completely irrelevant to making a living. So how do you support—”

“You were on TV?” Curly again. His eyebrows were raised, but they exerted no lift on his lids.“Like what TV?”

“TV shows that routinely promote music released by big labels,” I said a little testily.“I was on one, briefly. A label, I mean.”

“What was your big hit?” he said.

“As I said, nothing you’d have heard. And now, we return to our pie chart. Here you see performance royalties. BMI and ASCAP are the names of organizations that collect statutory . . .” And, having dispensed with Curly Pubeskull, I was off on a roll. Like most men, I confess, I am a pushover for a curve, a graph, a vector, anything that converts complex realities into cute 2D shapes, no matter how fundamentally inaccurate. I picked over each pie slice with analytical rigor and care. I laid out the economics of touring. I spoke of the value of commercial work and the relevant unions. I described the publishing industry, touching briefly on the knotted area of digital rights and the as-yet-unknown media of the future. I was Conrack on steroids. When I had finished, I looked at my watch. Since I had walked into the room, eleven minutes had passed.

“Okay, and now I . . . guess I’ll open the floor to questions. Questions? Anyone?” Overhead a ceiling fan whirred. I tapped the desk behind me, to ward off the yawning silence opened by my invitation. Gently, through the open window, there drifted in the idiotic barking of dogs. As the second hand cycled sluggishly, I reflected that a lifetime’s experience can be summed up in minutes, easily. You could also do it in a couple of days, with plenty of colorful digressions and character development, and some lively back-and-forth with your listeners. But a forty-minute oral autobiography with only a sprinkling of hostile interruptions turns out to be a tall order.

A brunette sitting toward the back was tugging abjectly at her hair. Other students sat with heads and hands in every possible conjoinment except the one signaling thought. One, the size of an adult dockworker, slept openly. Even the arachnids looked flummoxed.

“Come on,” I said.“There must be something about my chart or my job that interests someone. Is anyone curious to hear more about getting a record deal? Demoing songs? Scoring an independent movie? Anything at all?” I snuck another look at my watch. Eleven minutes and forty seconds. I was anxiously thinking of ways to fill the rest of the period—doughnuts perhaps, a folk song—and coming to grips with the realization that the content of my story and my White Knight tactics had not gone over as hoped. In fact, I had quite comprehensively bored these people. Had there been fundamental changes in the teen outlook since Jimmy Carter? Or was the thing that had absorbed me for the last two decades considerably less romantic than I had assumed?

But hark: a voice from the gallery! It belonged to the brunette, who had been regarding me with a dim but growing curiosity. Evidently she was fishing for the right words. They now rose to her lips.“What are you going to do . . . when you’re sixty?”

As a moment, it would have felt more complete punctuated by a burst of group laughter and some pointing. But the girl was patently sincere, and she had expressed a general mood of perplexity in the room.

“Yeah,” amplified another girl, “do you think you’ll have a big hit by then, or will you still be playing weddings and bars?” The dogs in the distant field had fallen still. I studied the blue lines on the backs of my hands.

“The same thing,” I said.“Music in bars. Career Day appearances.”

“Oh, you’re being sarcastic,” Curly observed.

“No, I’m having the time of my life,” I said.“I’m just not sure we’re getting anywhere. Is anyone here remotely thinking about going into music after graduation?” To my relief, the arachnids’ hands shot up.“I thought we had two musicians here! Guitar?”

“Yeah,” said one.

“What kind of music?”

“Um,” said the other.“I don’t know what you’d—you know . . . just . . .” They looked at each other and put their heads together, trying to come up with a word to describe the kind of music they played.“It’s just, normal music. He plays lead. I just started last year.”

“This is some species of rock we’re talking about?”

The one on the right thought of a helpful referent.“Like Breakbone Fever, or Chimps in Aspic. Just, music. How important is practicing?”

“Very. I mean, I don’t know. It depends. I don’t know anything about that kind of music. Maybe it’s important never to practice.”

“How do you write songs?”

“I don’t know. Please don’t go into music, guys.”

“What TV shows have you been on?”

“Normal TV shows.”

“Like, what shows?”

“The Today show, Conan . . .”

Curly slouched forward, ever so slightly.“You were on Conan?” He sounded like David Spade. A less-excited David Spade.

“Yes, I appeared on Conan one time when somebody canceled last-minute.”

“What was he like?”

“Conan? He was . . . I don’t know, I talked to him for all of thirty seconds.”

“How tall was he?” the brunette wanted to know. The class was now hanging on my every word. I wished they were not.

“Tall. My height. Listen, being on a show like that, it’s not really as big a deal as you’d think.”

“Being on TV is cool,” observed Arachnid One.

“Sure,” I admitted.“It’s cool for your friends and family, a cool thing to watch someone they know. But to do, not as much. You’re standing around in a little room for hours on end. It’s not that big a deal. Donald Sutherland was the guest the day I was on.”

“You don’t like Donald Sutherland?” said Curly.“Donald Sutherland isn’t good enough? I think Donald Sutherland is pretty cool.”

“Donald Sutherland is cool. Forget Donald Sutherland. I’m talking about the romance of TV. It’s an illusion. A guy in my band played on Saturday Night Live in the nineties. I asked him what it was like. He said it was cold, and people in the cast were mean. There’s your TV for you.”

“Was Donald Sutherland the host?” Curly was actually sneering.

“I think Saturday Night Live is cool,” mumbled Arachnid Two. They were starting to form a solid black lump in my near vision.

“Hey, here you are!” said the dockworker, who had woken at some point and opened a laptop.“Look what I found.‘Robbie Fulks was briefly an interesting figure in the mid-1990s Chicago-area “insurgent country” scene,’ ” he read.“That’s pretty cool. You’re right here on this Web site.”

“It’s cool if you like being referred to in the past tense, or as a representative of a movement,” I said.“If you think it’s a great honor to appear on the Internet.”

“I don’t know,” Curly reflected.“I might just appreciate being referred to at all. Especially if I played music that wasn’t popular.”

“It’s got a song on here!” said the dockworker. And in a moment there was my voice, caterwauling in the little classroom on the prairie. I mean, it was my voice as it was nine years earlier, singing lyrics written five years earlier still, over an orchestration driven by sounds in vogue at least ten years before that. The song dramatized small-town despair, and was written in a Super 8 room during a lonely couple of days between bars. Normal music.

“That’s you singing?” said the brunette.

“Mm-hmm.”

The arachnids, my last best hope, could hold out no longer. They covered their mouths out of politeness and turned from me. Around the laptop, a small group stared raptly at the little machine, as if it were playing a video file rather than an MP3. Perceiving my singing through their ears, I heard an aboriginal yammering. The computer’s built-in speaker rendered the recording shrilly remote, as through an Edison cylinder.

“Excuse me,” I said. I picked up my posterboard and slipped into the hall. Through the pane in the door opposite me, I spotted a familiar face. Name tag: HAIRDRESSER. She was in the middle of a circle of relaxed, smiling students; she was giving one of them a cut. And there was Stritch, too—in my mind’s eye, anyway, and I don’t doubt its acuity—doing a 401(k) song-and-dance, and going over like Jolson.

Lowering my face like a penitent, I ducked out a side door, half-circled the building, and trotted down the soft incline to the parking lot. Leaving a populous city for the small staid towns and the country beyond, one feels the enactment of a pleasant shift, the glamour of ideas and organized industry giving way to the bedrock of custom and honest toil. To return is to recall that, for most of us, sparkling ideas and illusions are not as much like idle playthings as they are bread and water. In either direction, the trip offers the blessed false promise of escape.

I would call my wife on my cell phone, telling her they had released me early. That would take care of her. Then, with the wheels spinning beneath me and the countryside filling in with subdivisions and strip malls, I would work on a song in my head. With luck it would prove intelligible to others; and that would take care of me. As for the kids of 1355, they will have to find their own escape route. Let ’em be doctors and lawyers and such.
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How I Stayed a Boy

Tia Sillers

There is something strangely glorious about being an accident—particularly if you’re a child with an imagination. Your view of the world is fundamentally altered, forever tilted once you’ve uncovered how desire and nature came together one early winter’s night and ignited a combustion of sorts. I still can’t help but be filled with a kind of guilty pleasure, knowing that all it took was a few moments of recklessness to trigger an unintended chain reaction that wound up becoming, well . . . me.

So it goes that in August of 1939, at the tail end of the Great Depression and on the cusp of World War II, I came into this world: unplanned, breech, two weeks late, and screaming. Born in my parents’ bed on a four-hundred acre barley-tobacco farm just north of Ghent Springs, Kentucky, I was the sixth of six daughters born to a very exhausted forty-one-year-old mother and a very disappointed forty-five-year-old father. And, as the years wrote out our lives, the family lore claimed that when I was finally born and my sex became known, my father, after alternately crying and drinking for most of a week, announced that he was changing my name from Claudia Ann to Francine Samantha and that I would henceforth be known as Franky. My father’s name, by the way, was Franklin Samuel Owen and, for a while, in addition to Franky, people called me Junior.

It was also whispered that Daddy never slept with my mother again—a highly effective form of self-imposed birth control. I can’t help but wonder if believing that my mother was never again held by a passionate, albeit often drunk, man for the rest of her life had some profound effect on my development. Surely there are certain family secrets that are best kept in the dark. In Daddy’s defense, for most men, six children, let alone six daughters, is more than enough, and he was a sweet drunk.

But even for all of that, there is still something strangely glorious about being an accident. When you’re a living, breathing mistake, this world can offer a brilliant sense of freedom. Somehow if you weren’t supposed to exist in the first place, you could feel that everything you did in life was pretty much gravy. In my young mind’s eye, I could get away with more, because I wasn’t quite as there, or really as real, as the rest of the intended or on-purpose beating hearts out there. All of those intentional souls had to watch their step, had to make their days and nights matter, because they mattered. God was keeping an eye on them. But not me. I was such an afterthought I didn’t even come into this world headfirst like everybody else, and they’d renamed me three times before I was even a month old. It was like my footsteps were less visible in the backyard chicken-scratch dirt, and it wouldn’t take much wind or water to wash them away. It was almost like I was half ghost, half child, and that kind of existence helped lead to a life not threatened by solitude.
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