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

  only proves that they are unable to appear except to the sick, not that they don’t exist.




  —FYODOR DOSTOYEVSKY




  The universe is godding.




  —MICKY DOLENZ










  This book is based on a diary I started when I was eighteen. Don’t know why I kept the diary for so many years; the combination of nostalgia and nausea I felt when

  reading it was pretty rough. I sort of held it out at arm’s length, the way you might keep the first fish you ever caught (it’s an accomplishment . . . it just stinks!). I do

  find it astonishing that, as a teenager, I was already trying to bring music and art together; a hell of a mission to take on. If Americans thought music and art belonged together, they

  wouldn’t have the Grammys!




  I guess the diary was a bad luck charm—I really didn’t want history repeating itself. ’Cause it was certainly a strange book to pick up and read. Full of holes, it dissolved

  along with the drowning writer and each page was oddly like crawling in a window: you had to stand up carefully, squint, get your bearings. The diary was about a year long, from one spring to the

  next.




  I seemed awfully young that first spring and not so young the next, though this wasn’t a year when a whole lot happened, in my opinion. It was a year when many things began, which

  is probably important. It was also a year I tried very hard to forget, so I know it was worth remembering. Some of it I don’t actually remember; I just read about it in the diary. I’m

  real okay with not remembering this stuff, though; like a lot of people’s stories, mine can be pretty embarrassing.




  [image: ] Songs help with that. They don’t commit to linear time—they whiz around all your memories, collecting them

  into a goofy pile that somehow seems less goofy because it’s set to music. Songs’re weird: they tell the future and they tell the past, but they can’t seem to tell the difference.

  So I stuck lyrics from my songs into the text whenever they reflected on a moment and its reverberations.




  Here’s a quote of mine: “I would never paint a picture, do a dance or write a book.” And here’s another one: “I’m not in the business of

  publishing pages from my diary.” I still say these things all the time. What I mean when I say them is that although I’m a musician, I’m not a particularly creative

  person, nor am I interested in self-expression—I don’t want people to listen to my songs so that they’ll care about me. That would be obnoxious.




  I did, however, write this book based on pages from my diary because copying down a year isn’t a particularly creative thing to do. And it all happened twenty-five years

  ago, so it can’t really count as a story about me—that girl isn’t me anymore. Now it’s just a story.




  And interestingly, it turns out to be a love story. One with no romance, only passion. Passion for sound, reptiles, old ladies, guitars, a car, water, weather, friends, colors, chords, children,

  a band, fish, light and shadow. It’s dedicated to my friends Betty and Mark, who both died while I was turning the story into this book. And can I just say: everything that wacky old Betty

  Hutton told me was true. The craziest things she said turned out to be particularly true. She was even right about “Throwing Muses” having too many syllables.




  Betty taught me that you can’t tell the whole truth, as not all of it is pertinent or lovely. You have to leave things out in order to tell the story. Otherwise, people could miss

  the whaddyacallit . . . the point. Her story was full of brightly lit holes that allowed the point to show itself in sharp relief.




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




  

    Love,


  


    Kristin
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  SPRING 1985




  The handmade Jesus on Napoleon’s living room wall has no face, just a gasping, caved-in head with blood dripping down its chest. He appears to have been crucified on some popsicle sticks.

  His mottled green and gold surface reminds us of fish scales and his paddle-shaped toes fan out like a tail. It is a singularly gruesome crucifix. We call it “Fish Jesus.”




  The first time I saw it, I thought it was funny. It’s less funny at night when you’re alone. And even less funny tonight because next to me is a bag of horrible donuts one

  of the painters left for me as a joke. They look just like Fish Jesus. Oblong, greenish-gold and bloody with jelly, coconut maggots swarm over them. I really don’t wanna look at them anymore,

  but throwing them away would mean touching them and I don’t wanna do that, either.




  So me and Fish Jesus and the donuts all lean against the wall, watching Christmas lights blink. It isn’t Christmas, but these were the only working lights left in this empty apartment when

  its old man died. He was named Napoleon. All we really know about him is that he lived here in Providence and now he’s dead, his body and most of his belongings carted away. And somehow he

  still pays his electric bill. Someone does, anyway, and it isn’t me or any of the other people I’ve seen use his electricity.




  I also know where he hid his key (under the mat—Napoleon was a brilliant tactician), and tonight I need a place to stay. So I park myself under a sad crucifix and watch tiny blue, green,

  red and orange bulbs blink on and off. Insomniacs like to waste time.




  The lights are comfortingly tacky, the garish blue ones my favorites. They remind me of being a little kid, hypnotized and mystified by Christmas. I open first one eye and then the other, to see

  if I can watch only the blue lights and ignore the other colors, but it’s hard and I’m boring myself, so I close both eyes to try and get some sleep. They pop right open again.
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    i have a fish nailed to a cross on my apartment wall


  




  This room is not a good thing to look at, but I look anyway. The wall-to-wall carpeting is a pukey beige, bleached in the center by a stain shaped like a hermit crab. The

  paneling on the walls is marked by big splotches of something that once sprayed across it. It has been suggested by sleepless crashers that these splotches are a clue as to how Napoleon died. The

  whole apartment smells like mold and disinfectant. And now, donuts.




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




  I’m glad it’s spring, though—Christmas decorations around here are the saddest things you ever saw. They hung, decomposing in the gray wind, through March. Just a few

  weeks ago, someone took down the dismal pink wreath, blackened with car exhaust, that hung around the fluorescent green sign across the street. This sign has always read, will always read:

  “Pumpkin Muffins 24 Hours.”




  All the women who work in the donut shop below the sign look the same. They wear pink smocks and lean on the counter, smoking, all night long. I’m often a sleepless crasher in this

  apartment myself and I’ve spent many hours watching them to see if they ever move. They don’t. I’ve never even seen one light a new cigarette. It probably smells like mold,

  disinfectant and donuts in there, too.




  The loosely associated group of people who frequent Napoleon’s guest house: touring musicians, bored kids with nowhere else to go or nothing else to do, and anyone whose job isn’t

  really a job (like “painter”) have agreed that the key should remain under the mat—the first place any desperate individual would look—to honor Napoleon’s memory. Not

  that we remember him, but he’s become a kind of saint to us. He shelters the lonely and the lost, wrapping them in a soft blanket of Christmas lights and old-man smell.




  So the key stays where Napoleon left it because if somebody wants to break in here, well then, we should make it easy for ’em. Clearly, they need Napoleon’s soft

  blanket.




  I gotta get rid of these fucking donuts; they’re making me sick and they aren’t gonna get any prettier. Maybe I’ll leave them here on the floor for the Animal.




  We don’t know what the Animal is, only that it gets in sometimes and eats cornflakes out of the cabinet, which is fine ’cause I didn’t like the look of those dead-guy

  cornflakes anyway. Once, a painter named Jeff actually took the Animal to the face. It leaped out of the apartment and jumped on his head when he opened the door. This is the closest

  encounter any of us have had with it. Unfortunately, it was the middle of the night and the stairwell was too dark for him to get a good look at it; the Animal just knocked him backwards down the

  stairs and took off.




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




  This guy looks just like Jimmy Stewart. I tried to imagine him falling backwards in the dark, limbs flailing, fur wrapped around his head. For some reason, I saw this happening in black and

  white—maybe ’cause of the Jimmy Stewart thing—which made it even creepier. But Jeff was so happy telling the story, he looked dewy. Painters are so sick. I wouldn’t want an

  animal jumping on my face in the dark.




  I gotta admit I was enchanted, though. “Did it make a noise?” I asked him. “Was it furry? Did it smell weird?” He couldn’t remember much; he was falling down

  stairs. Happily falling, having taken a wild animal to the face, but too distracted by gravity to pay attention to much else. In retrospect, he figured it had been furry and was about the

  size of a watermelon.




  This was relevant information, as we had had a kind of meeting on the subject once, the gaggle of lost souls who use this apartment when they have nowhere else to go. The Animal hadn’t yet

  gone for the cornflakes—it had only shuffled around the apartment in the dark, which was, I admit, a little spooky. Subsequently, there had been murmurings of “ghosts” walking

  around at night, and most of the musicians are such pussies they were scared to sleep here anymore. Some of them wanted to have a Narragansett medicine woman smudge the place with sage to relieve

  it of its restless spirits.




  “Look,” a drummer named Manny said gravely over the cold leftovers of two greasy pizzas. Candles flickered near the open window, the dancing shadows making it look more like a

  séance than the overgrown Cub Scout meeting it really was. “She’s really nice, I’ve met her. She doesn’t dress weird or anything. She charges a nominal fee and all we

  have to do is fast or fuck off for, like, a day and a half.”




  “What?!” yelled a painter, laughing. Painters think musicians are ridiculous. There seems to be a general consensus among them that painting is high art, music low. Can’t say

  that I blame them; musicians are sorta ridiculous. I’m a guitar player, so technically I’m one myself, but I don’t stick up for us all that often.




  Manny, clearly more afraid of ghosts than painters, held his ground. “This place is definitely haunted,” he said. “I hear noises, but when I check ’em out, there’s

  nobody there!” He pushed a lock of purple hair behind his ear. For some reason, none of us musicians have normal hair—another thing that makes us seem ridiculous to the painters. Mine

  is blue, there is a lime green and a fuzzy-yellow-chick yellow . . . together, we look like an Easter basket. Chalk white and glossy jet-black are close to normal, but those two are goth

  kids—at least once a day, a painter will turn to them and yell, “Happy Halloween!”




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




  “Don’t eat,” explained Manny.




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




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




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




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




  “Were you high?” asked the painter sarcastically.




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




  You can tell painters and musicians apart by their uniforms and expressions. All the musicians except the goth kids wear torn blue jeans, flannel shirts and pajama tops and

  look perpetually stunned. Painters dress like it’s 1955, in white T-shirts, khakis and black loafers, all spattered liberally with paint. They either spatter their clothing on purpose so

  everyone can tell they’re painters or else they have a lot of trouble getting paint from brush to canvas, ’cause they’re really covered in the stuff.




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

  one.”




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

  splotches on the wall.




  “That’s Michelob,” smirked the painter. “Napoleon probably had a Barcalounger and spasms. If you’re worried about hauntings, worry about the guy who died in those

  pajamas you’re wearing.” Manny winced. It was a little low, I thought, going after his clothes. Everybody knows you don’t buy pajamas from the Salvation Army if you’re not

  into the dead.




  Manny’s girlfriend, the fuzzy-yellow-chick-haired chick, tried valiantly to come to his rescue. “Paranormal events occur in places where souls were unwilling to separate from their

  bodies at the time of death,” she explained carefully. “What if Napoleon’s soul wanted to stay home even though his body was dead?”




  “This place is a shit hole. If you could fly, would you stay here?” The other painters laughed; everyone else was silent. Painters and musicians never agree on anything. It

  can be entertaining, but it can also be exhausting. They even order different pizzas.




  I consider myself to be a neutral crasher; I don’t wear either uniform and I don’t side with anyone. The painters are almost always right, but I feel sorry for the hapless musicians

  who’re so mercilessly ridiculed, so I abstain from arguments and pizza.




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

  calling. I guess they’re right, but I am a heathen. I mean, I’ve met me.




  But I toured their studios anyway, watched them paint, let them lecture me and attempted to absorb the process of smearing colors onto cloth in order to impress upon observers a sense of

  “visual feeling.” I even took classes at the Rhode Island School of Design here in Providence. This is frowned upon by the “street” painters in Napoleon’s gang who

  believe that art is something which can’t be taught.




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




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




  “It’s too quiet,” I said.




  “Even the orange?” he asked, surprised.




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




  “Kristin, whispering matters.”




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




  Jeff frowned thoughtfully. “Oh yeah.”




  It was painters who suggested that I keep this diary in the interim between making noise and artful sublimation. I don’t even know what a diary is, really—a book

  about now? That means you can’t write the ending first and work backwards, right?




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




  So far, so bad.




  Manny’s girlfriend sighed, slowly pushing pizza crusts around in the cardboard pizza box like a little train, the multicolored Christmas lights creating a shifting

  pattern for her to drive the train through. We all watched the crusts drive around. “I’m just saying, you should keep an open mind. Maybe Napoleon’s still living here. It’s

  his house, not ours.”




  The painters howled. “You guys are idiots!”




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




  We decided to sit up and listen for ghosts. Staying up all night wasn’t hard for the musicians, who were high, paranoid and scared shitless. Everyone else was bored until the noises began:

  scratching, shuffling, nothing too scary really, but when we crept into the kitchen as a group, there was nothing there.




  “Told you,” Manny hissed.




  The mystery was partially solved when the ghost turned out to be a furry, watermelon-sized face jumper that likes cornflakes and is good at hiding. We now have tremendous

  affection for the Animal, which is easy because it never shows itself. It politely devours whatever it can find and then takes off.




  We all act like it’s a magic bear, but the best thing it could be, really, is a raccoon and it’s probably just a cat. Though it might be Taffy, the neighbors’ dog who

  never comes when called. Our scary neighbors stand in their yard wearing bathrobes and yell “Taffy!” over and over again, but Taffy never shows up. Maybe Taffy lives with us now.




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




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

  tonight. “Taffy?” I call weakly and wait.




  Napoleon took his bed with him when he left, so when you stay here, you sleep on the floor, and the floor feels extra hard tonight. Extra hard is extra lonely, for some reason. Like you’re

  being punished for something you probably did but don’t remember doing.
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  this war’s okay




  in a sweet old fashioned way




  like a game we play




  guilty of something we forgot










  

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

    ceiling.


  




  

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


  




  I’m only three years old, so I shouldn’t be able to read it, but my mother, Crane, taught me to read when I was two. I’m sure she regrets having done this, as we

  lie on the couch together, staring at the ceiling. “I guess he just likes to spell things his own way,” she says.




  

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

    rats are Buddha’s creatures, too.


  










  7:00. Slept almost three hours straight—a personal best. The Christmas lights’re going quietly apeshit in the sunshine, which is cooking the donuts. Reaching into

  the terrible bag before I can think about what I’m doing, I tear off a maggot-coated hunk and stuff it into Fish Jesus’s bloody maw—whistling in the sun. Should cheer up the next

  lonely visitor to Napoleon’s guest house, anyway.




  I leave, quietly locking the apartment door so as not to wake the thousands of children who live on the first floor, then let my eyes adjust to the dark stairwell, hoping to catch a glimpse of

  the Animal. Nope. Not unless it’s hiding behind a pile of old carpet at the bottom of the stairs. Then I lift the mat and place the key under it, silently thanking Napoleon for

  another night of creepy hospitality. On my way out the door, I peer into the pile of dusty carpet, just in case. “Taffy?” I ask it.




  Across the street, Taffy’s owner is standing on his front lawn in a bathrobe, smoking a cigarette and holding the morning paper. “Mahnin!” he shouts through his

  cigarette when I step outside. This means “good morning” in Rhode Island. I smile. He smiles too, takes the cigarette out of his mouth and, spitting on the ground, starts walking toward

  me.




  Oh, crap. I can’t talk to this guy; I’ve tried. I can’t understand a word he says after mahnin. And he looks like a yeti, which makes it hard to listen to

  what he’s even trying to say. I always just squint and nod, watching his face move until he stops making noise, then back away. Quickly, before he can cross the street, I scramble

  into my car and start the engine. It sputters. I try again. Taffy’s dad watches. My dumb car. It doesn’t really work, can hardly breathe. “The Silver Bullet,” she’s

  called, and she is in fact silver, but she’s a fat-ass, logy version of a bullet. This morning, she coughs, wheezes, then suddenly heaves to life. Pulling away from Napoleon’s neighbor,

  I wave and he waves back, looking sad, his newspaper at his side.




  At the first intersection, the car stalls. I whip my head around to see if he’s following me, lumbering along, puffing his cigarette—“mahnin, mahnin”—his

  bathrobe blowing in the breeze. No wonder Taffy left. But the street behind me is empty and the Bullet’s engine kicks in again a second later, humming in her distinctive

  full-throated whine.




  “Thank you, ma’am,” I say out loud in my relief. I’m from the South. I believe in politeness, even when it comes to machines. My family left Georgia when I was a kid, a

  well-mannered little Gomer, and here in Rhode Island I got beaten up for both my Southern accent and my politeness. Damn yankee kids’d never heard the word “ma’am”

  before.




  They tried to beat me up, anyway; I always won those fights. Didn’t clobber anybody, just hit ’em real hard and they fell down. Then I politely helped them up. Damn yankees.

  I’ve been trying to hide my accent ever since, but I’m still polite.




  Speeding is impolite, so I don’t do that. I tear, though . . . tear down the highway, through blizzards, thunderstorms and blazing sun ’cause I love driving. It’s a

  perfect world for a shy spaz like me. A shy person likes to be alone, and a spaz can’t sit still, right? So though my car sucks big time, it lets me race around without having to make eye

  contact with a single human. I take the Silver Bullet very seriously for this reason. And, yes, I talk to my car. She deserves it.
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  the desperate




  tearing down the highway




  like they got no place to stay




  The Bullet and I are doing the thirty-minute drive from Providence to Aquidneck Island together so I can swim laps and shower at the Y before school. Like most of the people

  in Napoleon’s gang of losers, I’m eighteen—the age where no one takes care of you—so most of my showers are taken at the Y. I’m not homeless, I just can’t stop

  for very long. I’m too . . . wired. And I have this idea that you could belong everywhere rather than just one place, so I don’t call anything “home.” Don’t know what

  I’d do there if I did. I’d just get antsy and wanna leave again.




  People who suffer because they have nowhere in particular to go are those who can sit still, who sleep. I stopped doing these things last September, when I made a mistake and moved into the

  wrong place: a bad apartment christened “the Doghouse” by someone who painted that on the door. The Doghouse was the last place I played music on purpose, of my own volition.




  I innocently stepped through the door of the Doghouse and put my stuff down because I thought that if I lived alone for a while, music might speak to me, tell me its secrets. Music spoke,

  alright—it yelled—and as it turns out, it has no secrets. If you ask music a question, it answers and then just keeps talking louder and louder, never shuts up. Music yelled so

  loud and so much in the Doghouse, I can still hear it.




  I was used to sound tapping me on the shoulder and singing into my ear. I’ve heard music that no one else hears since I got hit by a car a couple years ago and sustained a double

  concussion. I didn’t know what to make of this at first, but eventually I came to feel lucky, special, as if I’d tapped into an intelligence. Songs played of their own accord, making

  themselves up; I listened and copied them down. Last fall, though, the music I heard began to feed off the Doghouse’s evil energy. Songs no longer tapped me on the shoulder; they slugged me

  in the jaw. Instead of singing to me, they screamed, burrowing into my brain as electricity.




  I got zapped so bad in that apartment, I don’t think I’ll ever rest again. In the Doghouse, sleep stopped coming, days stopped ending—now sleep doesn’t come and days

  don’t end. Sleeping pills slow my thinking, but they can’t shut down my red-hot brain. If I do manage to drop off, wild dreams wake me up. So I’m different now; my thinking is

  liquid and quick, I can function at all hours. My songs are different, too, and when I play them, I become them: evil, charged.




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




  Before I disappeared into the Doghouse, the songs I heard were not devils, they were floaty angels. Gentle and meandering, interesting if you took the time to pay attention, but they

  wouldn’t necessarily stop you in your tracks. Now the songs I bring to my band are essential, bursting: harsh black-and-white sketches that my bandmates color in with their own personal

  noise. These songs grab your face and shout at it.




  Do you want your face grabbed and shouted at? Probably not; at the very least, it’s irritating. But now that it’s happened to me, I know that music is as close to religion as

  I’ll ever get. It’s a spiritually and biologically sound endeavor—it’s healthy.




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

  We’re ragged and bitter. But I swear to god, we’re good for you.




  When I finally left that messed-up apartment, I swore I’d never go back. I stuffed my guitar case full of frantic songs I’d scribbled down on a hundred pieces of

  paper, then took a minute to squint through the noise and try to figure out what exactly made the Doghouse so dark. It looked like a plain old apartment to me: wood floors, silver radiators,

  paint-flecked doorknobs and smudgy windows. Why this place and not, say, the house next door? Who knows, maybe the whole block is evil.




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

  skin.




  I know that when my band plays these ugly tattoos, people can see them all over me, but I don’t care too much. I mean, shy people are generally not show-offs, but the burning that

  the songs do, the fact that I’m compelled to play them, makes me think they . . . matter? Maybe that’s not the right word. That they’re vital. And I respect that. I can feel sorry

  for myself without judging the music.




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




  I never did go back there. Sometimes I park the Silver Bullet across the street from the Doghouse and stare at it, wondering what the hell is up with that place, but I

  don’t go inside. I know if I did, the walls’d close in. I made it out with my guitar and my brain, so I can look on the bright side: I got some wild songs out of it and I have

  evil’s big balls working for me now. Evil seems to know what it’s doing, though it isn’t ever very pretty.




  Doghouse songs are definitely not pretty—they sound like panicking—but they are beautiful. The cool thing they do is, they make memories now. A syringe of déjà

  vu injected into my bloodstream. All the best stories work this way, but a song has the ability to tell a nice loud story. Louder than orange.




  Which has made my band a work of obsession, a wholly satisfying closed circle. My bandmates and I are both conceited and pathetic about this: we think we’re the best band in the world and

  that nobody’ll ever like us. We play in clubs because that’s what bands do, but we don’t expect anybody to show up.




  Really, we’re just on our own planet, so it wouldn’t make sense to give a fuck about anybody else, which is sorta nice. If I had to survive the Doghouse to earn this planet,

  I’m okay with that; it’s a swell planet. I’ve spent a lot of time on it—almost twice as much as someone who sleeps. And this lingering Doghouse energy means that I can keep

  going, keep moving, keep looking around. I learn a lot, being awake all the time.




  For example, I learned this: we should belong everywhere.
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  i don’t wanna calm down




  i don’t wanna come down




  On the lawn next to the library, I sit in the sun, my textbooks stacked beside me, and look for Betty. Peering through groups of college kids, I try to catch a glimpse of her

  hair. Betty’s hair changes daily, so I’m not exactly sure what I’m looking for, except that she’s about fifty years older than all the other students, so it’s usually

  gray, champagne or white.




  Betty and I have a study date. I know I could go inside the library and start studying without her, but we go to school on the island, right on the water, and it’s just too beautiful out

  here. I avoid going inside buildings whenever possible, anyway; I kind of . . . disagree with them. Shouldn’t we live outside?




  Betty says this is never going to happen ’cause nobody else wants to live outside, just me. She says I need to learn to like buildings, that buildings aren’t something you’re

  even allowed to disagree with. “They’re everywhere,” she says. “And sometimes, you need to go inside them. Get used to it.”




  I get that. But I still disagree with them.




  Even childhood takes place inside buildings now, which doesn’t make sense—we shove kids indoors, make them sit still and be quiet when they should be going outside to run around and

  make noise. At least college classes allow for breaks when you can race out the door and breathe. I think I hold my breath when I’m in a classroom, “learning.” Learning to hold my

  breath.




  This university let me enroll a few years ago, before I was old enough, because my philosophy-professor father, who teaches there, told them they should. He sent them my records and then I had

  to have a meeting with three administrators in which I was expected to carry myself in collegiate fashion.




  My dad coached me on the way to the meeting. “Sit up straight. Lie. Smile.” I told him he was making me nervous. “Oh yeah, and don’t be nervous,” he continued.

  “Make eye contact. But not for too long—no piercing stares. And when they ask you a question, lie some more.”




  “About what?”




  “You’ll see.”




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




  “Oh. And don’t make up any words.”




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




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

  yaks.




  Everyone in the world calls my father “Dude” except for these three yaks. An old hippie with weird-ass white-blue eyes and big, curly hair, my dad looks like a Dude. The yaks called

  him “Dr. Hersh,” though. I would’ve snickered if they hadn’t already looked so angry.




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




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




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




  I sat up straight, made brief eye contact and assured them that I would be extremely happy holding my breath inside those buildings. I used only real words, as far as I know. The whole time, I

  was thinking Dorks always get straight A’s . . . do they not know this?




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




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




  “You look sorta like Dr. Who . . .”




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




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




  “Yeah. I’ll stick with Dude.”




  Now Dude makes me take all the groovy classes he teaches, to pay him back for getting me into college before I belonged there: Dream Symbolism, Native American Mythology, Yoga.

  “I’m trying not to grow up into a hippie,” I told him.




  “Good luck with that,” he said.










  

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

    says kindly. “All he wants is peace.”


  




  

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


  




  

    “Humans enslave each other and fight wars,” he continues, pushing his long brown hair behind his ears. “Guinea pigs want nothing to do with governments or

    violence. They’re our brothers in peace. Go ahead, you can pet him.”


  




  

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


  










  Dude introduced me to Betty one afternoon outside his office, as college students who looked like college students chatted in the hallway, balancing books, backpacks

  and cans of Coke. “Kristin Hersh? Betty Hutton,” he giggled. “Betty Hutton? Kristin Hersh.”




  Betty had white hair that day, which curved in around her jawline, framing her pink lipstick. She wore blue cowboy boots and sunglasses, which she removed to reveal enormous drag queen

  eyelashes. Dude cried gleefully, “It’s perfect! Kristin, you’re too young to make any friends here and Betty, you’re too old!” Betty and I both cringed.




  “I’m sorry,” I said, putting out my hand. “He’s not a tactful man.” Betty shook her head and then roared with laughter, pulling me into a bear hug. Over her

  shoulder, I saw Dude beaming. Then Betty pushed me out in front of her and growled, “Nobody can fuck with us, right, Krissy?”




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




  Now Betty says we need each other. That the two of us have to stick together because we’re “boy-girls,” independent and gender-free. I think she means “humans,” but

  I’ll take it. Betty is a shiny beast, a warm heart in a cold world, and I’m lucky to know her. She also has a great life story: she says she spent a fatherless, poverty-stricken

  childhood in Detroit, dancing and singing for drunks in her mother’s speakeasy, and then became a rich, famous movie star in Hollywood.




  I’ve never heard of her, but it doesn’t matter. I love the story too much to question it; I don’t care if it’s true or not. I honor it as the pink, sparkly

  Hollywood tale with the dark Hollywood underbelly that we all need to hear at least once. I hear it all the time because Betty can talk and I really can’t. Like most quiet people though,

  I’m an excellent listener.




  This is a Catholic university, so there’re a bunch of nuns around, though most of them disguise themselves as regular women, so it’s hard to tell who’s a nun

  and who isn’t. Betty and I actually have a favorite nun, a baffling sister who takes her marital vows to Jesus very seriously—she and Jesus actually sleep together. “And we

  don’t just sleep,” she revealed in a lecture, after which she was granted an immediate, possibly permanent, vacation.




  I saw her in the locker room at the Y soon after this. She wore a huge, puffy shower cap and a bright rainbow-striped towel, and held a shower brush the size of a tennis racket in her hand. I

  was naked, about to step into the shower. I probably stared at her outfit a minute too long while I waited for the water to warm up, ’cause she caught my eye from across the room, waved her

  shower brush in greeting and whistled at me! What a nun.




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




  Suddenly, Betty appears from behind an enormous old tree, walking carefully over the dirt in prim heels. She waves maniacally, like people do in old home movies, and I wave

  back tiny. Everything about Betty is huge, bigger than life. I’m smaller than life—so unremarkable that I’m practically invisible. We make an odd couple.




  “Mahnin!” I call to her.




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




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




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




  I laugh. “Yeah.”




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




  We walk up the stairs together, Betty chattering loudly, ignoring glares from people who’re trying to study. Because she’s loud and I’m shy, Betty and I both love the library

  bathroom. In the bathroom, she can talk as loud as she wants and sing and guffaw without librarians giving her any shit, and I know I don’t have to see anyone but Betty ’cause the

  door’s locked.




  The library at our school is a castle on a cliff overlooking the sea and its bathroom is a large, black and white tiled room with an antique claw-foot tub. When we have a study date, I lie in

  the tub, she sits on the toilet, and we read and talk. The doorknob gets jiggled every fifteen minutes or so by students needing to pee, but Betty just yells, “Occupied!” and they go

  away. This is our favorite way to kill an afternoon.




  “No, no, no, it couldn’t be true . . . that anyone else could love you like I do,” Betty sings when we get upstairs and lock ourselves in.

  She’s hunched over her notebook, scribbling in it, a textbook perched on the radiator next to her. “Singing on the toilet! If Mr. DeMille could see me now!” She hums the same song

  for a minute, then sticks her pencil behind her ear and turns to look at me. “Krissy, did you declare a major?”




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




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




  I look up at her. “Why?”




  “Because you have to!”




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




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




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




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

  again.




  “What’re you, my guidance counselor?”




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

  “study dates.”




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




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




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




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

  left.”




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




  “Well, not yet, bonehead!” I smile up at her, but she’s looking off, humming again, so I go back to my reading. Suddenly, she stops. “Krissy, have you ever been

  on a trapeze?” Betty is the queen of non sequiturs.




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




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

  “It’s not that hard . . . it’s like flying. Scary flying.”




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

  earth?”




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




  “Oh.”




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




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




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




  I look up. “The Jung paper? Why not?”




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




  I’m disappointed; I really wanted to read that paper. Betty can be very entertaining when it comes to psychology. She calls Freud “that motherfucker” ’cause she thinks

  he’s the only guy who ever wanted to sleep with his own mother. I’m sure she’s right about this. Her other problem with Freud is “Talking? Gimme a break!

  Talking’s not a cure! Nobody ever solved a problem by whining about it!”




  That’s probably true, too, at least for her. Betty’s had to bust her ass in order to quit drinking and taking pills and she’s not a whiner. She has a strong, guileless way

  about her that makes a huge impression. I always assumed it was her “personality.” And she thinks she doesn’t have one? Of course, it’s that same old Hollywood

  story again. I’m not sure exactly what happened to her there, but Hollywood haunts Betty. Both the loss of the pink, sparkly life she lived and the hatred of its dark underbelly. “What

  do you mean you don’t have a personality?” I ask her.




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




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




  “How? I wouldn’t know what I was talking about.” Slowly, she walks to the sink, shoulders hunched, and stares at her reflection in the mirror. “There’s no me in

  here.” She looks into her own eyes. “I only sang for my mother’s sake.”




  “Sparkle?” One of Betty’s cautionary tales is about a little tap-dancing windup monkey girl, a child star with a relentlessly driven stage mother. Whenever the daughter

  performed, the mother would tell her to “sparkle!” which I thought was so hilarious, I started saying it all the time. Now it seems sad.




  “Sort of. I just wanted to help.” She looks very tired and, for the first time since I met her, old. I check her cheek for wetness. Betty cries at the drop of a hat—ladylike

  movie star tears, sweetly showy—but this afternoon, she actually looks too sad to cry. “And now I’m old. Who the hell am I?” she asks her mirror image angrily. “Maybe

  I don’t give a shit.”




  Jesus Christ. “Betty . . .”




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

  but the dullness in her eyes is more terrifying.




  I put my book down and kneel in the bathtub, watching her curved back and the half of her face I can see in the mirror. She looks so sad. “A minute ago, you were enjoying your

  memories,” I say. “Why’d they turn on you?”




  “I have very mixed feelings about my memories.”




  “But Betty, you can’t be empty; humans don’t have that option. Maybe your outside is sparkly, but you aren’t hollow on the inside. And the outside isn’t as fake as

  you think.” Her eyes glitter and she twists her mouth up in the mirror, trying not to cry. I can’t bear this; I start babbling. “And it’s so cool! You’re a Catholic

  boy-girl with lipstick and big muscles. I love your singing and your hair—”




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




  “But it is the real you! More than keratin pushing out of your follicles is. You chose it, so it’s you. I’m not a natural blue, you know.” She just keeps staring

  into the mirror. “I can honestly say you’re the most ‘you’ of any human I’ve ever met. In fact, you’re so much, you make other people seem like zombie .

  . . dolls.”




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




  “Personality-free.”




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

  drugs.”




  We have this conversation frequently. Betty’s afraid some cigar-chomping studio mogul’s gonna stuff me full of pills just because I’m in a band. Whether or not she was actually

  a movie star, it often seems like she just stepped out of an old movie; she’s a walking anachronism. “Who’s ‘they’?”




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




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




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

  girl—”




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




  Betty stares at me for a few seconds, then turns back to the mirror. “Look at my ugly mug,” she presses her hands to her cheeks, pushing them up into her temples. I feel so bad for

  her. Betty sees herself as a young, beautiful starlet. Then she looks in the mirror and an old lady looks back.




  I thought getting old meant getting wise. Or at least secure. I don’t know why I thought that; I don’t know any wise, secure old people. Maybe I inferred it from after-school

  specials. And I’d like to think that by the time you die, you’ve figured something out. That you aren’t lying there wondering what the hell just happened.




  Betty’s old and she isn’t at all together. In fact, she often seems to be falling apart. Time is like a hurricane to her—a big, fast mess, sweeping her away. What a scary

  vision of the future. I’d have liked to see time as my friend; Betty makes it look like a black hole.




  The doorknob jiggles and someone knocks. Betty shrieks, “Occupied!” at her own reflection and the knocking stops. Wearily, she sits back down on her toilet.

  “Promise me you’ll stay you, Krissy. No one should have to sparkle.”




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




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

  gazing.




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




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




  “Sorry . . . it’s interesting.”




  “I was lucky she talked to me at all. I stole the role of a lifetime out from under her.” Sometimes Betty says things that are so foreign to me, I don’t know how to respond. I

  can’t even pretend to know what she’s talking about. If it’s craziness, it’s certainly fascinating craziness. If it’s real, well . . . it’s still weird.

  “Don’t try to meet your heroes,” she says sadly. “You’ll only be disappointed.”




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




  She looks at me pointedly. “This is important, Krissy. The entertainment industry got Judy hooked on drugs that killed her, my addictions almost killed me and I don’t want the same

  thing to happen to you. Christ’s love saved me, but you’re never going to let that happen.”




  Betty says she converted to Catholicism “as an alternative to freaking out.” I think it’s her new drug, but in a good way. She gets all hopped up on Jesus and good works and

  heaven within and starts telling people that His love is out there for the taking and she means it. She can see them looking at her funny, but she knows too much about how a light heart can replace

  an old, used-up, heavy one to care. I don’t necessarily love Catholicism, but I love her Catholicism.




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

  miss it?” I ask. “Drinking, I mean?”




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




  “Really?”




  She nods emphatically, eyes big.




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




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




  “I know you do, but I’m invisible, I’m nobody. I’m not in the entertainment industry, so no one cares enough to drug me up.” It occurs to me, not for the

  first time, that Betty talks to me as if I were her younger self. Poor thing can’t find a better younger self to talk to than me—I have no ambition, no sparkle.




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




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




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




  “My ‘dream’ is to live in a van.”




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




  “Yeah, that’s the plan. See the country, play every night. We just can’t afford a van yet.” Betty looks sick. I think she just realized I’m not Little Betty.

  “Does that not sound good to you?” She shakes her head. It’s confusing that she’s in so much pain. I much prefer the superhero Betty, kicking ass and making noise.




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




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




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




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




  “Is it?” she looks genuinely surprised, then sits bolt upright. “I do this, don’t I? I fall into holes.” She looks around the room as if it’s different now,

  like the light shifted. “Holes I dig myself, trying to be deep—yuck!”




  Phew, she’s back.




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




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




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




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




  “It’s Friday night! Of course I do.” Betty comes to every show. Probably because she doesn’t have anything else to do, but I always ask. I don’t want to be caught

  assuming she’s got nothing else to do.




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




  She stands up and flutters her fingers around her necklaces in an idiosyncratic gesture I always find charming. It makes her look like a queen. She does it to shift modes, it seems, or when

  conversations get too serious. Then, scrunched up in excitement, fists clenched, she squeals, “Candy!”




  [image: ] call me




  i’m in a deep hole




  i dug myself










  

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


  




  

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


  




  

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


  










  After sound check, while I write set lists in the dressing room, our bass player tells a story about her former life in Santa Cruz that involves living in a tree house,

  falling out of the tree house, breaking her leg and being attacked by banana slugs. Leslie’s stories are very soothing, and I only half listen until the banana slug part. Then I stop writing

  and look up. “What’s a banana slug?”




  “They’re big,” answers Leslie.
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