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...do not explain music


do not explain dreams


The elusive penetrates everything


one must know that everything rhymes


—Wols










“You’ve got to look back at the old things and see them in a new way”


—John Coltrane




Opening Night






The play opens with a bang, followed by a whimper. 


The bang, that of a pot crashing to the floor. 


It was his mother, rheumatic, bleary eyes, an aproned trapezoid, who had burned her hand on the pot handle and cursed filthily in peasant-French, as the pot hit the kitchen floor, BANG, and the sauce splatted like fairytale blood. 


Then came the whimper, escaping through the boy’s nostrils like a small wound announcing itself musically. 


The boy, fair-haired, blade-boned, waifish, attempting to absorb and comprehend the architecture that is his mother, wagging her singed beefy hand ridged with sawtooth knuckles, his mother continuing to run coarse French profanities up a flagpole, his mother. 






The boy, turning to the audience: I see her standing there and everything about her seems inappropriate, foreign, undesirable. What am I doing there in the kitchen? How did I fit in? My mother struck me as an ugly ominous preview of a culture that I rejected and despised on intuitive forecast alone. I knew before I knew. I had been born into a culture of organ-harvesters and eunuch-makers. I had sniffed out the war-mongering and indoctrination from the tender side of the womb. The chairs, the rolling pin, the forks and knives, the dropped pot, all of these belonged there, but me... It was like waking up in someone else’s dream, not just once, but always... a dream with scene changes so as to give the impression that things were moving, cycling, different, but really…






The boy walks upstage to where his mother is standing, a powdery blue light tracking him. His mother, who, oblivious to her son’s presence, continues to simmer and clench in a tourniquet of rage. 


The boy takes a knee at the edge of the sauce pooling around his mother’s feet. 


He indexswipes a dribble of sauce, brings it to his mouth, samples. 


The boy turns to the audience: Do not be fooled by appearances masquerading as reality. You have to understand that I’m still standing over there, watching. I am not here—by my mother’s feet, finger in the sauce, tasting. I am still over there, where I project myself at my mother’s feet, tasting the sauce, conjuring the immediate legend that this is the fairytale blood of a small pagan child who has been murdered, right there, in the kitchen, and my mother was responsible for the child’s death. 






The lights over the kitchen, softly mortuary and buttery amber, begin to flicker and crepitate, a sizzlecrackle as if the crucifixion ring of moths, and the last thing we see before the lights go out and the stage goes black is the boy, kneeling ceremonially before the gloppy puddle, his bird-hands locked around his mother’s stockinged ankles, as he laps up the fairytale blood, shlppp shlppp shlppp, the sound echoing in the now-dark. 












You and Her






You, Viola, hadn’t believed in love at first sight until you met Evie. Yet it wasn’t just love at first sight, was it? It was love at first sound, love at first gesture. 


At the dress rehearsal, you saw her and heard her and watched her—something in you began a wordless plunging backward, a deviation from orbit, or perhaps you were moved to a new kind of running and you wanted to catch up and flesh everything out with volume and nearness, tease it with breath and order. 


You, Viola, were immediately lovesick like a schoolgirl. You had never, not once, been lovesick like a schoolgirl before. 


You, Viola, had never experienced this intensity of craving for another human being. There had been dalliances, romantic affairs ranging from lukewarm to indifferent, but never a bright flame, never Salome and her instant cinema flickering warmly in the shadows. 


You, Viola, needed this Evie in your life, and never before had you needed another human being in your life, not like this. 


You were at the mercy of a powerful claim, a spell.


And, attempting to measure and gauge the nature of the spell, you wondered—How much of it was Evie, and how much of it was Evie in the role of Arturo? And, ultimately, didn’t they amount to the same thing? 












Five Photos










I have five photos of Evie. I burned all the rest. These five photos, taken at a photo shoot when she was nineteen, capture the mercurial quintessence of Evie, her Evie-ness. 


All of the photos are close-ups of Evie’s face in black and white.


No body at all. Just a face. 


The lighting is stark and dramatic, with gradations of tone ranging from luminescent to ashen. 






I burned the other photos of Evie, the ones I had taken mostly in Mexico. 


The ones I had taken somehow felt wrong, or false. Fraudulent.


These five distilled the essentials of Evie, the staggered verisimilitudes, and did so with totemic finality. 






She is all there, a jigsaw panoply, a series of jazz cadenzas. 






Upward eyerolling petition for mercy, for beatific inheritance.
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Unflinching gaze lasering straightahead like a deathray. 
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Desultory, dreamlike, bewitching, contemptuous, feral. 
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Eyes flooded with contempt, equal parts suicide and murder. 
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She, all of Evie, is there. 






Staring at these five photos, which I stole from Evie, I am often seized by the impression that over Evie’s face there was a mask, carved from moon and bone, and graded with ash. 






Evie’s hair: dark, short, unruly. The time I spent with Evie, her hair was a buttery platinum, cut close to her scalp, littleboyish angel parted amiably in the middle, but in these five photos her hair is a dark feral animal, an asymmetric riot, framing her moondrop face, and cutting off just above her jawline. 






In three of the photos, Evie’s left ear is exposed beneath her hair. It resembles an illuminated cauliflower, a brightly powdered clay appendage. When I look at the ear, or rather fixate on it with rapacious singularity, I feel a pain in my chest, the dull lozenge of childhood. 






Evie’s eyelids are caked in dark mascara, which is frosted with glittering silver stars. 


Evie loved stars. Belonged to them. 


I wished so badly I could be one of those stars, one of those chance distant things that claimed her. 






In none of the photos is Evie smiling. Her mouth is severe, solemn, stoical, inveterate. Her lips are pursed, an airless church. It is a mouth that you can easily imagine drawing blood from your lip, or lips from your mouth, or chewing off your finger in a fit of desire. And yet, in real life, there was none of that. Though I always held out hope, mixed with just the right amount of fear, that one day I’d see the severed tip of my pinky, lodged like a pulpy pellet between Evie’s teeth. 






A photograph is a secret about a secret. This quote by Diane Arbus is posted above my writing desk. 


Next to the quote is an overexposed photo of stars, one of Evie’s happy accidents, in which the night-sky looked like a vaporous milk-bath and the stars indigent glyphs. This photo I didn’t steal, this photo Evie gave to me. 






When Evie disappeared, I wondered about all sorts of things, including my own sense of reality. I wondered about the photos of Evie I had burned, and the five that remained, and what their place in my life had become, or would become. 






We are made up so much more of what we are not than of what we are. This was one of Evie’s refrains, one which she didn’t speak glumly or tragically or even with a sense of wonder, but rather as a neutral stating of physics, of dreams and psychic bundles. 


And while Evie’s disappearance did leave a deep emotional imprint on me, a scarring one, it also felt like a test. As if reality, as a strident quizmaster, had issued the challenge—Evie? Evie, who, exactly? 






In the first photo, Evie’s eyes are sleepily slitted, and from her smoldering drowse you can feel disdain. Pure ice-burning disdain. 


You, as the viewer, as the witness, are implicated. For crimes you didn’t even know you had committed, for crimes you had only imagined. 






In the second photograph, Evie’s gaze is cast obliquely downward, absorbing an unspecified mystery. You are both invited to see what she is seeing, and rejected from seeing it, its absence existing beyond the edges. 


What you can do, as I have done, is touch your fingers to the edges, to approximate nearness, a sense of intimacy, with the thing Evie is seeing, with Evie herself. 






That night on the beach in Mexico, Evie’s camera set on the tripod, angling, stalking. 


I am taking photographs of photographs, she opines between clicks. 


The night sky is a scrapbook of old photos, a repository of glittering relics, a museum of illuminated nostalgia. 


In the third photo, Evie’s sideways glance is charged by venom, narrowed by vitriol. Her pupils and irises have disappeared behind the darkly painted matrimony of her lids. The slivered whites of her eyes, swimming in their own gelatin, have become moon-chips, or seeds of funereal blankness. She belongs somewhere else. 






Astronomers theorized that, based on its chemical make-up, the dust from the nebula that gave birth to our sun would taste like raspberries. And the closer you get to a black hole, the slower time runs. 


So, I reason, following someone down a rabbit hole can also double as following them into a black hole, where the closer you get to its mysterious center, the slower time runs, and eventually you reach the point of no return, the event horizon, and you watch yourself freeze into a phantom imprint, the X-ray of a void, and this dissolved incarnation of you continues plunging into the dark wonder, the atomizing tantalus of the abyss. 






(Musical Interlude:


Here, the auxiliary option of playing Massive Attack’s “Dissolved Girl,” really loudly, so the warm electric fuzz jacketing the thumping beats runs all over your body, like thorny caterpillars. 


Do not shake the caterpillars off. 


Try to remain perfectly still, as if your body is ceremony, and the caterpillars religious second skin which you can no longer distinguish from your original skin. 


...end of Musical Interlude)






The nuclear reaction that takes place in a hydrogen bomb is the same reaction that fuels stars. There are no words for it. Yet if there were, they might be—We live inside a haunted universe. 






Five photos. 


Each one 3x5. 


I imagined the photos as silent cinema, starring Evie in a house of mirrors. 






I knew from the beginning that Evie was haunted, but there was nothing I could do about it. My only choice was to love her, even if she couldn’t love me back. 












Starry Starry Night






Evie was born blind. 


For eleven months and one day, darkness, and then sight came to her, like a delayed parcel. 


Stars. 


When blind, that was what Evie saw painted inside the cinema of her eyelids: a pageant of twinkles, a private glittering cosmos within darkness. 


Evie, in being born, had experienced a change of darkness, or rather a continuation of darkness. There was the womb-darkness, and there was the darkness that had followed her outside the womb, into her life. 


Evie sometimes wondered if it was the womb-darkness which had followed her, tenaciously clung to her, like some kind of amorphic stalker. Like a symbiote that couldn’t let go. 


The stars were always there, glittering beads in a pin-cushion, fireflies in a dark garden, floating lights in a black pool. 


She wasn’t scared of the dark. She felt close to it. Same as she did the stars. It was all one and the same thing—her, the dark, the stars, a kind of dance where nothing has to move, where volition doesn’t exist. 


During that period of dark, she was wordless, so everything was near to perfect—no words to bungle the symmetry, no concepts to create wrinkles where everything was smooth. It was just her, the stars, the dark, no analysis or separation, nothing to cleave or sunder that which was seamlessly knit communion. 


Then, eleven months and one day into her life, Evie seated in her high-chair, being spoon-fed applesauce by her mother (who, in the beginning had cried and cried and wondered what she had done wrong, what gods she had offended, in giving birth to a blind baby), when all of a sudden, Evie looked at her mother, looked at her directly, and Evie’s mother instantly knew that her daughter could see, and Evie snatched the phenomena of spoon from her mother’s hand and began waving it, as her mother cried convulsively. 


Evie will tell Viola how she went from one darkness to another darkness, and the second darkness came with stars. Then came the lighted world and she lost the stars, the original ones, the first ones. 












Let Me tell You About Phaedra






Dearest Phaedra,


The operation was performed yesterday. The doctor, one of those self-satisfied idiots with a pedigree to match, declared it a success. Can you imagine that? Nine-tenths of my leg amputated and this butcher pats himself on the back while his harem of filthy nurses take turns jerking him off. I could go on and on about the follies that make up this modern medicine show but will spare you the ramblings of an embittered invalid. 


How are you? Are you and Martin getting on okay? How are the children? Please come visit me soon. I very much need to see you. Until then, my heart against yours. 






Your Brother,


The Invalid










Arturo stares at the letter he has just finished writing. His hand, the one with the pencil in it, is trembling. He considers the pencil, the teethmarks in its spine, and then uses its leaden tip to repeatedly puncture the paper in his hand. After the letter is significantly mutilated, he tosses both it and the pencil onto the nightstand. 


It was a letter he had written before. The yesterday in which his leg was amputated was merely a repeat of previous yesterdays, or a singular yesterday locked in a continuum. In other words, you could say his leg was amputated yesterday, a long time ago. 


As for the letter he had written countless times before, and had never sent, it included an invented sister, Phaedra, along with her invented husband and children. None of them existed, and yet Arturo could vividly imagine their lives in Paris: Phaedra a schoolteacher, Martin a banker, and their two children, Jules and Jean, twins, and there were evening strolls along the lime-treed promenade, bicycle trips in the countryside, slow wet winter nights in which they huddled and read books. Arturo was happy that his sister seemed happy, even if she was invented. She could be invented and unhappy, Arturo thought. Like me. 






The process of invention brings with it a set of complexities that most regular mortals do not want to deal with. Where had Arturo heard that? Was that one of his own lines, from long ago, bobbing mercilessly to the surface with teeth?


Despite no longer writing, the insidious lure of fiction, and its degeneracy, still held influential sway over Arturo. 


Like you, Phaedra, my sister who doesn’t exist, who never existed. Though, if you did exist, I’m sure that you would have come to visit me, to play the role of bedside angel, at least for a spell. I’m sure of it, Phaedra. 






Arturo. 


A name, a past, a mythology. Those, like the memories of real friends and real family, were gossamer and tenuous. It all came to him blurred and dissolute, bargained shadows, void of any discernible light source. 


Except for his mother. She is sharp, pronounced, vulgar and explicit in her recalled constitution. His mother, the French bitch. 






Arturo begins writing another letter to his sister.


He gets two sentences in, then tears up the paper and snows the shreds onto the nightstand, next to the crystal vase of plastic roses. He can’t remember if someone brought the roses, or if they came with the room, but they disturbed him deeply. To him, they amounted to high treason against nature. Against life. 


He stared at the raindrops sculpted onto the petals, beads of clear hardened mucus, and then pinched the rose’s stem between his fingers, hoisted the rose from its vase, drew it toward his nose, sniffed, and felt revolted by what wasn’t there, its absence of fragrance a betrayal. 


He carefully placed the rose back into the vase. Despite his disdain of these cheaply manufactured imitations, Arturo allowed them to remain on the nightstand, inches away from where he was lying, the company of artifice begrudgingly accepted into this world. 


Arturo, who knew that he, himself, didn’t truly exist, he was a figment inspired by... he was the membered spawn of other pasts, a historical mash-up sewn together from fragments, a nebulous Frankenstein that existed outside of time. 


You would think that this knowledge would make him feel less attached to his life, to his resident Arturo-ness—what was the difference whether he kept on or dissolved, if he was snuffed out or lived forever, what was the difference, perhaps none—yet this habit of living, even for a progeny of fiction, was a compelling one. 


Arturo was attached to the idea of Arturo, to this cobbled-together identity, and being stranded in this hospital bed, this rusty steel-framed cot of a hospital bed, with its haunted creakings and coarse linen, being stuck here for god knows how long, he felt fear, real fear of the unknown disease that continued spreading, immeasurable in its silent and insidious colonization, it had already claimed his leg, and how he loathed the notion of being an amputee, an invalid, bed-stranded and overrun by thoughts of a past that didn’t belong to him, besieged by a future that had already come and gone, yet through it all the idea of existing, of wanting to exist, hadn’t abandoned him, and he thanked god for the radio. 












Tuning






It was a small wooden cathedral of a radio, set on an end table, to the immediate left of the bed. 


Chestnut exterior, pewter knobs. A baroque façade, with a mesh screen inlaid in the center of the façade. 


Though the radio had yet to be invented, Arturo had one, because of his insistence on being modern. It was one of his battle-cries, one of the flaming edicts he had issued when he had been a poet... once upon a time. 


Before the radio, Arturo saw himself as the master of silence. He saw himself as a spider, painted in an unlit corner, a soundless minister of weaving, that was him. He was that grayish-black speck, wriggling in the far corner which was cross-hatched in shadow, that poised comma, that was him. 


He was the master of silence, and then something broke, and he realized how fragile his mastery had been, and then the radio arrived, and everything changed. 






Arturo listens to the radio in the dark. 


There are all kinds of programs, all breeds of genre. Arturo has come to understand, or rather what has been reinforced and corroborated through the radio is that there are no real limits or boundaries regarding time. Arturo, through the radio, had become tuned to an eternal repository of sound, to deathless sound waves which have accumulated fictions and potentialities along the way. 


Divorced from historical context, Arturo often feels lost when listening to the programs broadcast over the airwaves. It is like wading through a soundstreaming limbo, like loitering in an audio-trafficked Bardo depot, with omniscient satellites for ears. 


His interpretations of what he hears, his translations, are his and his alone. It is a realm of ignorance and discovery, of promontories and tunnels. It is the crux and nadir of speculation.


To live, while quarantined in a hospital room, as a fevered speculator. This is what had become, or was becoming of Arturo. 


Hand fidgeting with a knob, riding the waves of whatever his small cathedral of a radio had to offer. 












Sirens






From his bed (the coarse linen fleabites Arturo’s skin and this perversely pleases him in that it allows him to more deeply savor his hatred of his environment, another black mark in his catalog of disdain: fleabite linen, sickly yellow scent putrefying the air, unwashed bandages, rickety bed frame, plastic bedside roses), Arturo sometimes hears sirens coming from outside. To what or whom did they belong? 


There is a window in the room, but it is barred. Why? What kind of hospital is this?


You would think that Arturo might be motivated to go to the window and see what is outside of it, see if he could decipher the source of the sirens, see what kind of world was out there. He is not interested. He could care less what is outside. It is a strange blended feeling of wanting to escape, and not wanting to leave the hospital bed. The escape Arturo desires is much deeper than an escape out an open window and into the outside world. 


Yet the sirens. 


What exactly is going on out there? From what kind of world has he been exempted? 


There, in the far corner, a wriggling grayish-black speck, steel-ribbed and smoldering, a palsied music note, a spider with no origins. 


I am the master of silence, Arturo reminds himself, but it is a hollowed-out declaration, void of conviction. 












Fairy Tale for the Dispossessed






Arturo sometimes wakes up to find himself weeping. Whimpering like a soft broken child. He couldn’t remember ever having cried before. Before the hospital bed, before the nightmare. Before, all was petroglyphs and jagged stone in a jaundiced desert. A badlands with no water sources. 


What bothers Arturo most about his weeping is that no one can hear him. It is as if he is weeping soundlessly, but there is sound, he can hear it, a choked and wet volume, a small animal being held underwater. 


He can hear it. No one else can. He is not crying for his mother, the French bitch, whom he despises, he is crying for the motherless part of himself, or perhaps crying with the alchemical hope that a new and different mother, a sublimely compassionate surrogate, will arise from one of his tears. He had experienced many strange and inexplicable things, why not this? A fairy tale of bones and settlement?  












Notes on Longing






There are no visitors.


Except for Male Nurse Fred, Arturo’s only contact with someone not himself, not the voices. 


For a while, what may have been days or years ago, there was Nurse Julie. Short blonde hair, wide flat nose, full mouth, brown mole dotting the edge of her chin, wedge-shaped nurse’s cap. Once upon a time there was Nurse Julie, but she has not returned. 


Arturo often dreams of her, specifically of plugging every ounce of pent-up animal into her puckered anus. This was how he thought of it, the textual shape and exactness of phrasing that originated in his longing. 


I want to plug my pent-up animal into your puckered anus, Nurse Julie. 


He has dressed up the words in animal drag, inflated the vowels like courageous bladders, stripped consonants to match the dignity of air. He has savored and examined his phrase of primal longing from every angle, every turn and corkscrew, the words like footsteps slippering stalkerlike through the history of his skull. 


Reverberations. Echoes. 


If only Nurse Julie could return once more, just once, so he could draw her lilac-perfumed neck close and slide the words, the need, into her ear—I want to plug my pent-up animal into your puckered anus. 












Motes






Over the airwaves, beyond the static dusting of snow, a stentorian voice, vetted with omnipotence: 


At first there was darkness, and there had always been darkness. 


Then the stars turned on. 


And music played, as if silky notes drifting through a night-clothed dome of windows,


and in this way wonder entered the scene. 


Wonder mated with music and seeded people. 


People would go on to forget their original parents, would wind-up death-wrapped in amnesiac haze, but would long to return to this mysterious unknown, this insoluble home. 


There would be that tenderly agonized longing, that deepdown and ever-rotating homesickness, and there would be the factless knowing that emptiness knew the score, that they, the people were made up so much more of what they were not than of what they were, or thought themselves to be. 
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