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            First Telling:

            Magic Words

         

         
            Magic words are the most difficult to get hold of, but they are also the strongest…Magic words or magic prayers are fragments of old songs or apparently meaningless sentences heard in the days when animals could talk, and remembered ever since by being passed from one generation to the next. In the very earliest time…when all spoke the same language, words were potent and the mind had mysterious powers. A word might suddenly come alive, and what people needed to happen would happen. Nobody could explain it. That’s just the way it was.

            —Nalungiaq (nineteenth-century Iglulik elder)

         

      

   


   
      
         
            I. Dead Mother’s Son

            (Portland, Oregon, 1958 to 1968)

         

         
            Assume you write for an audience consisting solely of terminal patients. That is, after all, the case. What would you begin writing if you knew you would die soon? What could you say to a dying person that would not enrage by its triviality?

            —Annie Dillard, The Writing Life

         

         EXTREMELY IMPLAUSIBLE ACCIDENTS do not feel innocent. When, for instance, an inch-long steel bolt shook loose and fell from an AeroMexico DC-8 cruising at 38,000 feet, drifted seven miles to Earth, and embedded itself in the skull of an eight-year-old girl hoeing weeds with her widower father in a Mexican cornfield, killing her almost instantly, the term “freak accident” did not begin to appease. The minds of everyone who loved the girl groped for explanations. A thunderhead shook things loose…An airline skimped on maintenance inspections…A skilled maintenance man, distracted by a coworker’s tale of a secret affair, failed to torque down the bolt despite the thousands he had faithfully inspected…But no rational explanation, not even a “correct” one, purges the preposterousness from the event. An inch-long bolt. Seven miles. The perfect timing. The tiny target. Chance veered so far out of its way to kill this child that some sort of premeditated attack seemed to have been committed.

         The question then became: By whom? Who was the unseen attacker? Destiny? Fate? God? One wants to know. And one doesn’t want to know. Because say it is God. Suppose that not a sparrow or human-made meteor falls without His knowledge. Suppose the winds are His breath, and His exhalations oh-so-carefully steered the steel throughout its drifting, twisting, high-speed fall. Now say you’re the girl’s father. Suppose you call out to your daughter when she drops in the dirt, wondering what crazy game she’s playing, smiling at her histrionics as she briefly writhes, then lies perfectly still. Suppose that, as the game grows protracted, you grow irritated, stroll over to her—and find the small, blood-filled cavity amid the raven hair you braided that morning. Suppose you look skyward as you shatter and glimpse, miles above, not even the departing jet but only a fast-vanishing contrail.

         Now start trying to love that all-knowing, oh-so-careful God.

         Suppose you’re the Jesuit novice from El Norte, summoned in the old padre’s absence to console the mourners at her grave. Suppose that, after heartsick consideration, you fall back on your Jesuit training, draw a troubled breath, but try to sound confident as, in your stiff foreign Spanish, you tell the girl’s father and handful of ragged friends, “Yours is a terrible loss. I’m more sorry than I can say. But God loves those He takes as well as those He leaves behind. His purposes are beyond us. We must trust, even so, that all things are meant to bring us to holiness.”

         Suppose the father grows wild-eyed, leaps forward, and smashes your face repeatedly till you fall to the ground. Say he then sobs, “You must trust that my fists have brought you to holiness!”

         How can you answer? Some human beings are singled out to suffer agonies of the heart. We don’t know why. All we know is that any even slightly confident explanation or consolation we offer in Spanish, English, or any mortal tongue sounds glib in the face of every such event, and so merely insults the hearts in agony.

         
              

         

         THE PORTLAND ACTOR and playwright James Lee Van Zandt once suffered a highly implausible blow: Jamey was born on January 30th, 1958, at Providence Hospital in Portland, Oregon. On January 30th, 1963—five years later to the day—his mother, Debbie Van Zandt, died of leukemia in the very same hospital.

         When any conceivable Divine Being or Random Fate deletes your mother in the very place she gave birth to you, and on your birthday, the extreme odds against it suggest that a premeditated attack has been committed. The five-year-old Jamey struggled for months to grasp that his mother was never coming back. He struggled for years to accept that she’d been ripped away like a sweetly offered, viciously retracted birthday gift. His acceptance of these two facts, after all that struggle, led him to conclude that Fate, God, or whatever Power rules earthly life is so farcically cold and cruel that only a fool would place faith in “It” or “Him.” He then began losing faith in other things the ruling Power was said to bestow upon humans—things as basic as the reality of his own feelings and experience; reality of his face in the mirror; reality of his very world and life.

         This early wound began weathering Jamey’s identity the way winter storms and summer thunderheads weather granite peaks. Psychologically, his wound sensitized him to farcical situations, disingenuous behavior, and cruel illusions of all kinds. Philosophically, the wound bequeathed him a seething hatred of any and every formulaic, theological, New Age, or piety-ridden consolation. Socially, the wound turned him into a sometimes hilarious, sometimes self-destructive iconoclast so unemployable that he had no choice but to employ himself, becoming a playwright, actor, and theatrical director. The wound also bequeathed his comedy a ruthlessness that at times delighted and at other times appalled his audiences.

         But before any of these influences were clearly recognized by Jamey, his early wound and fierce rebellion against it nearly killed him several times over.

         
              

         

         A BOY OF five, after suffering a heart-wound, doesn’t rant and rail at the heavens. A boy of five plays the hand he’s dealt, and if it kills him, oh well, and if it doesn’t, what do ya know? The strongest suit in Jamey Van Zandt’s hand was his nature. The weakest was his luck. An example of both:

         When Jamey was born, his head was seventeen inches in circumference. The opening in his mother’s pelvis was not. Debbie needed an emergency C-section to deliver him and days of rest afterward. Baby and mother were separated. In the hospital nursery, Jamey contracted staph boils, which were treated with sulfa drugs to which Jamey proved allergic. He ended up in Intensive Care. Prolonged separation delayed lactation. By the time mother and child were reunited it was impossible for Debbie to breastfeed her son. This was Jamey’s luck. He grew into a big, happy, resentment-free lug of a baby anyway. This was his nature. Jamey’s was not the sort of heart that cried out, Where are the breasts that I deserve? His was the sort that said, Bottle? Cool. Formula? Yum! From birth Jamey was blessed, despite his wretched luck, with a nature easily pleased by the world within his reach. If the kid in the backyard next door had a twenty-dollar action figure with kung-fu grip, fully articulated joints, and power-action waist, and Jamey had an old wet dishrag, Jamey set to work exploring the properties of his wet rag, inventing a personality for it, interacting and teasing and yucking it up with it till the neighbor kid would be pleading to trade his action figure for Jamey’s rag.

         Another of Jamey’s strong suits: indefatigability. An invaluable asset for a lad destined for a life in the arts. An example: Jamey loved to crawl as an infant and became unusually proficient at it—so proficient that, long after other kids his age were walking, he took no particular interest in uprightness. Jamey was fifteen months old and his parents, Debbie and Jon, feared he was developmentally disabled in some way before he began to experiment with walking. But his experiments met with an odd setback: vertical toddling struck little Jamey as hilarious. Trying to convey a toy across a room by placing one tiny foot in front of the other when, on his hands and knees, he could nearly carry his mother on his back, made him laugh so hard he’d lose his balance, teeter into walls and furniture, bang his knees, hips, head, fall on his ass, laugh hysterically, stand back up, leg it into more crashes, and laugh even harder. When neighbors and relatives witnessed his hilarity-sabotaged toddling, word spread and small crowds would convene, soon laughing so hard that the future thespian experienced an early love of his ability to amuse an audience.

         One morning during his Walk, Crash, and Laugh phase Jamey sat down on the floor, fell silent, and after a few minutes began to cry—a nearly unheard-of act for this ebullient little person. When Debbie tried to figure out why, the toddler could articulate nothing, but the crying grew so inconsolable that she took him to an emergency room. The problem was a hernia. Jamey underwent surgery that night. The operation left a seven-inch scar reaching from his groin’s ground zero to his right hip bone. The surgeon warned Jamey’s parents that it would be days before he tried to walk and that it would hurt like hell when he did. But this was where his indefatigability kicked in: on Jamey’s first night home from the hospital, Jon woke to an eerie sound in the bedside crib, wakened Debbie, and in the glow of the night-light they beheld their son gripping the crib rail in his chubby fist as he staggered back and forth like King Lear in his late madness, cheeks streaked with tears, belly shaking with laughter. Even in pain, two-leggèd locomotion continued to strike Jamey as a scream.

         
              

         

         THE BIRTHDAY DEATH of a mother does not unmake such a nature. Once in a while, though, his native ebullience would vanish, leaving him so inert that he appeared physically or mentally damaged. Not surprisingly, the worst of these cripplings came, as regularly and cynically as Santa Claus, on the birthdays that were also his mother’s deathday.

         On his first post-mom birthday his dad, Jon, and older sister, Judith, attempted to blow the family grief to smithereens by throwing Jamey an extra-big party. They decked the halls with synthetic jollies, hired a professional clown, amassed solid and liquid arsenals of multicolored forms of sugar, and invited an army of gift-bearing kids. The revelers buried Jamey, as planned, in hypoglycemic cheer. When the birthday boy began dashing about as gleefully and idiotically as his guests, Jon and Judith’s plan seemed to be working. During the post-cake opening of presents, however, an officious-looking neighbor girl handed Jamey a gift and—with the cool neutrality of the mathematically precocious—announced, “You’re six today, Jamey. And your mom is minus one.”

         Negative numbers. What a fascinating concept for the birthday boy. The instant Jamey began to consider Debbie’s negative first deathday the gift in his hand vanished, the sounds in the room grew muted, the unopened mound of presents morphed into an emaciated body on a mechanical bed, and his mother’s hollow eyes and chemo-swollen face turned to stare into and through him. Lost, Jamey stared back. He saw the blue eyes shine with love for a moment; then the head grew naked, the face turned yellow and puffy, and he saw himself faltering in his efforts to love this frighteningly changed face in return. Her hollow eyes saw him falter. In desperation he said to the face, I love you, Momma, but felt only fear of her state, causing the pained eyes to hurt even more.

         Minus one.

         Jamey stood frozen so long the math whiz finally tapped his shoulder, a wag called out, “Anybody home?” a circle of sugar-smeared faces burst into laughter, Debbie’s swollen face vanished—and Jamey grew soul-sick. Mumbling to Jon that he didn’t feel good, he deserted his guests, tottered to his room, put himself to bed, and remained there till every trace of the celebration was out of the house.

         Jon and Judith’s would-be exorcisms of Jamey’s haunted birthday escalated like warfare: over the next three years they tried a swimming pool party, a roller rink party, and a Barnum & Bailey Circus party. But the neighbor girl’s formula stuck:

         I’m seven this year—and Mom is minus two…

         I’m nine—and Mom’s minus four…

         The parties, for Jamey, were sulfa drugs. Allergic reactions made him more and more erratic. The day he turned eight, for instance, when it came time to make a wish and blow out the candles, he leaned carefully over the flames and stayed there, unflinching, until his hair began to singe and stink. When his father pulled him back and asked what he was trying to do, Jamey blurted, “Get my wish!” and ran from the room sobbing. When he turned nine and his big boisterous party was leaving the Barnum & Bailey Circus at Memorial Coliseum, Jamey eyed his entourage with allergic distaste, melted into the exit crowd, and vanished so completely that Jon, after a long and frantic search, called the police. Jamey was picked up after midnight by a squad car on a street three miles away. When his distraught dad again asked what he was trying to do, Jamey felt an answer, but couldn’t yet speak it: what he truly wanted from his birthdays was a chance to grasp, by and for himself, the maddening gift he’d already been given: a dead mother.

         A few weeks before Jamey’s tenth birthday, Judith, in front of Jamey, began to query Jon, not Jamey, about the upcoming celebration. Jamey blew up. “Those parties are for you, not me! I hate them!” Judith then exploded in return, shrieking that their mother had given Jamey parties so she was doing the same. “Go ahead, Jude!” Jamey roared. “Play Mommy on my birthday. But I won’t be there to watch!”

         Jude fled the table in tears. Jamey stomped to his room. Jon gave his son time to cool, then went in and asked what he most wanted to do on his birthday. With great earnestness, Jamey said, “Treat it like a regular old day. No party, no nothing. I want to spend the day alone with…with whatever’s left…you know…of Mom.”

         Jon Van Zandt was a Stoic. His face showed nothing as he slowly nodded. But his voice quavered as he murmured, “Permission granted.”

         
              

         

         ON HIS FIRST party-free January 30th Jamey slept late, woke slowly, then remembered his new birthday freedom. Sighing with satisfaction, he stared up at the ceiling and commenced, as planned, to conjure every last thing he could remember about his mother. He managed to recall, at least faintly, a pleasing voice. He recalled a benign warmth bending down to praise him. He vaguely glimpsed a blue-eyed, pretty face. But before he could study that face, memorize it, convey his love to it, it broke up and melted into mist.

         Distressed, Jamey summoned his indefatigability, jumped out of bed, dressed as fast as he could, and called to the mother mist, “Come on!” The mist made no reply—was no longer even a mist, really—but Jamey made a show of coaxing it downstairs even so.

         He found Jon in the process of making his favorite breakfast: strawberry crepes topped with whipped cream. He found that Judith had placed, on his plate, a three-by-five card upon which she’d typed: “Happy Regular Old Day. —Jude.” He noticed her staring at him so blankly she resembled a three-by-five card herself, and grinned. “No kidding, Jude,” he said. “This is the best present you ever gave me! So thanks.”

         Judith stuck out her tongue, then bent to her crepes with seeming distaste. Jamey plowed into his with relish.

         Jon joined them at the table. “So what will you do today, Mister Regular?”

         Jamey peered out the window. “It’s not raining and not too cold. I’d like to just go out on my bike, if that’s okay, wander around all day, then come home for a regular ol’ dinner here at the regular ol’ ranch.”

         Poker-faced as ever, Jon said, “Two quick confessions. One, I broke the Regular Ol’ Day Rule and got you a present. Two, I broke it again and gave Jude permission to bake a cake. If we ban all guests except Gramma Nan and if we don’t sing ‘Happy Birthday,’ could you stand to blow out ten candles and eat a piece of the cake?”

         Jamey tried to look put-upon, then grinned. “That’s regular enough!”

         “By four the daylight’s going,” Jon said. “I want you home at three. And no disappearing this year. Disappearing is not regular, Mister Regular.”

         “Deal,” Jamey said with another grin.

         
              

         

         HE SET OFF into Southeast Portland through a morning as bland as his plan for the day. The sky was a white so dull it looked like a ceiling, making the outdoors feel like the indoors of a giant unheated building. Jamey’s bike, an old English three-speed, made a pleasing clicketa-clicketa-clicketa when he stopped pedaling, so he began to seek residential streets with downhill slants. Riding to the crest of each, he would put on a burst of speed, then glide, enjoying the clicketa-clicketa for as long as possible.

         He’d been at this for half an hour and had set a record glide of three blocks, when he realized he hadn’t thought of his mother once. Blushing with shame, he pulled up to the curb and looked at the empty air. “You’re minus five today,” he said softly. “Is there anything you’d like for…for your negative fifth deathday?”

         He listened to the air’s lack of answer long enough to grow sad. But sadness activated his indefatigability. “Come on!” he said. “There’s gotta be something.”

         The nothing remained nothing. But Gramma Nan, Debbie’s mother, often remarked that Debbie had been stubborn. Jamey refused to grow downhearted.

         Looking around the neighborhood, getting his bearings, he realized he was only a block from the Woodstock public library. This struck him as more than nothing: Debbie used to take him and Jude there. Jon too had taken them a few times after Debbie died, but with Jon the visits had felt hollow—a Good Husband dutifully maintaining his Departed Wife’s rite. Debbie had taken them to the library for an incomparably more enjoyable reason, and Jamey, briefly, could picture her declaring it: “I love books!” Then she’d prove it: every time they went to Woodstock public, Debbie checked out the maximum number from both the grown-up and kids’ sections. She read Jamey and Jude to sleep every night. She also abandoned Jon at the TV most nights, preferring the novels she devoured in bed. Recalling all this with growing hope of contact, Jamey rode fast to the library, locked his bike in the rack, and stepped through the double glass doors.

         Once inside, he stopped in the entrance area and stood quiet, hoping to sense Debbie somehow. He felt a faint pull from the children’s book section but decided it was a memory, not a presence, so he stayed rooted where he was. You’re the booklover, he thought. Show me where you want me. He then spread his feet a little, folded his arms over his chest, adopted a pleasant expression, and waited.

         The library was nearly empty. A couple of codgers, winos to judge by a faint pall in the room, slumped in armchairs, perusing newspapers strung on wooden poles. The checkout counter was untended. Hearing a creak to his left, Jamey turned to see a gray-haired librarian halfway up an aluminum stepladder that let out rodent-like squeaks when she shifted her weight. On the wall before her was an enormous cork bulletin board topped by the words AROUND THE WORLD THIS DAY! The woman was push-pinning wire-service news clippings to the board.

         Want to read those? Jamey whispered in his head.

         Feeling no response, he waited a full minute—and felt more nothing. The librarian kept push-pinning. Invisible ladder-rodents kept squeaking. AROUND THE WORLD THIS DAY! the bulletin board kept proclaiming. Another minute passed. Jamey’s hope for a prompt gave out. Still, he waited. He no longer believed anything was going to happen but felt that his patience, at least, and the pleasant expression he tried to keep on his face were gifts he could give to Debbie.

         More minutes passed. The nothing responded with more nothing. The librarian turned twice and smiled at Jamey. Both times he dropped his eyes, knowing she was going to speak to him if he didn’t move soon. He had a feeling her first words would be: Waiting for someone? If those were her words, he looked forward to replying, Yes. My dead mom.

         I’ll read anything you like, Jamey told the nothing.

         Dead air.

         Does this mean you want me to read what I wanna read? he asked.

         Nothing moved or urged or whispered.

         Taking care not to sigh with exasperation, keeping his expression pleasant, Jamey stepped up to the big bulletin board. The news clippings, he saw at once, all pertained to events of the past twenty-four hours. They were divided by continent. EUROPE had the most stories, but the librarian had cheated a little: she’d filed all news of the Soviet Union under EUROPE, but Jamey knew that most of the USSR was in Asia. AUSTRALIA had just four clippings. ANTARCTICA had nothing but a yellowed old photo of a blizzard-blown penguin with a chick standing on its feet. Jamey was surprised to see that the United States was not included under NORTH AMERICA. He guessed this was because the dozens of US papers, over where the codgers sat, contained too many stories to include.

         He closed his eyes before the continents.

         You choose, he thought. Then waited. And, as a special gift, waited some more. He faintly remembered the tone his mother had used, and glow he’d felt, when she’d tell him he was “such a good boy.” But again, this was memory, not presence.

         Sensing nothing, he opened his eyes, maintained his kind expression, and stepped up to ASIA. There were clippings from Hong Kong, Singapore, Taipei, Saigon, Peking, New Delhi, all telling of events that had taken place on this same January 30th. But Jamey’s fifth grade teacher, Mr. Yaw, had explained how what he called “the make-believe known as the international date line” enabled certain news stories to travel impossibly fast. Inspecting the ASIA stories more closely, Jamey saw that several had partaken of “date line make-believe” by out-racing the clock. Something newsworthy would occur, a reporter would write it up, and if the story was wired from west to east, it could cross the date line and appear in print before the clocks said it had occurred. One such story, reported by the New York Times, was fresh in from India. On the library clock Jamey saw it was 10:50 a.m., yet in a Times photo taken at 11:00 a.m.—ten minutes into the future—a flood of humanity was washing through the streets of Calcutta.

         The flood itself seized Jamey’s imagination. “More than a million people,” the caption said. A crowd twice the size of the entire population of Portland. Hard to believe. Yet the aerial photo showed a sea of dark heads and white clothes veering and sheering through the city streets in patterns that brought to mind vast flocks of migrating birds. Skimming the article to find out what had summoned the human flood, Jamey found they’d gathered in honor of a man shot to death, twenty years before, on this same 30th of January. A man named Gandhi. Not having heard of him, Jamey whispered it to rhyme with “candy.” Another small photo showed the fallen hero to be a bald-headed, spindly-leggèd, grandfatherly little fellow in wire-rimmed glasses, smiling charmingly though he stood on the cold streets of London dressed in what looked like a dirty sheet, sandals, and no socks. The Times reporter praised this humble figure with a lavishness Jamey found distressing: “The father of a revolt based on strategic mass harmlessness.” “Impossible odds against him from his first day in India to his last.” “A once-invincible Empire brought to its knees by one man’s weaponless rebellion.” How was it weaponless, Jamey wanted to ask, when Gandhi had been shot dead? The vast crowd, worshipful praise, and murder of the sweetly grinning old man began to create a panic inside him. Was it random coincidence that Gandhi died on Debbie’s deathday? Or was another premeditated vicious coincidence in the works? Feeling a desperate need to show “God” or “Fate” that he was keeping an eye on His or Its shenanigans, Jamey marched across the room to the checkout counter, borrowed a pencil, fished his library card out of his toy wallet, flipped it on its back, lay it on the counter, and in the humorless manner of a traffic cop filling out a reckless driving ticket, wrote:

         
            Jan 30, 1948, Gandhi shot dead

            Jan 30, 1958, Jamey VZ born

            Jan 30, 1963, Debbie VZ dies of leukemia

            Jan 30, 1968, Dead Debbie Dead Gandhi and

            Live Jamey meet in Woodstock Library

         

         He glared at the empty air of the room, daring the Author of these vicious synchronicities to show His smirking face.

         “Are you interested in Mahatma Gandhi?” an audible voice asked.

         Jamey froze. The gray-haired librarian. She’d come down off the ladder and followed him to the counter. The way she had said the name surprised him, softening the a’s to rhyme with “awe”—and that’s what Jamey felt as she pronounced it. Mahatma Gandhi. What a string of syllables to own for a name!

         But was Jamey interested in this man who, twenty long years after his assassination, was still adored not by a few forlorn mourners like Jamey, Jude, and Jon but by millions? Could he afford to learn more of this hero when, despite an ocean of adoration, he’d been murdered on Jamey and Debbie’s already ridiculous birth and death day?

         “Please follow me,” the librarian said.

         Jamey nearly snapped, No! But this was his mother’s special library and day. She would have insisted on politeness. Directed at last by a palpable mothering force, he tagged along to the Young Adult section, where the librarian located and handed him a volume titled The Man Who Won a War by Not Fighting. But when the cover photo turned out to show him the same grandfatherly, sheet-and-sandals, happily grinning Gandhi he’d seen in the Times, everything that was happening felt deathly wrong. Hyperventilating as he spoke, Jamey reeled off the dates, “1948! 1958! 1963! 1968!!”

         “What was that?” the librarian asked.

         Jamey shook the book at her and blurted, “Does this tell about the killing of Gandhi?”

         The woman stepped backward as if Jamey had physically shoved her. “I-I’m sure his death is mentioned.”

         “No! I mean, does it describe it? Like how many bullets? Where they hit? And what Muh…Maw…what he did after each bullet? And how long it took him to die?”

         The librarian’s jaw dropped. She took two more steps backward.

         Seeing he’d horrified her, Jamey dropped the book, picked it back up, shoved it in her hands, turned to flee, but was so cramped up and burdened that he could only stagger toward the door. His plan for the day had succeeded! The instant the librarian had pronounced Gandhi’s name correctly, Jamey felt magic in the sound. The word “Mahatma,” especially, struck him as strong. So strong it had lured a million people into the streets this very day. So strong that even the likes of leukemia and bullets might have trouble dragging such a word to its grave. So strong that Jamey burned to know precisely how much violence was needed to tear the word from the man who’d answered to it.

         But this was only half of what struck him: the instant he sensed the strength in the word “Mahatma” he compared it to another word: “Debbie.” And his mother’s yellowed face and wasted body grew so present, and her name struck him as so weak, that she collapsed onto him with a physical weight that caused him to sicken and stagger and sink. By the time he reached his bike he was too stricken to even stand, let alone mount or ride.

         Deadly coincidence does not feel innocent. On January 30th, 1968, a million souls surged through the streets of Calcutta, pouring adoration into the legacy of a man who’d answered to the word “Mahatma” as, half a planet away yet in the same surging moment via date-line magic, an equally adoring boy hunched alone by an old English bicycle, crushed by the weight of his yearning to save his mother, even now, by giving her a more powerful name.

      

   


   
      
         
            II. Risa’s Immaculate Conception

            (Seattle, Washington, 1985)

         

         
            She saw the lightning in the east and she longed for the east,

            but if it had flashed in the west she would have longed for

            the west... The east wind whispered a hadith handed down,

            successively, from distracted thoughts, from passion, from

            anguish, from tribulation, from rapture, from reason, from

            yearning, from ardor, from tears, from my eyelids, from fire,

            from my heart:

                  “He whom you love is between your ribs.

                  Your breathing tosses him from side to side.”

            —Ibn al-Arabi, The Tarjumán Al-achwáq: XIV

         

         A UNIVERSITY OF Washington coed named Marisa Stella McKeig began an affair on the very first day of college. Her lover, for several years, was the ancient Indian language known as Sanskrit. Risa (rhymes with Lisa) was drawn to the old tongue by an even older lure: smitten by the look of a dark-eyed boy she saw registering for Intro to Sanskrit, she slipped in line behind him. The attraction came to nothing: Risa fell for the tongue instead.

         On the first day of class the professor, Dr. Chagan Kuldunchari—a seventyish, hawk-faced, outwardly calm, inwardly intense Indian—strode into the room carrying nothing but an old-fashioned, yard-long wooden pointer. The instant Risa saw the pointer she imagined it to be a relic of the defunct British Raj and guessed—correctly as it turned out—that the dignified man before her had been unjustly beaten with it.

         Dr. Kuldunchari did not introduce himself. He didn’t make any sort of statement about the aims or methods of his course. He just walked over to a movie screen that stood in front of a blackboard, moved it aside, and the students saw words, written in pale blue chalk, covering the board. Standing to the left of the words, Kuldunchari set his body as if against a strong wind. He then began chanting—to a roomful of ad-whacked, hormonally skewed young Americans—in the incomprehensible, rhythmic, prehistoric tongue of ancient rishis as he tapped with his pointer on the corresponding English. The translation read:

         
            The Lord of Love said, Let Me be born, Let Me be many!

            And in the depths of His concentration He entered everything.

            He the formless assumed myriad forms.

            He the All-Knowing became ignorance.

            He the Infinite became finite.

            He the Real became the illusory.

            He the Unseen became the universe.

            The Lord of Love, unmanifest, became manifest,

            drawing Himself out of Himself.

            Therefore is He called “the Self-Existent.”

            Were He not here, who would breathe?

         

         As the words entered her mind in English and her ears in Sanskrit, Risa felt what she could only describe as the main Mystery enter the room. For an unbounded moment, a Vastness breathed inside and outside her body, pervading campus and city, touching everyone and everything, near and far. She didn’t understand any of this. She’d had no previous inkling that such experiences were possible. She just fell, sudden as a drunk into a swimming pool, into a glorious sense of connection and floated in it, blissful and effaced for a while.

         When, in the silence that followed, Dr. Kuldunchari relaxed his stance, slid his wooden pointer like a sword into his belt, smiled the slightest of smiles, and asked, “Any questions?” Risa’s heart did a little cartwheel and she had a new favorite professor as well as a new favorite tongue. Eighteen years old, guardedly fond of Beat poets, and a very occasional smoker with a weakness for menthol, she dubbed the tongue Skrit and the prof Dr. Kool.

         
              

         

         AS HER SKRIT studies commenced, India’s oceanic scriptures, poetry, and mythology began whispering sweet nothings to Risa’s entire sense of self. When she began learning, in other classes, how the world’s last surviving oral cultures, Sanskrit included, were being obliterated by Maoist Mandarin, “Free Market” English, and a few other commerce-coronated tongues, she began rooting for her underdog language with the fervor of a sports fan. Enthusiasm intensified concentration. She grew aware of how inexact her American Teen English had been, and of what a muzzle it had placed over her thoughts. Like, was it helpful, she asked herself, for my high school friends and me to like, use the word “like,” like, four or five times per sentence? The logic and structure of Skrit grammar soon brought such a powerful ordering force to her mind that her English, her thinking, and her daily life soon fell into unprecedentedly good working order. Then came a day and definition that changed her life.

         On his same blackboard, in the same pale blue chalk, Dr. Kool wrote the word sad. No sooner did Risa ask herself Why’d he do that? than he changed the situation entirely by adding a dot under the s, converting the English word sad into a Sanskrit syllable he pronounced “shod,” and with the same blue chalk defined ṣad like so.

         
            to sit down inwardly, and breathe, and attain the True

         

         Dutifully writing down, “sad, ṣad, ṣadness,” dots and italics included, Risa had whispered the words, pronouncing them, “Sad, shod, shodness” as Dr. Kool advised, when something more happened: as the English word “sad” became the Sanskrit word ṣad, English and Skrit mated, the two words fused in a nonce word, ṣadness, and she experienced an intuition she sensed might be profoundly true.

         Feeling guilty to have gone mentally walkabout, she renewed her focus on the lecture and would have thought no more about the incident. But over the next few weeks, every time the sight of life’s cruelty or humanity’s inhumanity made her sad—a mother slapping her child in a supermarket, a homeless man babbling hundreds of words to no one on a rain-soaked sidewalk, a group of teen boys stoning a flightless gull on a Puget Sound beach—a transformative dot appeared beneath the cause of sadness, transforming it to ṣadness, and ṣadness caused her breath to come with a calm fullness, her mind and body to fill with a serenity she hadn’t previously known how to summon, and interior doors to open in what had once seemed solid walls.

         Risa was an exacting student. She knew the immaculate conception and birth of the word “ṣadness” constituted the kind of magical Student-Think that drives language professors to liquor cabinets and Vedic rishis to remote mountain caves. The night after the word was born, she opened her English and Skrit dictionaries, discovered India’s ṣad and England’s sad to be as alien to each other as red roses and yellow catfish, and set out as dutifully as one of King Herod’s soldiers to kill her bastard word. But before carrying out the execution she learned from a Skrit text that ṣad doesn’t exist by itself: its meaning is created when preceded or followed by other letters. When, for instance, the ṣad in Upaniṣad becomes ni-ṣad, dot added, it does mean to sit down. Once she knew even this, her mind’s attempts to sunder the sad/ṣad/sadness connection failed, and she recognized the cause: the serene inner state she called ṣadness had not been born of an A-student’s mental process; it was born of an elemental process. Cream is a far cry from coffee, but dump a little in a hot black cup and the coffee turns tan and stays tan whether you want its blackness back or not.

         Ṣadness proved the cream in every subsequent cup of Risa’s sorrows. She developed a nightly habit of retrieving the thoughts that arose in response to spirit-soaked old Skrit words Dr. Kool had unpacked in class. If, say, vyāna or dharma-kāya set off reverberations over her nightly cup of green tea, she began, in the manner of her junior high anti-hero, Jack Kerouac, to write whatever the word’s magic moved her to write in what Kerouac called secret scribbled dumbsaint notebooks for yr own joy. Her first such dumbsaint entry:

         
            In Dr. Kool’s class last week, in about two seconds flat, some old Vedic magic sprang to life & nuked my Constitutionally guaranteed right to feel like an Amerika-betrayed piece of crap. It was the words sad, ṣad, & ṣadness that did it - & I know! Ṣadness isn’t even a word! So should I be worried? Are joss sticks, saffron robes, & Hare Krishna chants on street corners next? Or do most folks never try, when smacked by a wave of sadness, to sit down, breathe deep & slow, & sink into the black heart of it? And if they don’t, how would they ever find what I’ve been finding in there?

            I’m not asking for bad stuff to happen. (Hope you heard that, Grampa Shiva!) But when I sit quiet with my saddest feelings, letting them be what they are till they & I become silent & immovable, that little Skrit dot now & then appears beneath my sadness like the world’s dinkiest Flying Carpet, wafting me into a place so dark, calm & spacious I not only don’t dread it, I fall willingly inside it, growing dark, calm & spacious myself. To be honest in a way that pretty much terrifies Skeptical Me, this sad, sad, sadness mantra has carried me so deep into darkness that I have twice felt an expansion, looked inwardly skyward, & glimpsed some kind of actual inner stars. So what a rush it was, researching my Desert Fathers paper last week, to stumble upon this famous old saint, Isaac of Syria, who comes right out & says:

            Make peace with yourself & heaven & earth

            make peace with you. Take pains to enter

            your innermost chamber & you will see the

            chamber of heaven, for they are one & the same,

            & in entering one you behold them both.

            Wow! Or as Dr. Kool says, “Om shanti shanti shanti! That is full, this is full, peace! peace! peace!” By which I think he means: Wow!

            Of course no inner chamber or starry sky solves an outward earthly problem, or even addresses its causes. But what if the way through the unending sadnesses—long wars, short lives, Congressional drivel, Seattle traffic—was never a matter of solving anything? What if it was always a matter of how small even the greatest sadness feels when you sit down without hope or fear, breathe in the darkness no matter how deep, & keep on breathing till blackness opens unto heaven’s starry chamber & you realize, My God! I’ve got infinite insides!

         

      

   


   
      
         
            III. Jamey’s Gravitationally Collapsed Mother Object

            (Portland, 1971)

         

         
            I believed in God,

            but I also believed that God was malign.

            —Nick Cave

         

         ONCE IN A while, during the immeasurably long life of a galaxy, a random star is destroyed by a slow-motion explosion, burning for a while at thousands of times its former brightness, becoming the anomaly known as a supernova. Once in an even rarer while, a very large supernova—three times the mass of our sun seems the minimum requisite size—stops throwing its brilliance outward, turns on itself with inconceivable force, and collapses inward, causing this brightest of interstellar objects to vanish. Though the conflagrating star has disappeared, its inward collapse continues, creating a nuclear-powered gravitational implosion so fierce that not even that 186,000-mile-per-second speedster light can escape it. John Archibald Wheeler, the physicist who first discovered one of these unseen implosions, dubbed it a “gravitationally completely collapsed object.” While giving a lecture one day, though, Wheeler had repeated his awkward term a few times when a woman in the audience called out, “Why not call the thing a black hole?” The nickname stuck.

         Black holes, like God, are imperceptible. But the same light-devouring power that makes them invisible renders them detectable. Though astronomers have never seen a black hole, they chart their locations with precision when they detect the light, gases, and fire from neighboring stars or nebulas being sucked toward an invisible but specific point in space.

         
              

         

         AFTER DEBBIE VAN Zandt died on her son’s fifth birthday, her body was cremated. Her remains were then driven by Jon and his children to a headland Debbie had loved on the Oregon Coast, where they were to be thrown, handful by handful, off a cliff into the Pacific. The family’s notion had been to watch the ashes fall to the waves so that, for the rest of their lives, they’d see something of blue-eyed Debbie every time they beheld the blue sea. But the Pacific that day was a gray-green riot, a twenty-knot wind was blowing straight onshore, and when Jon began flinging Debbie’s remains toward the sea, little Jude and Jamey were soon hacking incinerated bits of Mom into the thrashing sedge grass and fingering her out of their eyes. Their misery sent the normally stoic Jon into a rage: with a roar he hurled the half-emptied urn as far as he could off the cliff. But how feeble, human fury, in the face of an ocean’s power. The urn smashed on cobble far short of the breakers, startling a lone, napping harbor seal. When the seal then galloped like a quadruply amputated horse for the waves and disappeared, Jamey, from that moment on, identified his graceful blue-eyed mother not with the vast Pacific but with the land-hampered galumphing of a terrified seal.

         Despite this mythic glitch, Debbie Van Zandt ceased on that day to exist by any method of measurement dealing with the perceptible. But one day each year—January 30th—the same disappearance that rendered Debbie invisible made her astronomically detectable, so to speak, when the light and energy of her son was violently drawn toward an invisible but specific point. To be as precise as possible: every year on Jamey and Debbie’s joint birthday-deathday, a “gravitationally collapsed interior object” became his mom.

         
              

         

         BASED ON THE evidence accrued, black holes don’t make good mothers. But this isn’t to say that they don’t mother at all: on the day Jamey turned six, when the neighbor girl said that Debbie was now “minus one,” a gravitationally collapsed interior object began to mother him so fiercely that the energy was sucked from his body in seconds, forcing him to abandon his guests and drag himself to bed. On the day he turned ten and compared the names Mahatma and Debbie, an interior force mothered him so vehemently that her unseen body added its mass to his own, making it impossible to mount and ride his bike. On ensuing birthday-deathdays, Jamey’s link to his collapsed mother object grew increasingly problematic. Having loved and been loved by a physically appealing flesh-and-blood woman, Jamey longed to go on loving and being loved physically no matter how invisible she had become. Not only was he willing to be haunted by his vanished mother, he craved such a haunting. He wanted to feel noticed, feel watched over, sense maternal mists and ghostly emanations. He yearned for things as straightforward as an intuited voice saying: My, you look handsome today! Or: You seem a bit down. Or: Good grades! Good game! Good joke! But gravitationally collapsed interior objects implode so ferociously that not even light, let alone voices, can escape them. If Jamey’s black hole mom was ever to emit a love palpable to her son, love’s escape velocity would have to prove even faster and more powerful than light’s.

         There was also, in Jamey’s mind, an increasingly troublesome “God factor” interfering with his efforts. When Debbie had died in his Providence Hospital birthplace on the day he turned five, a vicious invasion seemed to have been inflicted and his psyche received a stab from the Unseen. Whether the stabber was the loving God of his mother, the Random Fate of his father, or the ill-tempered heavenly Republican of his maternal grandmother made no difference to Jamey’s psyche: the fifth-birthday blade had been driven in deep.

         To add to his pain and confusion, Jamey deployed his indefatigable good cheer with panache, seeming never to have been wounded at all but on this one cursèd day of the year. His charming denial of his wound, however, created a profound interior blindness. And as generals, kings, presidents, popes, CEOs, and others have demonstrated throughout history, when the deeply wounded go inwardly blind, then pretend, with panache, that they can still see, they become monumentally destructive.

         
              

         

         JAMEY’S THIRTEENTH JANUARY 30th dawned unseasonably bright and sunny despite the cold. Jon served up the usual strawberry birthday crepes. Judith grimly presented Jamey with her now traditional three-by-five “Have a Not Too Happy Regular Old Day” card. Jamey then set out, with the blitheness of a flamboyant blind man, in pursuit of the remnants of his gravitationally collapsed interior mother object.

         Late morning found him riding a new Schwinn ten-speed—his birthday gift from Jon—down a small hill in Southeast Portland. No plan, no need to rush, no place he had to be. He was just gliding down the incline, enjoying the bike’s speedometer and effortless twenty-mile-an-hour speed. But as he neared the intersection at the bottom of the hill, Jamey saw that the cross street was busy, that his own street had a stop sign, and that a four-story office building and parked truck blocked his view of cross traffic. Time to brake. His effortless glide was over, and something in him suddenly resented this. It was his and Debbie’s thirteenth birthday and negative eighth deathday, damn it. January 30th owes us! he thought. Mom and me have a God-caused or Fate-caused right to glide straight through this damned intersection. No slowing. No looking. No hesitation. Pure gift.

         So that’s what they proceeded to do. Taking belligerent aim at the quiet street beyond the intersection—seeing that street as a kind of Hereafter he and Debbie deserved to reach and share—Jamey locked his arms, legs, brain, body, shut his eyes as if in prayer, shot past the office building and truck, shot past the stop sign, felt a presence on his right, felt hugeness, heat, doom on his right, opened his eyes, saw a Franz Bakery truck astoundingly close, coming very fast, the bulging-eyed driver swelling toward him, yards away, standing on his brakes, tires screaming, the braking not nearly enough. Expecting impact, expecting death, Jamey froze in terror, which kept his arms locked, kept the Gift Glide going. He watched the driver reef with all his might on the wheel, causing the truck to spin and miss him by an inch, then looked back over his shoulder as the now-out-of-control truck smashed into a parked pink Mustang on the cross street, flipped it onto its side, rammed it across the sidewalk, the truck flicking the shrieking, shattering car before it the way winds flick a dried leaf, candy wrapper, ashes of Mom, smashing it through a picket fence, over small trees and border shrubs, into the wall of a brick apartment house with a thud Jamey felt in his geologic roots, yet still the physics of truck mass kept crushing the car, trying to ram it through the bricks, out of this world, on into nothingness. Meanwhile the Cause of It All—young James Lee Van Zandt—shot unscathed as God up the side street, his deathday Gift Glide to negative-eight-year-old Debbie as intact as the intersection behind them was blighted.

         Pedaling fast now, but repeatedly looking back, Jamey saw people pouring from houses, cars slamming on brakes, heard a chorus of horns, shouts, burning rubber, yelping dogs. Then—a sight that would follow him for life—the bakery truck driver, limping to the curb, holding his bleeding head and face in one hand, pointing at Jamey with the other, shouting, “Come back here! You! Come back here!”

         Jamey tore on, turned a corner, zigzagged for six blocks, raced straight for several more; crossed a park, a ditch, a railroad track; reached a dirt driveway leading to an abandoned house; pulled into the overgrown yard behind the house.

         Letting the birthday bike fall in winter-dead grass, he sank to his knees, covered his face with his hands, began reliving the scene, and fell into a chasm of feelings he’d never dreamed possible. Gargantuan defiance of he-knew-not-what ripped through him in shock waves. He began to babble and laugh convulsively: Poor little bakery truck driver! Pointing at me! Bleeding at me! Bleeding and pointing. You! Come back here! And the culprit just rides on!

         “Fuck you!” Jamey roared into the palms of his hands, sobbing a little, choking a little, then laughing some more, for the world, his life, his grief, loss, birthday, felt wildly different. Better. Almost perfect. Why? Because this time I didn’t wait, he told himself. No more innocent Jamey, tethered like a goat to the stone altar of his birthday, waiting for the God-Fate-Nothing Thing to come stab him and suck out his happiness. This time he’d sought the power. And found it. And worked it like a god. Hadn’t he? Hadn’t he?

         Seeing the driver’s bloodied face, tumbling pink car, crushed bricks of the apartment building—knowing real damage had been done and the driver’s self-sacrifice was all that had saved him—Jamey felt waves of remorse. But with all his strength he defied them. He could have killed someone—sure! Could have died—of course! But what was real, now, was this surging power that filled him.

         “Screw you, little driver, and screw me!” he roared into his palms, the smashed sound of his voice blasting hot back into his face. “Screw the nice little job you’ll prob’ly lose, an’ your nice wrecked bakery crap, an’ the cute little Mustang we obliterated!” Jamey screamed, his palms dripping tears and snot as the power tore and thrilled him. Because…because the Franz truck was leukemia, wasn’t it? And the parked car, pretty pink car, was Debbie, wasn’t she? But who was the birthday maniac who had shot, blind and uncaring, into the cross traffic? Who was the senseless terror on the inexcusably speeding bike? The answer to this was what sent the surges blasting through him—because the world’s most inarguable polarity had for once been reversed. The role of Random Havoc-Maker, Ruling Leukemia-and-Wreck-Bestower, All-Powerful Worldfucker, had been usurped, for a few shattering seconds, by Jamey himself.

         “See?” he laughed and sobbed into his hands. “You’re not the only One who can crush and maim and ruin!” Defiance fueled his implosion; the black energy billowed in on itself, and Jamey rode it blindly, letting the gyre spin him deeper down than most survivors ever go. He saw the bloodied driver, felt terrible guilt, kept gliding; saw his mother’s lovely face melt into yellow hospital ruin, kept gliding; felt enraged love devouring his guilt, felt his stabbed heart devouring his humanity, felt the dark power plunging in and in till it was no longer Jamey, it was Collapsed Blackness itself that turned to any Being who dared visit such ruin on a young mother’s face and shouted, “You! Come back here! Because see? Even I can destroy for no reason! It’s so easy! Sooooo easy! So screw You! You’re Nobody! Do You hear me? Nobody!”

         Ah, Jamey, the half-good son, keeping the Fifth Commandment by smashing the First. Honoring the gravitationally collapsed implosion that was once his blue-eyed mom. Showing any conceivable Holiness how much he adored her still. “Anybody can wreck, smash, and ruin!” he sobbed into his palms. “God! Shitheads! Nobodies on bikes and nobodies in heavens! So happy birthday to me and Mom, and screw You! Do You hear me? Do You hear? Come back here!”

      

   


   
      
         
            IV. Veda U

            (Seattle, 1985)

         

         
            Not by the out-breath nor by the in-breath does any mortal live. By a mystery immortal do we live, on which these two breaths depend. Come! I will show you this secret formulation!

            —anonymous Vedic rishi

         

         FOR HER FIRST eighteen years, Risa was an unusually bright but otherwise typical American child of TV, rock and roll, A.P. English and math classes; child of FM radio love songs inseparable from clogged Portland malls and sprawls and hi-speed girl chatter; child of parents whose dysfunctional marriage led to a divorce that simply chopped the dysfunction in two, bequeathing Risa two untenable homes instead of one; child increasingly aware, therefore, of the deep bewilderment of her parents’ generation and the binge consumption, binge investment, binge drinking, eating, sex, religiosity, to which bewilderment led; child who, from the age of thirteen or so, was virtually self-raised amid a circle of smart, irony-addicted peers desperate to at least make black comedy out of their nation-state’s willingness to sacrifice life, including children’s lives, in the name of global markets, global shopping, tumorous growth, global golf.

         But at eighteen a little Sanskrit sent some primordial magic into Risa’s life. The myths and texts of ancient India soon struck her not as tales of an “exotic East” but as legible maps and gazetteers leading toward a preposterously wonderful yet conceivably reachable home. Her concept of the Divine leapt from Kerouac’s adolescent “God, the Guy who ain’t a guy” to the Rig Veda’s “Unseen Unborn Guileless Perfection.” Her descents into sorrow became occasions not for despondency but for a sad/ṣad/ṣadness-fueled dive into “a space so calm, dark & spacious I not only don’t fear it, I fall willingly in, growing calm, dark & spacious myself.” Her nights, after long days of diligent study, grew haunted by Skrit repetition loops that played like music on the edge of sleep: Know the embodied soul. Though it hides in the hundredth part of the point of a hair divided a hundred times, it is infinite. Not female, not male, not neuter. What body it takes, with that it is united. It is the great in the sun, the food in the moon, the radiance in lightning, the sound in thunder, Indra in the wind, the fullness in space, the truth in waters, the resemblance in a mirror; it is the companion in a shadow, life in an echo, death in a sound, Yama in a dream, Prajāpati in the body, speech in the right eye, truth in the left. Though most of her fellow students seemed satisfied, amid the U Dub’s smorgasbord of intellectual goods, to have their brains filled like hard-drives by a sequence of professorial downloads, with Skrit as her ally Risa began to conduct herself more like a cagey barterer at a Rajasthan bazaar. Declaring an Art major and Asian Religions minor, she made Skrit scripture and mythology not her “academic focus,” but her living guide to her inner self and native land, and as a result became almost constantly happy. Migrating into the old wisdom texts as instinctively and completely as a salmon migrates up its home river, she grew less and less interested in keeping up with “modern America,” and ever more aware of the living continent and creatures upon which modern America remorselessly gorged. She studied Skrit each night as if her life depended on it, and by day the testimony of her senses pollinated the passions that bloomed by night. The marine light and vapor pouring in off Puget Sound moistened and localized the wisdom words. Mount Rainier and the peaks of the Olympic peninsula became a Himalayan realm of unmet gods. The meticulousness with which Dr. Kool and his rishis unpacked an ancient forest world inspired a meticulousness in Risa’s love for her own world. She began keeping field journals of careful drawings and notes, capturing “swinging doors” she hoped to convert to canvases. She bought beat-up North American field guides to birds, plants, trees, mammals, bugs, and beat them up further. Her dad bequeathed her an old pair of binoculars that turned vague vistas into perceptible places, high-flying specks into migratory birds, and the moon into an intimate new neighbor.

         She discovered certain Skrit words and teaching stories that telescope mysteriously inward, revealing ever more potent secrets the closer one looks. Remembering this as she poked around in a pawn shop one morning, Risa was drawn to an enormous old magnifying glass. The thing looked as goofy in her grip as Dr. Kool’s wooden pointer in his belt. She bought it for that very reason, lugged it everywhere in her backpack, and the world poured forth subtleties in response. She trained her lens on the life-rife soil under compost piles, on the sand under rocks on the Puget Sound tideline, on the back sides of rotting tree bark, gravel beds of streams. Every such nook and cranny turned out to be crawling with weird little unmet citizens. She met a bright crimson spider, the size of an average freckle, that could sprint almost as fast as humans walk, though its legs were nearly invisible. She found inert brown obtect pupae she’d mistaken for rat turds without her glass, out of which the preposterous beauties known as butterflies much later emerged. She found lumps on cherry tree leaves which, broken open, revealed teeming feedlots of pale blue aphids being bred, fattened, and milked by ants who were basically dairying, using the trees as farms.

         
              

         

         SHE MET A bumblebee she befriended for five entire days. The friendship began one fall morning as she was walking to her Roman history class as Seattle was getting pounded by a massive Pacific storm. Though most every pedestrian she passed was scowling, Risa couldn’t stop smiling. The storm-driven raindrops were showing off like birds, flying sideways and even upward in places, and the rush hour traffic had lost its internal combustion roar due to shoals of water the myriad tires kept displacing. When she closed her eyes to listen, each passing vehicle became the foam fingers of a wave shallowing out on a Pacific beach.

         As she was about to enter the history building she noticed a single autumn narcissus amid a bed of hundreds of motionless blossoms nodding vigorously, as if encouraging her pleasure in the storm. Imagining an invisible Vedic creature stashed in a subtle flower inside the ordinary flower, Risa returned the nods—causing her powers of reason to pull her over and issue a Woowoo Ticket. The fine was to get down on all fours, muddy her knees and the heels of her hands, and peer up into the blossom in search of the nods’ rational cause—and there was a being present: a bumblebee had crawled into the narcissus to escape the torrential rain.

         Risa reached for her magnifying glass and trained it on the blossom’s occupant. The bee’s hairy rump, bulging in the flower’s gold corona, looked like a chunk of garish shag carpet stuffed in the bell of a tiny trumpet, but six surrounding white petals prevented the rain from reaching that bell, insulating the bee in a double wall of dryness. “Ingenious!” Risa murmured. With which she went to class.

         An ordinary student wouldn’t have given this encounter another thought. But at Green Tea Hour that evening, as the storm continued to pound Risa’s dorm, an unseen thread flew from her interior, through the night, to the bee tucked in the narcissus. “Poor guy!” she whispered, grabbing her Field Guide to Insects to gauge her friend’s chances. The dense hair that covered the bumbler, she learned, was called pile, and its obvious purpose was to insulate, but a more surprising function was to help the bee gather food. As a bumblebee flies, its pile gathers an electrostatic charge from the air. Because flowers are grounded, the instant the bee lands on a blossom, pollen leaps onto its pile, electromagnetically propelled by the grounding. As Risa marveled at this, rain smacked her windows with the violence of a carwash. Before reason could stop her, she closed her eyes and spent a long time sending well-being down invisible threads to her bee.

         Two mornings later—after a Roman history lecture during which Risa’s prof struck her as clinically obsessed with Emperor Caligula’s spectacular gruesomeness—she checked the narcissus and found the bee still jammed inside the gold trumpet. “You okay?” she asked, lightly touching its pile. The bumbler remained motionless. Holding the narcissus stem to steady it, Risa blew warm breath into the little gold chamber. The bee responded with a whirring so faint she couldn’t hear it, only felt it in her fingertips. “Please help us!” Risa prayed to she couldn’t say what.

         The storm lasted four days. On day five, a Friday, dawn sent Homeric rose fingertips up into a blue sky. Thanking Surya the Sun, Risa set off early on her morning run and arrived at the narcissus shortly after the first solar rays struck. The ground had begun to steam. The bee was still in the blossom, but motionless. Taking hold of the narcissus, Risa breathed into the trumpet. When a weak whir again met her fingertips, a Skrit verse came to Risa. Into the corona she whispered,

         
            There is a path, extremely fine and extending far.

            It has touched you, you have discovered it!

            That beneath which the year revolves,

            the breathing behind breathing, the sight behind sight,

            the hearing behind hearing, the thinking behind thinking,

            the first, the ancient. With the heart alone, behold it!

         

         The bumbler didn’t move. The hands of Risa’s watch did. It was time to jog home, clean up, eat breakfast, and prep for more Roman Empire, post-Christ, pre-fall. But her bumblebee, she’d learned, was a Bombus terrestris. The Latin term and its small owner struck her as more interestingly Roman than anything likely to occur in class. She kept watch instead.

         And a quarter hour later—on a far better Friday for her bee than Good Friday was for Jesus—it finally backed out of its sepulcher into a shaft of sunlight. Its wings turned out to be blades of thinnest ice. Its back legs wore jodhpurs of orange pollen. Its pile shone black and brilliant gold in the morning shine. “Five days!” Risa marveled. “You broke Christ’s record!”

         Bzzzt, her small friend faintly replied.

         Balancing on the lip of a white petal, the bee cleaned its head and body with its forelegs, tested its wings with a few more bzzzts, and with no further ado flew up the shaft of sunlight till it disappeared through the trees—no extra credit, no grade, no tenure.

         But Risa stayed on in the same beam, gathering some kind of static charge, till she found herself whispering to an Unseen Guileless Unknown, “I can’t name You or see You. But You have touched me. With the heart alone I just felt it! Keep touching me. I’m coming to You…”

         
              

         

         MUCH AS SHE prized moments like this, Risa continued to throw herself not just into Sanskrit but into all her classes. She remained as capable as most of her professors and peers at asserting, denying, analyzing, explicating—attacking and deriding too, if necessary. She also continued to enjoy the hurly-burly of campus life—including a couple of hurly-burly boyfriends. Even so, the wall separating her inner and outer lives grew increasingly permeable, and her mental makeup began to change:

         There’d been a time when Risa, amid groups of intellectually amped peers, enjoyed flaunting her mental adroitness and caustic wit as much as any raucous young scholar. But when Skrit Lit cautioned her with statements like “Restrain the mind as the charioteer restrains his vicious horses,” Risa took the admonitions to heart. The difference between a stimulated mind and a frenetic one became obvious. Her behavior changed accordingly. She still enjoyed it when she and her classmates got amped up during a free-form discussion of, say, corporate oligarchy, or Milan Kundera’s take on women, or Camille Paglia’s on men, or Richard White’s on the American West. When the word slinging and idea spraying grew wild, Risa had a fine old time tossing her own rhetoric around—until the moment her brain began to feel frenetic. She would then hear the ancient echo (“as the charioteer restrains his vicious horses…”), feel a loyalty to deep forest and nameless rishis, rein in her mind-horses, detach from the hubbub, slow and deepen her breath, and sink toward a peace that “hides in the hundredth part of the point of a hair divided a hundred times, and is infinite.”

         She dubbed these shifts of consciousness “strategic withdrawals.” And her friends sometimes saw her make them. When this happened, they’d tease Risa, calling her “spaced,” “sleep-deprived,” “oversexed,” “undersexed,” anything to coax her back into the fray. But once she withdrew she was impervious to goading. At a time in life when most of her peers were only interested in making their mind-horses gallop, she was determined to learn how and when to rein her horses in.

         The effort bore immediate fruit. Her ability to retreat to a calm center, for starters, enabled her to stay focused amid the irritations of campus life right in the presence of the irritants. This contemplative triumph would have earned her an A+ had Isaac of Syria been one of her profs. Her ability to occupy a place of observant inaction amid frenetic action helped her conserve energy she had formerly squandered. Her intellectual endurance increased dramatically as a result.

         Strategic withdrawals also enabled her, in a genuine if temporary way, to drop out of college whenever she felt a need to do so. This in turn removed the pressure so many students feel to literally drop out, giving her even more focus and energy when she turned back to the college experience. The same brief but total internal retreats enabled Risa to grow less and less caustic, more and more patient, more capable of being kind, and more willing to risk revealing a childlike curiosity even in classes and in social groups. If her curiosity was then scoffed by the galloping mind-horses of a would-be cynic or sophisticate, another quick withdrawal enabled her to target the hurt caused by the scoffing, remove it like a silly hat the cynic had stuck on her head, and remain free of emotional stews.

         Another fruit of her strategic withdrawals: Risa could, when needed, confront other people so gently, justly, and helpfully that, rather than humiliate them into a combative stance, she frequently earned their gratitude. An example of the sort of diplomacy she learned to bring to bear:

         During her sophomore year Risa requested a note of recommendation from Dr. Kool to apply for a 400-level class called Intellectual History of the England-India Interface. All Dr. Kool ever told his students about the give-and-take between these nations was “India gave and gave and Britain took and took—until Gandhiji.” Risa figured the exchange must’ve been more intricate than that. A quick thumbing through a biography revealed Gandhi wearing Western suits when he lived in South Africa, looking the proper British barrister. And it was the Westerner Henry David Thoreau whose “Civil Disobedience” cross-pollinated with Gandhi’s beloved Bhagavad Gita and sent him back to India, and the astonishing life that ensued. Because of her equal loves for verities Eastern and landscapes Western, Risa loved instances in which the West had inspired rather than exploited the East and wanted to learn more about them.

         The Interface class, it turned out, was taught by a Dr. Hans Dybok, a prof whose former students characterized him as “hard,” “dry,” and “unbearably encyclopedic.” Though this sounded far from promising, Risa went to the University Book Store to peruse Dybok’s proposed reading list. And she did find it “unbearably encyclopedic.” But she also found an impressive list of the kind of positive cross-cultural East-West exchanges that fascinated her.

         So it happened that, during Dr. Dybok’s next office hours, she knocked on his door, heard him say, “Come in,” and encountered an exceedingly tidy, slight-of-build, bespectacled man looking dead serious behind a meticulously trimmed beard. Taking a chair at his bidding, she smiled and studied him until he, growing uncomfortable, asked, “How may I help you?” She then greeted the poor fellow with this:

         “My name is Risa McKeig. I’m an Art major and Asian Religions minor. England’s relationship with India is a big deal to me. So I’m really interested in your Interface class. But when I checked out the reading list, I saw that you assigned six thick books of mostly theoretical, scholarly prose.” She paused to shoot the prodigiously scowling Dybok an encouraging smile. He did not smile back.

         “I’m here for a strange reason, Doctor. The speech I’m now making, when it’s over, will have consisted of about three hundred words. I rehearsed it and counted. Weird of me, I know. But feel the effort needed to grasp all these words? Tiring, isn’t it? Yet, believe it or not, you’ve asked your Interface students to grasp roughly three thousand times more words than I will have spoken when I’m done. Imagine me running up to your office three thousand more times in the next ten weeks to deliver speeches as long as this one. I’d lose my voice! You’d lose your mind!”

         Risa and Hans Dybok began to laugh, she gleefully, he very nervously.

         “I have no idea what’s going on in your life, Professor. But I figure happy students could only brighten your life, no matter what. So I looked at some of your published articles. And wow! You’re amazing. The one on ‘East-West zingers’? Loved it! Bertrand Russell on Rabindranath Tagore. ‘Unmitigated rubbish about rivers becoming one with the Ocean’! And that essay on Prince Albert? That guy was a saint. And who but you knew? You know so much we’ll want to probe you with questions and mull all the cool stuff dancing in your head. But the glut of prose, I’m afraid, will prevent that. So. My hope, in visiting today, is that these three hundred or so words might convince you to cut back on the million or so words you assigned. If it does, see you in class! Thanks for considering this!”

         With that, Risa jumped to her feet, shot the professor a gat-tooth grin that delightfully deconstructed her iconic beauty, spun on her heels, and vanished.

         “Thank you, Miss, uh? Miss?” the “unbearably encyclopedic” Dr. Dybok sputtered to the energy, fragrances, and statistics still reverberating in his office. In response to three hundred words and a grin he couldn’t stop seeing, he cut half a million words on cross-culturally influential art and architecture from his reading list, replacing them with films and slideshows he realized could accomplish the same purpose in one-tenth the time. Inspired now, he added a sort of anti-talent show of Raj-era Brits and Indians objectifying, slandering, lampooning, and deconstructing one another in editorials, verse, and drama, but balanced that with an equal-sized display of mutual Indian-English respect and détentes. For comic relief, he also showed, in class, the Beatles’ inane treatment of so-called Indians in the aptly named stoner flick Help! Though he was too late to change his catalogue description, he advertised the course revamp on a poster he hung on the History Department bulletin board, on his office door, and at the University Book Store. And at his first class the following week, Dr. Dybok’s stony face broke into a surprisingly boyish grin when he spied Risa beaming at him, as promised, from the second row.

         
              

         

         THIS ABILITY TO charm, disarm, and sometimes reorient others improved the mood in some of Risa’s classes immensely. As a result, a growing number of astute peers began to approach Risa and ask what classes she’d be taking the next term. By her junior year a small tribe of familiars was galloping through the U Dub curriculum alongside her, generating their own nourishing little subculture in class, and, after class, gently pressuring profs—via close attention, intrepid playfulness, truthfulness, and good-heartedness—to solicit student thought more, play and joke more, and expound less. Risa never connected this tribe to her own amiability, diplomacy, strategic withdrawals, radiant energy, crazy grin, or anything of the sort. She believed she’d just lucked into an unusually cool circle of friends. But though many people spend energy in search of some sort of calm and stable center, a very few people simply are such centers. Without realizing it, Risa had become one of these rare ones, and as a result was encircled by friends in almost every milieu she frequented.

         Another Green Tea Hour reflection from the college-within-a-college she called “Veda U”:

         
            The flavor, rhythm, feel, taste & smell of Sanskrit doesn’t sit in my head a little while, then evaporate like dew on a summer day the way most of what I study does. For two plus quarters now, the shapes, sounds, myths, dreams of Skrit Lit keep diving down into my heart, glands, gut, sex, hands, feet & maybe into some kind of fire underground. These full-bodied, high & low, inner & outer sensations are what “learning” now means to me. So to be asked, the way too many profs ask, to treat my brain as a Be-All & End-All leaves me feeling heartless, glandless, gutless, sexless, handless, footless & groundless. Paramatma gives each Atman its life sure as Ocean gives the cloud its raindrops & Fire, Earth, Water, Air give students the fluidity, solidity, spirit & sparks that carry us to class to learn. Giving thanks to Paramatma & the Elements therefore makes even academic sense. I have no wish to be “brainy.” I wish to attend not just classes but the entire day, night, world & universe & not just with a brain but with my head, hair, aura, heart, glands, gut, organs, hands, feet & fire. That’s why I keep stepping outside each dawn & dusk to sing little Skrit songs to Mt. Rainier, the Olympics & their gods.

            “Inexcusable!” my A-student brain huffed at me this morning. “Singing to mountains is a complete waste of time!”

            “Think again, little brain,” my heart told it. “When I’m done with this university & this body, the mountains & gods will still be here & might fondly remember some silly girl-soul’s songs to them—whereas you won’t be anywhere remembering anything at all.”

            “You need me!” my brain shouted. “Sanskrit’s making you loony! Without me you’ll flunk every class but Dr. K’s & lose your scholarship money & end up sleeping on the couch at your mom’s!”

            “Loony,” my heart told my brain, “is an English modifier stolen from a northern waterbird because the non-English tremolo songs of that bird stand human hair on end & the Atman that hides in the hundredth part of the point of every one of those loon-triggered hairs is infinite. Whereas you’re not. Explain even to yourself, dear brain of mine, how partaking of a behavior you just likened to the cry of a bird that stands my hidden infinities on end is a waste of time?”

            My heart waited a long time for a reply.

            None came.

            I love how quiet it gets when my brain can’t answer my heart.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            V. Theology Face-First

            (Portland, 1972)

         

         
            He has broken my bones…He has shut out my

            prayer. He has closed up my exits and ways with

            square stones…He is become to me like a bear lying

            in wait, as a lion in hiding. He has…broken me in pieces.

            —Book of Jeremiah

         

         I, THE HOLY Goat, narrator in chief of these chronicles, have become so fond of the adult Jamey Van Zandt that I’d love to defend him from the shame of his potentially lethal teen responses to his mother’s death on his birthdays. But at this early stage in his life I can only call a spade a spade: Debbie’s death turned Jamey into a Grief Imbecile. For many birthday-deathdays to come he was given to such grandiose defiance that he felt he was waging war, sometimes successfully, upon God, whom Jamey conceived as a heavenly Couch Potato peering down upon Earth and His mortal children as if at a dull TV show. When God inevitably grew bored with humanity’s clumsy attempts to find happiness, He’d then spice up the program by randomly assailing them with natural disasters, plagues, famines, wars, senseless loss of life, ceaseless injustice, obscene synchronicities, and so on.

         On the day Jamey closed his eyes and rode blind into a busy street, wreaking havoc, he felt he had successfully stolen the remote control unit right out of the Divine Couch Potato’s hand, switched a bunch of lives onto an unprecedented new channel, and forced the Old Despot to watch someone else’s stupid script and idiot violence for a change. “Stealing the Remote” became his code phrase for spontaneous insurgencies of this kind—and as his fourteenth birthday approached, Jamey was fully determined to obtain God’s Remote once again. True, the death-defying side of his plan made him queasy. He’d had nightmares of the bloody-headed bakery truck driver (“You! Come back here!”) whose self-sacrifice had saved his life. But nightmares didn’t diminish his loathing for the heavenly Boob-Tube Addict created by his hormone-jangled blood and brain. “Why should I feel guilt over one hurt driver,” he’d tell himself, “when God, if there is one, smashes entire cities and countries whenever the whim strikes Him? How come if a human hurts and kills somebody, it’s a broken commandment that damns us to hell, but when God maims and kills, it’s some big Power we’re supposed to fall on our faces and worship?”

         At thirteen Jamey had considered this kind of defiance daringly original—thus condemning himself to learn that fomentations like his were no more original than mating in the missionary position. On the day he shot blind into an intersection, scores of hermeneutical texts, had he studied them, would have forced him to concede that all he’d done was enact a street theatre version of the old “God’s will versus free will” question, an existential dilemma so redundantly posed that it has created a veritable wallow in humanity’s intellectual history. In the suspicious warmth and smell of that wallow, entire armies of the mud wrestlers known as “theologians” have been tossing one another about for centuries—and there are reasons why Nathaniel Hawthorne called theology “stupendous impertinence”; and Jim Harrison said, “Theologians and accountants, the same difference really”; and Emily Dickinson wrote, “They talk of Hallowed things…and embarrass my Dog.” On the day Jamey turned fourteen and Debbie negative nine, he encountered these reasons face-first.

         
              

         

         ON JANUARY 30TH, 1972, after the strawberry crepe breakfast from Jon and the “Have a Not Too Happy Regular Old Day” card from Jude, Jamey set out to anti-worship his mother’s Unmaker via a rebel act that would rearrange Portland’s plebeian script, God style. Exactly how he would ape God’s havoc-wreaking Jamey didn’t yet know. He couldn’t know, he figured, or the Almighty would read his mind and usurp his will, turning it into God’s own will. To avoid this, Jamey reasoned, his rebel act must be perfectly spontaneous.

         Gliding out into the city on the same theologically inclined ten-speed he’d ridden the year before, again seeking the dark energies of Black Hole Mom, Jamey warmed to his task by trying to reverse habitual behaviors. Since he normally went out of his way to take quiet streets, he spontaneously decided on busy ones and headed for Powell Boulevard—a four-lane truck route leading to one of the Willamette River bridges that join the bustling East and West sides of Portland. But Powell turned out to be fuming with traffic spewing so much noise and pollution it was hard to even remember his name, let alone conjure a deathday gift for his gravitationally collapsed mother. Gulping carbon dioxide and monoxide, sulfur dioxide, benzene, formaldehyde, polycyclic hydrocarbon, and soot with every breath, Jamey exhorted himself by gasping the chant, “Be spontaneous! Be spontaneous!” only to recognize to his theological bewilderment that spontaneity becomes absolutely unattainable the instant an anti-theological rebel nonspontaneously makes it his stated goal.

         “Our nature,” wrote the famed French accountant John Calvin, “is not merely bereft of good, but is so productive of every kind of evil that it cannot be inactive.” Unaware of the company he was keeping, Jamey took it into his head to start playing Chicken, right there on Powell Boulevard, with oncoming cars. Considering possible repercussions not at all, lest he diminish his spontaneity, Jamey steered his bike immediately toward a red Dodge Charger, forcing the driver to veer and nearly strike a truck in the lane beside it. Horns blared, curses were roared, every kind of evil grew potentially active, Jamey’s pulse rate tripled, he sucked more exhaust, and his mind and his gut writhed with a queasiness born of shame.

         “Whatever is in man, from intellect to will, from the soul to the flesh,” averred J. Calvin, CPA, “is all defiled and crammed with concupiscence…[so that] the whole man is in himself nothing but concupiscence.” Lusting ungovernably to prove his mother had not been a mere pawn sacrificed to the boob-tubular viewing whims of the Divine, Jamey chose as his second target a big black pickup. But when he swerved at this vehicle, the driver didn’t notice or respond at all, causing his side mirror to miss Jamey’s face by two inches, nip the shoulder of his winter jacket—and the ferocity of this light brush ripped a nine-inch gash in the nylon and nearly sent Jamey to the pavement. Two inches closer and his shoulder would have splintered.

         Wobbling to the curb, our young accountant spent the next few minutes fighting an urge to vomit, and when the nauseousness passed, his theological condition worsened, for he now recognized that any close shave with death, when one’s aim is close shaves with death, is entirely nonspontaneous. Surprising God, he hated to admit, was bloody hard and dangerous work. Worse, even if his shoulder had shattered, even if he had been pulp on pavement, his Chicken playing as a surprise attack on the Divine was no surprise at all.

         Exhausted by adrenaline rushes, exhaust fumes, and theological futility, Jamey wheeled in to a Plaid Pantry convenience store feeling desperate need for a Coke. But when he stepped inside and an enormous goateed cashier called out, “Mornin’,” Jamey was seized by a cruel but, he hoped, spontaneous urge to rewrite the plebeian Plaid Pantry script.

         “Good morning,” he answered back, strolling up to the counter. He then looked the cashier in the face, snatched a pack of cigarettes off the stand right under the man’s goatee, grabbed matches, chirped, “Thanks,” and sprinted for the door.

         With a roar the cashier set out after him—and he was fast for a human haymow. Because Jamey had to grab and mount his bike, the big fellow nearly caught him. “Get cancer, ya punk!” he bellowed as Jamey streaked away. “Smoke till ya die, ya snot-nosed punk!”

         Hoping the cashier would call the cops, creating unplanned complications for the Powers That Be, Jamey rode a diversionary zigzag through a maze of streets, just as he’d done after the Franz truck wrecked the pink Mustang. Pulling into a vacant lot, he dropped his bike in the grass, knelt beside it, covered his face with his hands, and started yelling at God as he’d done the year before. “Fuck You, Ya Punk!” he roared into his palms. “Go to Your own hell and leave Mom and me and everybody on Earth alone, Ya snot-nosed invisible Punk!” But his performance felt ludicrous. No surges of power, no righteous fire, no unstoppably fierce love flying into interior blackness. Jamey had stolen a pack of cigarettes from a friendly-looking overweight fellow, run away, and that was it. He was thirsty to the verge of pain now but, thanks to theology, had a pack of smokes in his pocket instead of a cold Coke in hand.

         His attempts to Steal the Remote were failing so miserably that he began to second-guess his triumph of the previous year. Had his blind glide through the intersection really enabled him to seize hold of a greater-than-human Power? Had Jamey, Son of Debbie, stood defiant in the presence of the Great Leukemia Giver, exposing “God’s love” as a monstrous hoax? Or had an idiot delinquent caused a senseless wreck, injured the driver who’d heroically saved his life, then fled like a coward to stand in dead grass, blubbering profanities and mucus into his own hands like a literally snot-nosed punk?

         “I have no fucking idea!” Jamey muttered.

         He was really doing some theology now.

         
              

         

         IT GOT WORSE. Reasoning (incorrectly) that self-criticism leads nowhere, then reasoning (even more incorrectly) that there can be no act so spontaneous as an act one has already determined to be totally nonspontaneous, Jamey mounted his ten-speed, rode straight back to Powell Boulevard, and started playing Chicken again, this time with a vengeance. “Here’s a present from a snot-nosed punk!” he yelled at God as he forced a man in a green sedan to veer so hard he nearly struck a power pole. “Fuck God, fuck me, and fuck you too!” he snarled as he forced a woman in a white VW van to wallop a curb and stop with two wheels on the sidewalk—then felt sick when, checking his mirror, he saw her turn to console a child in the back seat. He kept on, forcing more drivers into terrified responses, and saw ever more clearly that the spontaneity he sought was never his: it was all theirs, the drivers’. What’s more, their spontaneity was invariably compassionate! Stranger after stranger, white-knuckled and gaping, veered reflexively to save the life of a lethal idiot threatening theirs. They began to move him like music, these drivers, began to shame him like saints. Their impulse to preserve life made him so sick with self-disgust he couldn’t see straight.

         He turned south off Powell, rode into a residential neighborhood, and spotted a stately old maple tree overhanging the street. Its naked limbs somehow beckoned. He pulled up to the tree, placed a hand on the ancient gray bark, and felt an immediate emanation of calm. Peering up into the barren branches, he glimpsed himself as a little boy walking with his mother, holding hands under trees like this one. Is everything I’m doing wrong? he asked, but she vanished as fast as she’d appeared. Only the maple remained, exuding silent integrity.

         I’m dying of thirst, Jamey thought, or maybe whispered to the tree.

         I’m drinking sweet water out of the earth, plucking sunlight out of the sky, and playing with a cold breeze, the tree silently replied to Jamey.

         I’m screwing with people’s heads and risking their lives playing Chicken, he confessed.

         The tree heard, but didn’t judge. This brought solace. His quick, shallow breathing began to deepen. The awful buzzing in his head and body eased. Gazing at the maple’s sidewalk-shattering roots, he felt supported by the life force rising from below. Gazing at its massive limbs overhead, he felt sheltered from the heavens against which he was at war. “Is it a miracle I’m alive?” he asked the old tree.

         The maple didn’t speak, but neither did it turn away.

         “All those people risking their lives for me, before they can even think,” he whispered, “are as perfectly good as a tree in a breeze. I don’t know shit, Tree. I don’t know anything! Can you help me? If I stop thinking, can I become as good as you?”

         The cold breeze picked up, sending a chill through him. Jamey turned up his collar, then leaned his face against the maple’s bark. Rough ridges imprinted his cheek, making it feel a little like bark when he lightly touched it. He pretended he was the maple’s child, a sapling. Though her roots were tearing up pavement with ease, she was also gently supporting him, bathing him in fresh oxygen, gestating latent leaves, kneading the sky. Mothering, Jamey thought, and he kept leaning, and he felt the first real solace he could ever remember feeling on his birthday-deathday. But his hands had grown cold, so he stuck them in his coat pockets—and discovered matches in one pocket, cigarettes in the other.

         Smoke till ya die, ya snot-nosed punk!

         He fished them out. Larks. He hadn’t noticed he’d stolen a brand that named spontaneous frivolous actions. He turned skyward. “Are You fucking with me again?”

         No answer. God was like Debbie that way.

         Jamey had never smoked in his life. His father said the latest science proved it was deadly. Debbie was nine years dead. What better birthday-deathday gift, Jamey more or less prayed, than to smoke my way closer to you?

         He struck a match, lit a Lark, drew his first-ever mouthful of smoke, went “Blech!” as he spat it out—and recognized his first truly spontaneous syllable of the day.

         He looked up into the big maple. Such integrity. Looked at the smoldering cigarette. Such stupidity. Looked for traces of Debbie in the world. Such invisibility. He felt utterly defeated, but at peace with his defeat somehow. He had just decided to spit out the cigarette, enjoy the stately tree’s presence a little longer, then ride carefully, nonvictoriously home when, no idea how it happened—a nicotine trigger, maybe?—Jamey’s thoughts flew into hyperdrive:

         To spit out the cigarette and ride home is sensible. But to be sensible is predictable, to be predictable is normal, and to be normal is to be obedient to the insane Sky Bozo and stand, head bowed, like all the other goats, sheep, and people waiting to see which of us will be Bozo’s next meaningless sacrifice!

         He lost contact with the beneficent old maple. He gripped the Lark in his teeth and his handlebars in his fists. “God damn God!” he shouted. “I love Mom! Fuck You!”

         He set out to play Chicken a third time.

         
              

         

         THE CLIMAX OF Jamey’s theological bicycling career took place on Milwaukie Avenue, a two-lane thoroughfare that winds briefly along the bluff over the Willamette River. “A scenic place to die!” Jamey jibbered when the river came in sight.

         Tightening his bite on the cigarette, he set out alongside the guardrail, picked up speed, passed a few cars without reacting, then spotted an oncoming gray utility van. Making eye contact with the burly, brown-bearded driver, Jamey swerved violently toward him. The man’s eyes bulged as he hauled on his steering wheel. Jamey felt a wind as the vehicle’s rear end whipped past, just missing him. He then turned to watch the van spin so hard it lifted onto two wheels, nearly rolling before it bounced back onto four. The van crossed the oncoming lane doing a 180-degree half spin, accidentally parking in a driveway with such precision it seemed a stunt driver was at the wheel. The white back-up lights flashed on. The engine roared. The rear tires screamed the driver’s rage.

         Jamey gulped, “Uh-oh,” and set out to escape, as he’d done last year, via a diversionary maze of side streets. But as he picked up speed he glanced back at his pursuer, brushed his cigarette against his upturned coat collar, and the bright coal fell inside his shirt and began burning his stomach. Slapping wildly at it, he heard a horn, looked up—and saw a maroon sedan about to kill him. The trajectories and speeds left but one split-second choice: Jamey turned his bike, head-on and hard, into the riverside guardrail.

         During the slow-motion seconds that followed, an inordinate number of things happened. First, the white steel guardrail crushed Jamey’s front wheel as if it were made of cardboard. Next, he and the ten-speed flew high over the rail and entered thin air above an incline that in the plains states would have qualified as a cliff. What a terribly long way to the ground, Jamey sadly noted as he let go of the handlebars, freeing his hands to try to deal with his reunion with Earth. As if seeking solace in Jamey’s company, the Schwinn remained between his legs even after he’d freed it.

         He landed, hands and chin first, on Himalayan-briar-and-gravel-covered reject asphalt, snapping both wrists even as he bit his tongue so hard he nearly severed it. He bounced twice, though human bodies filled with blood and bone are anything but bouncy. As the gravel-covered asphalt peeled his chin and the heels of both hands to bone, he shot toward a wall of solid briar trunks. Striking this wall face-first, he fractured his clavicle and nose, then slammed to such an abrupt halt that the sprocket of the faithful ten-speed drove itself into his right calf, leaving a half dozen chunks of meat poking out of a neat row of grease-blackened sprocket holes.

         When he could move again—which was not soon—Jamey rolled onto his back, looked heavenward, and tried to groan, “Fuck You anyway!” But what flopped off the end of his gushing tongue was a faint “Flhhuhhnehwuh.” Angered by his failure to voice defiance, he spat a mouthful of blood at the sky. After an exceedingly negligible journey, most of the blood plopped back onto his own face.

         That pretty much spelled the end of Jamey’s career as a renegade theologian. To his post-theological disbelief, however, Jamey sensed a presence, opened his eyes, and beheld a heavily bearded visage glowering down into his face. “You are so damned lucky you trashed yourself,” the being growled. “Otherwise I’d do way more than this!”

         With which the utility van driver kicked Jamey with what doctors later guessed was a steel-toed work boot, given how easily it cracked two of his ribs. The pain of simple breathing then caused Jamey to black out.

         
              

         

         WHEN HE CAME to, Jamey tried to free himself from the briars by rolling onto his stomach and inching forward. He had failed to progress even a foot before he was so pierced and hemmed in by briar trunks that he couldn’t move at all. He tried calling for help, but the pain of a mere moan caused him to black out again.

         The second time he woke, Jamey elected to just lie there and assess. The good thing about this was that the January cold began to numb some of the pain in his mouth, face, hands, wrists, collarbone, ribs, knees, calf. The bad thing was the assessment itself. The maroon sedan’s driver had clearly failed to stop or Jamey would have been discovered by now. The utility van driver who’d kicked him had surely left him for dead. Jamey had left no sign of his existence up on the street except, possibly, a tiny black bike-tire scuff on a rusty white guardrail. He now lay thirty or so feet down an abrupt incline, unable to move, his body concealed by both brambles and the steep slope. I’m going to die on Mom’s negative ninth deathday, he concluded. And I deserve it.

         Then he pictured Jon and Jude throwing his ashes off the same Pacific cliff that had rejected Debbie’s, missing the ocean and sending another seal galumphing into the waves. Realizing his dad and sister loved him and did not deserve another death in their family, his eyes filled with tears. How swiftly the tears grew frigid. He remembered, from a Jack London story maybe, that a person begins to feel warm as they begin to die of cold. He closed his eyes, looking forward to that warmth.

         As he waited, he passed into a dream in which various creatures came snuffling through the briars that entrapped him. The possums, raccoons, and rats he expected, and silently thanked for not yet feeding upon him. A small vigilant bird of a kind his father called “little brown jobs” he also expected. But the three men in navy-blue jackets with crimson breast patches he did not expect. They were loud. They were gruff. Having already been savaged by a work boot, Jamey was terrified by the violence with which they stomped down the brambles as they came closer and closer to his head. When he began to pant with fear, his ribs electrocuted him. The men were rogue cops responding to phone calls from outraged motorists, he decided, come to off the snot-nosed punk who’d been terrorizing the city.

         A stretcher appeared on the stomped briars beside him. Stunned to realize the men were paramedics, Jamey tried to say Thank you! but his wrecked tongue bleated, “Llehlloo!”

         One of the men said, “Easy,” as the other two touched him here and there, discussing injuries while the first man produced a syringe. “This will hurt a little,” he said. “Then it won’t hurt a lot. Sound like a bargain?”

         Jamey faintly nodded, in went the needle, and the bargain came wonderfully true.

         Six hands eased him onto the stretcher. More hands strapped down his ankles, thighs, chest, and forehead, then tied a rope to the uphill end of the stretcher. One man scrambled, with what sounded like great difficulty and lots of cursing, up to the street and vanished. An unseen tow truck then began winching Jamey up the near-vertical slope while the remaining two men did their best to keep the stretcher balanced as they free-climbed the nearly vertical embankment, using the winched stretcher to keep themselves upright.

         The painkiller was stout. By the time Jamey reached the street his brain was a fuzz ball. He noticed two small mysteries he wished to solve even so. One: the front wheel of his defunct theological ten-speed, now crushed into the shape of a sloppy infinity sign, had been tied to the guardrail by a length of dirty yellow rope. Two: as the paramedics prepped the ambulance, Jamey heard a distant but familiar engine roar. He tried to lift his strapped head, couldn’t, but by rolling his eyes managed to see, a hundred yards up Milwaukie Avenue, a gray utility van pulling away from the curb. Piecing it together, Jamey smiled, hurting his tongue and face terribly: the same bearded stranger who’d broken his ribs had somehow removed his bicycle wheel, found a length of plastic rope, tied wheel to guardrail to mark the spot where Jamey had flown off into oblivion, then driven to a phone booth and called for help—anonymously, no doubt, given his treatment of Jamey’s ribs. He’d then returned and waited, making sure the twerp who’d nearly killed him was discovered and saved.

         As the van’s engine sound faded into the distance, Jamey’s heart tried to leave his chest: he wanted to chase the driver down, embrace him, plead his forgiveness, thank and thank him, then run around Portland seeking and embracing every person he and his bike had terrorized. All day he’d placed people in danger as if their lives meant nothing. All day those same people had unthinkingly risked their lives to save his.

         Act after act of spontaneous self-sacrifice does not feel random. When probabilities are defied to save us again and again, we feel blessed whether we believe in a Blesser or not. Feeling more like a tree in a breeze than he had since his mother lived and thrived, Jamey surfed waves of gratitude into unconsciousness.

         
              

         

         AND WHEN HE woke in a hospital that was, thankfully, not Providence, the gratitude remained. Studying the faces of nurses, visitors, doctors, his dad and sister, other patients, he thought, There’s something good in people. Something way better than the way the people look and talk and feel. It’s buried deeper than thought. But it was in every single person who swerved to save me, so it’s in every one of these people too.

         
              

         

         AFTER SIX WEEKS of liquids sipped via straws through a wired jaw, Jamey returned home in dual wrist casts, possessed of a multitude of chin, heel-of-hand, and tongue stitches, with six permanent sprocket scars in his calf, a slightly asymmetrical but rather handsome forced-aquiline nose, and, due to tongue injuries, a slight speech impediment that would cause people to imagine a charming if not-quite-identifiable foreign accent for the rest of his life.

         In the months and years that followed, Jamey also found he’d contracted a powerful new allergy: strong theological assertions of every kind—his own especially—had become as noxious to him as sulfa drugs. The symptoms? The instant he heard a knowing statement about God he felt as though he was about to fly off a cliff, smash his face, grind his flesh, snap bones, chomp his tongue, and send muscle meat gushing out of sprocket holes. This in turn sent him into a nauseated silence, in which he would wander off to seek such theology-free companions as stately old trees.

         There are less helpful allergies. Sometimes the best a good boy can do is be bad, then be sorry. It’s hard to lose your mom on the very day you turn five.

      

   


   
      
         
            VI. Mormons vs. Mojo

            (Seattle, 1988)

         

         
            I believe God was in Christ, not will be, perhaps, maybe

            if we’re good boys and girls; it’s over, it’s done, we are

            one people, race is a violation, nations are a violation.

            —Will Davis Campbell

         

         RISA’S LAST CLASS of the day was her three o’clock: Southern US History. A one-on-one teacher-student conference on the Desert Fathers had her verging on tardy. Tardiness, in the eyes of her Southern History prof, Dr. Lafayette Mboya, was a near capital crime. Mboya was a towering and weighty African American whose fame was national, whose scholarship was impeccable, whose lectures were always packed, and whose personality was impervious to Risa’s or any other student’s charm. More orator than professor, dignified in bearing, lofty in rhetoric, overpowering in delivery, Mboya had no interest, as he lectured, in give-and-take with his students. But he was so insistent on receiving his class’s full attention as he spoke that he was infamous for occasionally spinning on his heel in mid-sentence, sending a laser glare out into the lecture hall, and, for seconds so intense they felt like hours, frying any student whose focus had flagged. So how unfortunate, Risa thought as she rushed, late, toward his lecture, that I really, truly have to pee.

         She reached the history building, dashed up three flights, ducked into the restroom, locked herself in a stall, did her business, and was about to leave—when she was thrown under a psychic bus: on the steel door before her, someone had etched an image of a woman giving a standing but headless man fellatio. Risa’s brain reeled in revulsion, but also in reluctant wonder at the engraver’s skill. The stall’s beige-orange paint was the color of Caucasian flesh in firelight. The engraver had exploited this. Her incisions bit through paint and primer into steel, creating bright silver lines, points, pixels, as with minimal yet graphic strokes the artist had depicted the woman’s breasts crushed against the man’s thighs as she knelt before him like a supplicant. The headless male gripping the woman’s hair, especially, made the graffiti’s take on eros so brutal that to simply flee it, Risa felt, would poison her somehow. She felt she must answer it instead, searched her memory for a shard of Sanskrit that might defuse the image, half remembered a passage, and closed her eyes to try to summon it: “She who knows the bliss of, uh, one of those God words,” she whispered, “Parabrahma, let’s say…bliss that turns away words, bliss the mind never touches, is, um, afraid of nothing? Unassailed by the thought, ‘Why do I do what is evil?’ she knows good and evil as Ātman, and cherishes both as Ātman.

         “Hmm. Pretty close. Amen then, I guess.” With which she opened her eyes—and the engraving had become an impotent act of lavatory vandalism, its power over her gone.

         
              

         

         SHE ARRIVED IN Southern History six minutes late. Lafayette Mboya’s lectures began precisely on time. He relished a riveted audience—and loathed being interrupted even by silent movement among his students. The two entrances to the lecture hall were down in front. The one hundred twenty desk chairs were bolted to the floor in a tiered semicircle uphill from the doors. To slip in without being seen was impossible. Risa knew this. What did it say about her that she’d felt compelled to combat and quiet a work of lavatory graffiti even so?

         Steeling herself, she stepped into the hall. The instant she did so, Mboya spun, drilling her with his radioactive glower. Risa smiled, hunched her shoulders, and mouthed the word “Sorry.” When Mboya went on glaring, it struck her as bullying. She felt an impulse to stop in her tracks, put her hands on her hips, and glare right back. Thinking better of it, she slipped behind a free desk.

         Dr. Mboya did not speak when he lectured: he intoned, deploying a James Earl Jones basso profundo that had long since earned him the nickname Darth. (Star Wars was huge for Risa’s generation.) After settling in and opening her notebook, she noticed that Darth wasn’t pacing as usual. He stood by a portable stereo beside which lay a small stack of LPs. How odd. “But do not think, because you’re hearing music,” Mboya was warning, “that you can daydream. As you listen to these songs, I’ll be tracing the journey from slavery to emancipation. A journey far from complete to this day. And you will take notes on lecture and music and the handouts I’ve distributed, or you will fail Friday’s exam. Your choice, as emancipated students.” A corner of his mouth lifted. “I must warn,” he added, “that the tension between music and lecture will prove painful. That very pain is a function of this class—an infinitesimal but instructive dose of the agonies that inspired these songs.”

         A pretty woman with beaded cornrows, two chairs to Risa’s right, expended a forced exhalation in protest. Darth spun on her, skewered her with his gaze, and in seconds left her peering obsequiously down into her lap. “Today’s focus is gospel music,” Mboya said, “some of it born on the ships, some on plantations, two songs composed by Blacks, one by a penitent white. At our next class we’ll delve into the far older African folk music, with its thankfully pre-Christian roots. Questions?”

         No one moved or spoke. Just the way Darth liked it. “Let us commence.”

         Expecting an easy class despite the grim warnings, Risa half sighed with relief. Before she could exhale, Mboya spun up an a cappella baritone with a vibrato so slow and powerful it warped the air like a police siren. The song was “Amazing Grace.” But before the sweet sound could save any wretches like Risa, Darth began intoning a litany of depravities suffered by Africans in the holds of slave ships that cut into the hope-filled hymn like a stylus into steel, creating a duet from hell:

         ’Tis Grace that brought me safe thus far, and Grace will lead me home… “as he watched his wife, ten feet away, in ankle, wrist, and neck chains, convulsing with fever for two days, moaning for another, then spasming, till she breathed no more…” The Lord has promised good to me, his word my hope secures… “For two more days and nights her body remained chained to the women on each side of her…” was lost, but now am found… “till her face began to collapse into itself, her ruinous flesh to reek…” was blind, but now I see… “so they unchained him long enough to drag her remains on deck, where he held her despite their threats and her condition, for a while enduring the beating that rained down until—after a club delivered a rib-cracking blow—he was made to toss her, like the bilge she had become, over the ship’s side.”

         Risa called up the Vedic formula she’d invoked in the lavatory. Bliss that turns away words, bliss the mind never touches… But the incantation couldn’t guard her from the pity she felt for the students around her. Tears filled the eyes of the pretty woman in cornrows. Others seemed to be falling into crushing guilt or nausea. Still others looked defiant, as if falsely accused of crimes they had not committed. Knowing how mercilessly Mboya graded, all were taking notes regardless. Risa too held pen over paper, but when a choir launched into “Swing Low, Sweet Chariot,” Mboya scorched the hopeful harmonies with descriptions of Africans “yanked from shit- and vomit-strewn holds, forced up a gangplank, washed like lumber before its sale, displayed on a Carolina sales platform for the financial advancement of fine Christian gentlefolk…” and Risa fell into a déjà vu so strong that listening was impossible. She bent forward, placing a hand over her brow to hide her face from Mboya. Closing her eyes, she slowed her breath, whispered the sad, ṣad, ṣadness mantra, and tried to sink into the deep dark that transforms woe. But the déjà vu blocked her. Musical warfare. The awful schism between happy choir and unbearable history. Where and when had she lived all this before?

         And it hit her: Mormons versus Mojo. Cold choral triumph versus weary old bluesmen. And Risa was seven again, and helpless against the schism that led her mother and father to toss each other, like bilge, out of each other’s lives forever…

         
              

         

         BOTH RISA’S PARENTS were music lovers. Both brought records home, played them often, and just as often invited her to listen. Moira’s great love was choral music—gospel, classical, medieval, Russian, African. The higher the sopranos, lower the basses, and more overt the emotions the better. Risa’s father, Dave, had very different tastes. During two college summers as a civil rights volunteer in the Jim Crow South he’d fallen for Delta blues, the more unadorned the better. The records he began collecting in ’63 and ’64 now ran from Robert Johnson to Taj Mahal via Blind Lemon, Muddy, Lightnin’, Snooky, Mississippi John, Reverend Gary, and all the rest of that inspired riffraff.

         Risa, at seven, loved Moira’s choirs and Dave’s Delta blues equally. But Moira, one seemingly ordinary morning when Dave was at work, suddenly disapproved of this lack of preference. Evening was the usual time for music. It struck Risa as odd when Moira invited her into the living room, sat her on the couch before the Magnavox cabinet stereo, and with an incomprehensible air of anger said, “You’ll never hear music as beautiful as this when your father’s home.” She then put on the Mormon Tabernacle Choir and turned it up loud. A tremendous organ revved up. “Eleven thousand six hundred twenty pipes!” Moira shouted over the sound. “Three hundred sixty voices! Eight-part harmonies!” The song was “America the Beautiful.” And Risa was transported.

         But Moira’s father, Grand-Da Finnegas, happened to be visiting. Hearing the explosion of sound, he appeared in the archway between living room and kitchen, his kind face creased in consternation. Over the music he called out, “Triumphalist balderdash. I’m off on a walk. Risa lass? Care to join me?”

         Though flattered by the attention her musical tastes were receiving, it was no contest: Grand-Da, on a walk, was a bird imitator, Irish fairy-tale teller, dog-biscuit tosser, and milkshake lover. Turning to her mother, Risa sang out, “Please? Can I?”

         Moira recoiled as if from a blow, gave Finnegas a furious look, turned the same look on Risa, and snapped, “Like father, like daughter! Go!”

         When Risa froze in confusion, Finnegas gently took her hand and led her out the front door. As the door closed Moira cranked the choir so high the windows rattled.

         That was the first musical skirmish. Unsettling, but not that memorable had escalating conflict not followed:

         A few days later Dave got home from work a little early, found Risa out back on the swing, blazed his eyes at her, called, “Lightnin’ Time!” and took off for the living room. Risa lit out after him. By the time she reached the Magnavox the LP was already spinning, the old guitar plunking. When Lightnin’ Hopkins’s world-weary voice sounded, Dave swept Risa up in his arms and began dancing her round the room. Recognizing a favorite, Risa chimed in. “Whoa you know I’m my papa’s baby, I’m my mama’s baby child,” she and Lightnin’ sang.

         Moira appeared in the same archway Finnegas had, looking as consternated over Lightnin’ as Grand-Da had over the Mormon choir. What is the problem with music all of a sudden? Risa wondered. Feeling sure she could fix this, she beamed at Moira and sang her piping, off-key best: “Yeah, you know I’m my papa’s baby, I’m my mama’s baby child!”

         Dave spun round and discovered Moira watching them. He extended a hand. “Join us,” he said with a smile.

         In an acidic tone Risa had never before heard, Moira snapped, “Join that? How? Same morbid and faithless stories forever. Same three chords, boom-chuck, boom-chuck. Dance to that? I don’t see how you can even stand to listen.”

         Dave stopped dancing and stood graceless and flat-footed, his handsome face so fallen that Risa began molding it with her hands, trying to restore its cheer.

         “Is it the morality that lures you, Dave?” Moira asked. “What are the bluesman’s Seven Virtues? Let’s see. Betting on horses. Smoking. Drinking. Whoring. There’s four. Sleeping with other men’s wives. Five. Leaving town once the kids or job get a bit tiresome. Six. Risa, honey, why don’t you pick a seventh? Two-faced lying? Murdering somebody for their pocket watch then jumping, poor weary you, on a long lonesome train?”

         The song ended. Dave gazed blankly at Moira. She glared bitterly back. Desperate to restore what she could see being lost, Risa again tried to mold her father’s face.

         “Stop!” he snapped, sliding her roughly to the floor.

         “You know I been wonderin’,” Lightnin’ sang into the rift, “what makes a well run dry…”

         Dave looked once more at Moira, then stepped round Risa and strode straight out the front door.

         “Whoa you know, I’ve been wonderin’, wonderin’, oh boy, what makes a well run dry…”

         Standing in the path of the abandoned song, Risa felt minuscule and alone.

         “You know that’s when the earth done settle down on the water, ain’t no more wa—”

         brrrEEEEET! Moira ripped the stylus from the record with a violence that made Risa jump. In the vacuum that followed they heard the car start. Dave hadn’t packed a thing.

         Feeling panic, Risa asked, “Where’s he going?”

         “Somewhere his music will justify!” Moira huffed, and stormed from the room.

         Dave didn’t return for a week. That was the second skirmish.

         
              

         

         BUT THE RICH baritone she was hearing, Risa slowly realized, was no recording. She lowered her hand, looked, and sure enough, Lafayette Mboya’s eyes were closed, his head was thrown back, his Darth intonation was gone, and his singing was a marvel:

         
            I am a poor pilgrim of sorrow,

            Tossed roun’ the wide world, alone.

            I heard of a city called heaven,

            I’m trying to make it my home…

         

         Risa had relaxed, ready to bask in the coming verses, when Mboya stopped cold, his eyes opened, and she saw at once: Darth was back.

         “That,” he said bitterly, “is Sabbath joy. The only joy you’ll be hearing today. The only joy you’ll ever find in this music. Sabbath joy defined? A disembodied dream of real joy. A song of happiness, deferred. Song of love, outlawed. Song of any and every fulfillment exiled to realms we may enter only at death. When your best friend, your child, your bride is disbursed as merchandise, your comely ones raped for their beauty, gifted ones sold for their talent, spirited ones lynched for their courage, the threadbare solace of Sabbath joy is what remains. And on the day you embrace this solace, you’ve become a living dead man or woman, buried under your joyless darkie smile. Too harsh, some of you think? Study the Lawrence Levine and W. E. B. Du Bois handouts I gave you before you dare make that call from the safety of your white lives. In the meantime, here’s Frederick Douglass, who knew no such safety: ‘I have often been utterly astonished, since I came to the north, to find persons who could speak of the singing, among slaves, as evidence of their contentment and happiness. It is impossible to conceive of a greater mistake. Slaves sing most when they are most unhappy. The songs of the slave represent the sorrows of his heart; and he is relieved by them, only as an aching heart is relieved by its tears.’ With that misery in mind, I offer you, darkie accent and all, another song of Sabbath joy.”

         Mboya took a stance. His upper lip curled. His eyes blazed, till he shut them. And his voice, once again, was shockingly fine.

         
            My Lord, what a mornin’ when de stars begin to fall.

            You’ll see de world on fire when de stars begin to fall.

            You’ll see de moon ableedin’ when you hear de saints a-singin’

            O Lord, what a mornin’ when de stars begin to fall…

         

         Lowering her face, using her hand again for a burka, Risa closed her eyes, turned seven, and let herself be hijacked once more by warring music…

         
              

         

         FOURTH OF JULY. Two dozen relatives from five states squeezed into Moira and Dave’s little Portland backyard. O’Reilly clan, most of them, well into the keg, starting to circle the food, chatting and half listening as Dave and Moira’s brother, Miles, played quiet blues turnarounds on their guitars. Then, from out of the house, a stupendous stereo blare! Mormon Tabernacle Choir. “America the Beautiful.” Moira’s anthem, it seemed, since she had turned against her husband’s favorite music.

         Dave set his guitar aside. With every eye upon him, he walked over and slid the patio door closed, reducing the choir to a sonic moth batting red, white, and blue against the glass. Looking easy in his skin, nothing amiss, he then strolled to the keg for a fresh beer, returned to his chair, and began to chat with his wife’s family as though he was perfectly pleased with the music on the other side of the plate glass. But Moira came off as crazed. The entire O’Reilly clan looked uneasy, and Uncle Charlie McKeig shot Dave a look that pretty well shouted, What the fuck! At that very moment, Risa took sides: to her child mind it boiled down to a child’s question: Who started this? Whatever he thought privately, Dave accepted Moira’s choral music without so much as a frown. She did not do the same with his blues. The issue, as Risa saw it, was tolerance versus intolerance. She would need fifteen more years to realize she’d had no idea what the real issues had been.

         
              

         

         HAVING JUDGED AND condemned her mother without a trial, Risa turned into a seven-year-old Delta blues activist. When Dave began replacing some of his scratched LPs with new ones, he gave Risa the rejects. She played them in her bedroom endlessly. If Moira made her turn them off, Risa would sing them, gratingly off-key. If Moira nixed that, she’d hum them. If Moira vetoed even that, Risa would affect a g-droppin’ accent and plague her mother with mock-innocent blues-derived questions:

         “When can I quit takin’ piano an’ start takin’ guitar?”

         “What’s ‘hoodoo,’ Mama?”

         “What is it we’re s’posed to shake when they say ‘Shake it’?”

         “What’s Lightnin’ mean by she got too many drivers but only one steerin’ wheel?”

         There were nights, lots of them, when Dave didn’t come home.

         Then came the nights—lots of these too—when Moira disappeared into the small hours, wobbling home smoke-bleared and scary-smelling.

         What did Dave’s disappearances mean to his daughter? Mom doesn’t like Dad’s music so he has to go out. Poor Daddy! What did Moira’s disappearances mean? Oh boy! Dad will be taking care of me tonight! Risa knew she’d stacked the deck against her mother but liked her stacked deck just fine, because when Dave vanished, Moira drank vodka and argued with the TV set while Risa hid in her room, but when Moira vanished, Dave turned into a melancholy charmer Risa never glimpsed when her mother was home.

         The first thing he’d do was grab a pair of twelve-ounce glasses and pour them what he called “a couple o’ tall cold ones.” Root beer for Risa and “Miller Low Life” for himself. He’d then open his LP cupboard and start sliding out records till he had ten or twelve lined up. “Let’s study us some styles,” he’d say. And he’d play two or three tunes he called “cool,” and a few he called “hot.” Then, with increasingly fey funny commentary, he’d contrast some “upbeat” to some “downbeat” to some “beaten down” to some “plain ol’ beat-up” while Risa laughed, loving every crazed explication and bizarre expression on Dave’s face.

         “How ’bout some story themes?” he’d say, shuffling LPs like big black playing cards. “Here’s a couple tunes that pretty much agree, “My Baby’s the Very Devil—an’ I Pray She Keeps Me Here in Hell with Her Forever.” And down would go the needle on the reliable chords and wildly unreliable lyrics that made Dave’s eyes shine. “Now here’s a couple tellin’ how ‘He Never Said Nuthin’, He Never Once Complained, He Just One Night Up ’n’ Gone.’”

         Dave would speculate, as the themes were being sung, on who sang which storyline first, who’d influenced who, what tales and styles migrated from where to where. Then he might cock an eyebrow, adopt a whacked British accent, conjure “the musicologist, Sir David McKeig,” and “prove” how Isaac Newton stole his law of gravity from Lightnin’ Hopkins and Shakespeare stole the plot of Macbeth from Muddy Waters.

         By the time a second root beer found its way into Risa’s hand and a third “Miller Low Life” into Dave’s, his faint Western drawl headed south in a hurry and he’d turn earnest under the influence, spinning Blues Hero yarns that made Risa hope her mother stayed out all night. And some nights she got that wish. With no sense at all of what it portended.

         One night, over his third Low Life, Dave expounded on blues guitar itself. He began by discoursing—with snatches of grooves played in historical order—about which players influenced which. Then he got feisty and talked about who didn’t influence who, even though so-and-so said they did, and played grooves to prove that. Next he stopped playing records altogether, pulled out his old cowboy guitar, and demonstrated a few nuances. “Here’s how they bend the A-string to diminish the third. Hear the chord straight? Now listen to it bent. See how a bending string gets it to soundin’ all lonely an’ sorry?”

         Oh, did she.

         “But now look. In this tune B. B. King won’t even play the fifth. He’ll lift up on his fourth, like this, to throw a drunken wobble up into the fifth. Hear it? I can’t do it right or I’d bust my string. But here’s B. B. on his guitar, Lucille. Listen now. He’s gonna set his strings to wobblin’ till Lucille’s arguing with herself like some poor ol’ homeless lady.”

         On one of their last blues appreciation nights, Dave grew pensive at one point and said how wrong “some people” were to call this music “a three-chord boom-chuck, boom-chuck” show. Never naming names. Always the gentleman—even as his marriage and Risa’s childhood happiness were quietly going up in flames. “There’s so much nuance to how even one chord can be played,” he said. “Look at John Lee Hooker, for God’s sake. People deaf to that are missing out. The blues, I’m tellin’ you, Risa, have helped millions through the hard things in life. An’ not by soarin’ up in some hot-air balloon of eight-part righteousness. The blues come find you in a low-down place and help you admit, damn right, sweet girl, we are down. We’re so far down we might never make it back up. But by bein’ down, if you’ll set on down here with me, honey, we just might find us a way through.”

         
              

         

         ONE NIGHT AFTER a few Miller Low Lifes had sent Dave’s Western drawl clear down into the Gulf States, he told Risa about a blues joint he’d visited as a young Freedom Rider:

         “Chickasaw County, Mississippi, 1963. Town called Stonecrop. Tiny place called The Fret. A Yalie, Edwin Something Something the Third, okay guy even so, came with me. And there was a hell of a guitar man going when we stepped inside. But it turned out Eddie and me were the only white people in the joint and whooo! Did we feel it! Our faces shone in there like hundred-watt light bulbs. It would’ve only made sense if somebody had walked over an’ yelled, ‘Shut that face off ’fore I shut it off for you!’”

         Dave chuckled at his college-boy terror. “What happened instead was the guitar man took a break, and this old Black gent strolls over, kind faced and slow, extends his hand, shakes with each of us, and says, ‘Earl Warren. Same as the chief justice. I’ll bet you won’t forget that.’ Earl said he’d seen we were feelin’ a little pale, so he’d decided to adopt us for a while. I was so relieved I jumped up an’ pulled out a chair as if he was my date.”

         Dave jumped up and worked the big living-room armchair the way he’d done in ’63, till Risa could see old Earl, same name as the chief justice, smiling at the overenthusiasm, sitting slowly down.

         “We talked Delta blues awhile, since Earl saw we loved it. Then bottleneck guitar came up. It was Son House played the first glass-slide solo I ever heard, Earl told us, and I could smell a great story coming. But Eddie Somethin’ Somethin’, being a Yalie, thought he had to know everything. So he piped up and said he heard Robert Johnson invented the use of slides. ‘Sure you heard that,’ Earl tells Eddie. ‘Everybody saints the early dead. But, the way the world is, I saint survivors. Like ol’ Son.’”

         When Dave nodded like he was Eddie, grateful to be set straight by Earl’s words, Risa stared at the empty armchair, seeing Earl and The Fret as clear as dying saints see angels.

         “‘Here’s how it goes with survivors,’ Earl says. Young Son was a preacher, first sermon at fifteen. Then he fell hard for a woman. Not some girl his age. A real-deal woman an’ ever’thing goes with it. Heh! Bye-bye preachin’. Desperate for something to woo his woman with, Son gets himself a Stella steel guitar—good choice. Finds himself a teacher, Rube Lacy—good choice. Rube gets Son started, maybe even showed him a glass slide. But music gets made by a body, not a head, an’ Son’s young body wasn’t ready for the magic o’ no slide. ‘The way a survivor’s body learns,’ Earl tells me and Eddie, ‘is by survivin’.’”

         Seven years old, mother out on the town, father shiny eyed, no idea what she was surviving, Risa’s body learned and learned.

         “How House’s learnin’ starts, he’s playin’ a juke joint, 1928, when some fella goes nuts, pulls a gun, starts shootin’ the place up. Put a slug through Son’s calf. ‘I saw the in-scar an’ the out-scar,’ Earl says, pulling up his trouser leg, showing us where.” (Dave did the same, Risa listening so hard she saw not a white leg but a black one, the in-scar and the out-scar.) “Son reaches in his guitar case, grabs his revolver, drops that shooter dead. Self-defense. Saved lives. But in Mississippi. 1928. Son has to do time. Goddamn kangaroo bullshit.” When Dave shook his head at the bullshit, Risa shook her head too, straining so hard to understand that she saw Australian kangaroos, defecating for some reason.

         “Earl didn’t remember which prison, or how long. But Son was free again, playing a Houston, Mississippi, roadhouse, 1934, when Earl heard him. House had warmed up, Earl tells Eddie and me, and was into his set, soundin’ real solid, when a brawl broke out. Not a fistfight. Not five fistfights. ‘Some crazy energy flew into the place an’ havoc hit like I never seen,’ Earl said. ‘Too far to crawl out the door, but Blessèd be the peacemakers. I got me under a table. That crazy Son, though, kept right on playin’.’”

         Dave began rocking back and forth like he was Son now, serenely playing. “Brawl keeps building, Earl keeps hiding, whole place a wrack an’ ruin. Then, right in front o’ Son, this big powerful fella starts gettin’ creamed by a cat-quick boxer. Big Man could break Boxer in half if he could catch him. He can’t. Boxer’s pepperin’ Big Man’s face to pulp. Son sets watchin’ this, keeps right on playin’.”

         As Dave kept rocking, Risa flew into a dark musical heaven that seated her at the foot of a throne. Upon that throne: nothing but Son, playin’ and playin’.

         “Big Man goes off!” Dave hollered and she jumped. “Busts a wine bottle to make a blade. But he’s too damn mad, smashes too hard, ends up with an itty-bitty neck in his hand. Boxer grins, grabs his own wine bottle, taps it easy on a chairback, gets a looooong blade. Steps toward Big Man grinnin’ ugly.” Dave leaned in and grinned at Risa so ugly she gasped.

         “‘WAIT!’ House shouts so big both men freeze. ‘Gimme that,’ he says, noddin’ at Big Man’s bitty bottleneck. It’s all the poor guy’s got, but he knows it’s useless. Hands it over to Son. Son looks down his nose all scholarly.” Dave looked down his nose at an imaginary bottleneck all scholarly. “Boxer’s curious now, half watchin’ Big Man, but more than half watchin’ House slide that neck onto fingers till he finds the one it fits. The fourth. It’s still bottles-flyin’, chairs-bustin’, blood-spurtin’ mayhem in there. Son don’t care. He’s survivin’.”

         Risa doesn’t care either. She’s revering.

         “When Son starts playing again, a sound no one ever heard is born. Busted-glass-bottleneck-on-American-steel notes pourin’ out all slippery, grabbin’ men by the mind ’fore they know what hit ’em. Son builds it real slow but never backs off, till he gets his guitar crashin’ six ways to Sunday. Then, real sudden, the crashin’ stops and Son leaves just one lonesome string, the survivor, lettin’ out this loooooong glassy moan. Bam! All over that room the fighting goes still. Son starts groan-growlin’ over an’ under his moaner string, eerie, dissonant, hittin’ fifths, fourths, the same moan-note an octave down, the fighters turnin’ from their enemies, leaving themselves all vulnerable, every wild damn one of ’em wonderin’ What. Is. That. Sound? Till it’s church in there, Earl tells us. Pure church. But Son don’t know it. Son is eyes-closed head-back bringin’ it, pullin’ from a place so broke but overflowin’ the brawlers take a fresh look at one another—and crooked little smiles start breakin’ out. Pretty soon they’re shakin’ each other’s bloody-knuckled hands, chucklin’ quiet at the feeling Son’s created, rippin’ shirttails into bandages for the other guy, nursin’ split lips, sweepin’ broke glass with their shoe toe, proppin’ broken tables with broken chairs, icin’ the other fella’s swole-up eye with the fist that swole it, Son still bringin’ it while men mumble, ‘Jeez, you okay? Why’d I wanna go an’ do that? Can I help you with this here?’ Brawlers turned to nurses, riot become a healin’, bar become a church, because the glass-crashed steel of a blues father name o’ Son grabbed hold of ’em then fell quiet, leavin’ just one lonesome string, the survivor, moanin’.”

         Dave leaned back and eyed Risa with the saddest love she’d ever seen. “‘First glass slide solo I ever heard anyway,’ Earl says. Son House. Houston, Mississippi. 1934. So half his life later, Chickasaw County, Mississippi, 1963, Earl tells Eddie an’ me. So, Multnomah County, Oregon, 1975, I’m tellin’ you, sweet girl. Don’t you ever forget.”

         Oh, Risa wouldn’t. And Dave, so sad and handsome, fetched the pillow and blanket from her room, tucked her in on the living-room couch, took the armchair by the stereo. Earl’s chair. Nursing the dregs of his Low Life, he then played one glass-on-steel cut after another, after another, till a seven-year-old Portland girl, 1975, fell asleep in Houston, Mississippi, 1934.

         
              

         

         THE SHORT-TERM outcome of these motherless nights? Abject adoration. Risa worshipped her father, worshipped his blues, and openly pleaded with Moira to at least try to be kind to the man and his music—

         to which Moira would cry, “You have no idea how hard I already tried!”—

         until a few weeks shy of Christmas, two months after Risa turned eight, Dave Never Said Nuthin’, He Never Once Complained, He Just One Night Up ’n’ Gone—

         taking with him the only music that made any sense of things—

         leaving his long-memoried daughter not with the father and music she adored but with the mother and blaring choirs she believed had forced him to go.

      

   


   
      
         
            VII. Not Getting Schooled

            (Portland, 1970s)

         

         
            Politics is high school with guns and more money.

            —Frank Zappa

         

         ACT AFTER ACT of spontaneous self-sacrifice does not feel random. On the day all those Portland strangers risked their lives and swerved their cars to save Jamey, he began, despite his refusal to believe in any kind of “Blesser,” to feel blessed by an innate kindness within humans, and so began to find his life’s trajectory. Though the signals remained faint and the detours plentiful, a sense of meaning and purpose had slipped into his heart. With the exception of his birthday-deathday flirtations with self-destruction, Jamey’s young manhood then became about as enjoyable as late-twentieth-century American young manhoods got. At home he was adored, if harassed, by his jealous but doting big sister, Judith, and well provided for by, if largely incomprehensible to, his wooden but rock steady dad, Jon.

         As he entered his teens Jamey’s body grew long, strong, expressive, and energetic if not exactly athletic. Meanwhile his mind grew extra lively, his tongue witty to a fault, and his nature remained indefatigably upbeat. His voice at fourteen plunged from choirboy alto to some climate-change-threatened species of frog, then settled down into a pleasingly resonant baritone. In high school he proved so friendly and self-deprecatingly funny that he was liked by just about everybody from jocks, artistes, social climbers, and stoners to future CEOs, drag queens, and Marines.

         Next adventure? His friendliness, voice, wit, height, exotic tongue-scar accent, and distinguished-looking bike-wreck-broken nose began to wow the opposite sex. Jamey’s pull on girls was inadvertent at first. For a year or more he avoided flirts especially if he found them attractive, because his mother had been attractive and look what happened to her. But his capacity for evasive maneuvers was no match for his pursuers. By the time he set out for college he’d been caught and sampled by a variety of lassies, lionesses, and wahines, and the Circus McGurkus known as eros had become a potent new befuddlement in his life.

         On the academic front, teachers in those days deployed two terms to describe the likes of Jamey: “talented and gifted” and “underachiever.” The tension between compliment and insult was intended to spur the laggard to achievement, but Jamey threw his teachers an unhittable curve: he didn’t consider underachievement negative at all. In a world as lethally misdirected as the one in which he found himself, overachievement struck him as the far greater danger. His distrust of institutions, born of his mother’s demise in a fine-looking institution, proved lifelong. His problem with school systems, medical systems, militaries, governments, corporations, religions, political parties, was not that they didn’t work but that they did. All such powers, according to Jamey, were tremendously skilled at changing the people who submitted to them, making them more predictable, medicalized, militarized, restricted, controllable, cloned, and afraid. Deploying the sort of rhetoric that young male renegades seem to acquire simultaneous to acne, Jamey espoused his distrust of this tendency in a sophomore-year Current Events paper titled “The Baitball Syndrome.”

         
            Those who excel in the public school system do so because they’re willing to be schooled. So are anchovies, herring, and sardines. What I can’t work out is why people consider this to be a good thing. Rewarding kids for regurgitating a “school of thought” the way Maoists, Army recruiters, and Baptists do squeezes the thinking of the “schooled” into what fishermen call a “baitball.” When a crisis then arises that requires creative response, schooled minds squeeze themselves into tightly closed ranks the same way sardines and anchovies do. Once in a baitball, the thoughts, words, and actions of “the schooled” respond to nothing but the surging movements of their own look-alike think-alike baitball, till it’s The Pope! or The Party! or Darwin! or Deutschland über Alles! leaving the great god Neptune no choice but to send sharks, orcas, and other predators ripping into the baitball to gorge.

         

         The poor grades such papers received came as a relief to Jamey: an A might suggest he’d been schooled. Of course his grades put prestigious colleges out of reach, but this suited him too. Yale, Stanford, the Air Force Academy, and such were, in his affected yet truly felt teen parlance, “just Über High Schools, same as the Pentagon, Wall Street, and Congress.”

         In his sixteenth year, moved by his post-bike-wreck insight that ordinary people, thanks to a compassion hidden deeper than thought, are much better than they know, Jamey began to counteract his schooling by simply wandering the streets of Portland and interacting with the populace in a wide-open state of mind. The result was magic: no sooner would he hit the streets than the chip fell off his shoulder, his curiosity and amiability kicked in, and he became an enthused student of ordinary human beings. Jamey was a natural at initiating deep contact via chitchat: by increments his curiosity would grow so genuine and his pleasure in people so pronounced that many fell open like books, becoming as fascinating as many humans in fact are. Jamey located the cafes where the nurse’s aides and mechanics and window washers and off-duty cabbies and truckers and cops hung out, developed a taste for the same crappy coffee that refueled them, and truly relished hearing the ups, downs, and sideways of their lives. He found even bores fascinating for their unerring ability to be boring. He learned how a few lines of well-chosen poetry could cause a person speaking in slogans and received language to tap hidden depths. He learned to be, as Walt Whitman put it, “complacent, compassionating, idle, unitary… looking with side-curved head, curious what will come next.” And Portland answered his curiosity with a stream of such unlikely, charming, scurrilous, frightening, fascinating people that street meanderings became the core curriculum of his education.

         Jamey’s life trajectory began to kick in when he realized he not only relished engaging with all kinds of people but also had a phenomenal memory for what they said and an uncanny ability to emulate the way they said it. He met a Delhi-born Sikh cabbie who harangued him for an hour on America’s epidemic divorce rate, saying it was the result of our insane national preference for self-selected romance despite the far higher success rate of arranged marriages. For years afterward Jamey could replicate the Sikh’s accent, arguments, indignation, and marriage statistics to perfection. He met a shy Salvadoran welder, Plinio by name, who had slipped across the border without passport or green card, taken a hopelessly low-paying job at Rick’s Custom Mobile Homes on NE 33rd, and grown to miss his wife, Candelaria, so sorely that he memorized love poems, rehearsing them at work in the privacy of his welder’s helmet, prepping for the day he’d be able to declaim them to his love. At Jamey’s urging Plinio recited a few such poems, and sheer delight enabled Jamey to absorb Plinio’s voice, manner, and delivery to perfection.

         At his favorite low-end coffee shop, Jamey met a Jersey-accented plumber with a cement-mixer voice who asked what he thought of NFL football. When Jamey nervously admitted that he wasn’t a fan, the plumber banged his back, growled, “Good lad!” and launched into a portrait of his linebacker brother, “a god at our Jersey high school, All-American in college, funniest, most charmin’ guy ya ever met. Thumper, we called him.” Turning surprisingly professorial, the plumber lectured Jamey on how changes in gridiron surfaces, greater player size and speed, and improved pain meds dovetailed, giving footballers the most battered brains of any athletes in sports history. “T’ree years on NFL special teams, hunnerds o’ punts an’ kick-offs an’ five concussions later, my brudduh retires at twenny-four. Has enough league money left to buy a Caddy. Gets vanity plates. ‘THUMPER,’ they say. Turned out Thumpa can’t work duh brakes. Rear-ends four drivers in a month. Loses his license for life. Now he lives wid no woman cuz who’d have him wid his neck pain, head pain, no concentration, no job, an’ personality brown as a goddamn football. I tell ya, James was it? America’s fav’ert sport puts me in duh mood for lawn bowlin’.”

         Jamey drank in such Portlanders the way the young Charles Dickens drank in 1840s Londoners, then replicated them with a wholeheartedness that went far beyond caricature. He could summon a hustler’s or junkie’s quirks and jerks as they slid from truth-telling to scam. He forgot no one’s poignantly nervous gesture as they reached the emotionally raw part of their tale, or slid away from revealing rawness into a lie. The more peculiar the diction, stranger the obsession or realm of expertise, more intricate the person’s tale, the more perfectly Jamey’s ear, pliant body, and huge range of expressions and voices replicated them.

         
              

         

         A NOT ATYPICAL adventure from his seventeenth year: legging his way through Southeast Portland one spring day in May, complacent, compassionating, idle, Jamey espied a seamstress’s shop on Hawthorne Street with a bright-colored, new-looking, hand-painted sign that read: DAMSELS IN THIS DRESS. Typical of his modus operandi at the time, Jamey charged inside to inform whoever thought of the name that he or she was a genius.

         The woman he found within—perched on a stool at a counter that doubled as her sewing table, hand-stitching spaghetti straps onto an altered prom dress—was the most spherical person Jamey had ever seen, yet also one of the most delicate. She struck Jamey as the thoroughly charming progeny of a Victorian-era porcelain doll and a beach ball—and when he began extolling the shop’s name, the entire orb of her lit up!

         “I was Lynette’s Alterations for years,” she said. “That’s me, Lynette. But three months ago my bookkeeper, Gary, reads a dress label, spots the word ‘damsel,’ looks at me, an’ says, ‘Damsels in This Dress.’ I says, ‘Huh?’ ‘The new name of your shop,’ Gary says. I says, ‘Great idea,’ an’ laugh, but I don’t have money to pay for no sign. Gary comes to work four days later toting the sign you just saw. Made it himself. Doubled my business in nuthin’ flat. Which is one reason we’re partners.” Lynette had turned, as she was speaking, to two heavily loaded clothes racks directly behind her. When she mentioned her partnership with Gary, she began batting her lashes at the racks in a way that struck Jamey as downright erotic. How strange to thank the clothes themselves for her improved business, he thought.

         Lynette then leaned toward Jamey and whispered, “He’s altruistic, but so sweet!” Jamey had no idea what she was talking about. “An’ the other reason we’re partners,” Lynette added, still making eyes at the clothes racks, “is we’re engaged!”

         It gave Jamey a start when a pair of pale hands, hovering perhaps two feet off the floor, emanated out from between the two clothes racks, followed by the white cuffs of a dress shirt, threadbare sleeves of a light brown polyester suit, matching brown shoes, shockingly pink socks, and, finally, the consternated face of a hunched little homunculus, rolling himself out of the clothing in a minuscule wooden office chair. The socks, Jamey intuited, were surely the doing of bright-pink Lynette, and “altruistic” must have been her attempt at “autistic.”

         “Gary!” Jamey said brightly. “Your sign is genius!”

         Hearing himself named by a stranger, the little guy ducked as if a rock had been thrown at him, dropped his gaze to his lap, and began moving his hands as if he were washing them. Lynette beamed beneficently. Apparently this behavior was Gary’s norm.

         “So you’re a bookkeeper too,” Jamey said more quietly. “Multitalented guy.”

         Ducking still lower, Gary said, “I like to keep track.”

         Seeing that he held no pen or paper, and that there couldn’t have been a desk squeezed in between the clothes, Jamey asked, “Are your bookkeeping supplies squeezed into the clothes racks with you?”

         Gary’s hands stopped dry-washing. He squinched up his face in concentration. He began to recite—in a monotone, but at the speed of a skilled auctioneer—what Jamey gradually realized was an inventory of every alteration Lynette had made since January 1st, five months ago. Gary never faltered, though his recitation took close to four minutes to reach May. When he finished, with poetic inevitability, with the prom dress Lynette now held in her fat, pretty hands, Jamey exclaimed, “Gair! You’ve got a mind like a steel trap!”

         Gary looked like a scared squirrel in a suit as he went back to dry-washing his hands.

         “I know a guy you’d dig big time, Gary,” Jamey said. “Name’s Plinio, from San Salvador. Makes dirt wages as a welder up on 33rd. Adores the wife he left behind. Candelaria. To ‘keep her in my heart,’ as Plinio puts it, he memorizes love poems, and practices them inside his welder’s helmet where nobody else can hear. Maybe you could do that for Lynette back there in the clothes, Gair! The other day Plinio sprang some Lorca on me. ‘Romance de la luna, luna.’ I only remember part of it, but check it out.”

         Jamey’s body took on the look of an overworked, cop-haunted, lovelorn migrant sending sheer adoration four thousand miles south as in accent he whispered:

         
            The moon comes to the forge

            in her creamy pink petticoat.

            The child stares, stares,

            the child is staring at her.

            In the breeze, stirred,

            the moon stirs her arms,

            shows, pure, voluptuous,

            her breasts of shining metal.

         

         As Gary listened he rolled his chair a little forward so he could lean round the clothes and peer, expressionless but open-mouthed, at moonlike Lynette. Noticing, she glanced down at her voluptuous mounds and turned pink as Gary’s socks. And Jamey left Damsels in This Dress in a euphoria, feeling strangely certain that his life’s work would be bound to the miseducated, hardworking, half-broken, extraordinary creatures known as “ordinary people.” He had no inkling what that work might be. He only knew that Lorca-quoting welders, sweet spherical seamstresses, and lovestruck homunculi with perfect recall were as far from human baitballs as you could get. What better reason did he need to draw such people out, archiving their skewed talents, quirks, and poetry in his lively mind, long body, and wounded tongue.

      

   


   
      
         
            VIII. Radiance vs. Reef

            (Seattle, 1988)

         

         
            Maybe the sacred, today, is someone misspelling “scared,” then loving the skewed meaning caused by their misspelling. Maybe that reasonless loving is a sacred act.

            —Thomas Soames

         

         RISA HAD BEEN a gangly adolescent. But when her smile blazed forth, even during her gawky years, she caused dogtails to wag, birds to sing, and boys to attempt unperformable circus tricks. Young womanhood intensified the effect, and after she fell for Sanskrit an increased connectivity between her inner and outer worlds worked still greater magic: when she would fall into Vedic reveries, or work to carry a sadness into the vast dark of ṣadness, the little blue veins in her temples took on a bioluminescent quality and her entire face glowed like campfire embers modulating in heavy night air, resulting in a dignity reminiscent of a medieval madonna painting—until the smile intensified to a grin. Then her lips parted, an utterly surprising eighth-of-an-inch gap between her incisors exposed an unruly mirthfulness, and the sanctity blew sky-high. From early childhood Dave made her promise never to let an orthodontist touch what that cliché-shattering gap did for her beauty.

         At age twenty Risa’s face was inspiring passersby to walk with some frequency into phone poles, closed glass doors, parked cars, and one another. But other reactions set in at the same time. Now and then strangers would take one look at her and their faces would harden as if her very existence was a personal affront. Others would take her in, then assail her with forced wit, bad poetry, dumb-shit hustle moves. Still others, some of them so charming they were indistinguishable from potential friends, would succeed in getting to know her before showing themselves to be sexual conquistadors tracking her in hopes of bagging her the way hunters hope to bag trophy elk. Insulting encroachments, brushes with sleaze, and a few modest harms befell her. Then Risa got lucky, or grace got gracious and sent a friend who helped her come to terms with her strange problem.

         An ex–Jesuit novice a decade older than Risa, TJ McGraff, was attending Seattle Culinary Institute in preparation for opening a restaurant in Portland, Oregon. For R&R he enrolled in an evening oil painting class at U Dub. Risa’s own painting had flowered, winning her a work-study position co-teaching the class.

         The first time she spoke with TJ, he introduced himself as “a failed Jesuit, a food fanatic, and an obsessed but awful painter, as we can see.” The painting he nodded toward—a vaguely geometrical mass of orange, brown, and yellow chunks cluttering a canvas in a random strew—looked to Risa like the aftermath of a furniture-repair project attempted by a psychopath with no tools but a chainsaw and wood glue. “I see some potential there,” she lied.

         She began to like TJ the instant he snorted, “Piffle! Don’t insult my astounding lack of talent with bogus encouragement. Come on, assistant instructor. Take another look and tell me what you really see.”

         Risa gave the painting another look. The thing remained such awful company that to speak of it honestly would violate her resolve to Restrain the mind as the charioteer restrains his vicious horses. But she had an idea. She’d been taking extracurricular Bharata natyam classes—one of the classical dance forms of southern India. Rather than comment on TJ’s painting, she decided to concoct a faux Bharata natyam performance that would allow her to respond with no words at all.

         Striking a sudden, full-bodied, wide-stanced, giant-eyed pose that caused TJ’s jaw to drop, Risa arranged both hands in the “Live Long and Prosper” mudra of Mr. Spock of early Star Trek. Cocking her head with a look of “Bright Curiosity,” she danced up to the painting. Contemplating the canvas, her brightness then dimmed, the Spock mudras spasmed into limpness, her mouth went slack and forehead and face seized up. Holding these gestures, she turned to TJ and maintained the pose for a good five seconds so he could see how totally his painting had fucked her up. TJ went hysterical with delight. The other students, hearing the ruckus, stopped working and watched.

         As if to save herself, Risa danced ten steps away from TJ’s painting, turned back, folded her hands over her breast, and gazed at the painting yearningly. This second study caused her to look as if she were being doused in radioactive waste. Mouth collapsed, forehead shriveled, hands quivering in some sort of “Bloodied Tuna Thrashing on the Deck of the Boat” mudra—and when she turned to TJ and again held the pose to reveal how he’d ruined her, he howled. The other students were laughing now too.

         Dancing to her backpack, Risa reached inside, pulled out her trusty giant magnifying glass, pirouetted back to the painting, and used the glass to give TJ and the students a giant-eyeballed look that silently proclaimed: “A New Hope Dawns!” But when she held the glass close to the canvas, as if to study TJ’s brushwork, she began puffing her cheeks and convulsing in the manner of an Afghan hound about to chunder on the carpet.

         As TJ wiped his eyes, helpless with glee, the class broke out in applause.

         Risa gave a smile to all, and a parting namaste to the godforsaken painting.

         
              

         

         TJ APPEARED TO have money. He lived, during his chef school stint, in a pricey Queen Anne district bungalow with a heated garage he’d converted into a studio. On the day they’d met, he’d invited Risa to come see his studio and, if she liked, work in it free of charge. For fear of amorous intent, she resisted for a time, but the more she saw of TJ in class, the more he struck her as asexual. One rainy night, sinking into the ubiquitous annual Seattle Fall Melancholy, Risa drove over to Queen Anne, located TJ’s place, saw lights on in the garage, and knocked on the door.

         TJ answered, wearing a spattered green artist’s apron, a tiny silk pouch on a cord hanging round his neck—and nothing else. Guessing that he was working with a live model, that she was completely wrong about his asexuality, and that activity was in the offing, Risa apologized for dropping in unannounced and turned to go. “No, no!” TJ cried. “I’m so glad you’re here. Come in, come in!”

         “You’re…working alone?” she asked doubtfully.

         “Of course I’m...” He glanced down at himself. “Dear God. Sorry about…the obvious!” Since his apron didn’t close in back, TJ began backing toward the rear door of the studio, telling Risa, “William Blake contends the muses commune readily with the naked. My painting was so awful tonight I was trolling the heavens for help, using my body as a, uh…what do salmon fishermen call those lures? Hoochies?”

         Risa had started laughing soon as TJ had gone into reverse. By the time he called himself a hoochie she was in pain.

         “Art’s hell! Don’t you love it?” he declared. “When I get back we’ll commiserate and drink way too much tea!” With which he turned and ran, leaving Risa gaping at his surprisingly furry, compact little butt.

         She’d hardly finished grinning when he reappeared, wrapped in a dark blue silk dressing gown as distracting as the no-outfit outfit. Though elegant in its tailoring and sheen, the gown was covered with pale-faced geisha girls, every one of whom was wearing a smaller version of the same gown, each gown-within-a-gown covered with smaller geishas. Risa’s head began to swim from the M. C. Escher effect. “What kind of tea?” TJ asked brightly.

         “Lapsang if you’ve got it. I hardly ever smoke, but when I’m bumming I do. So smoky tea helps. A suicide substitute should taste believable.”

         Nodding Risa toward a rocker, TJ and the geishas went into high gear, putting a kettle on a hot plate, fetching a plastic honey bear from a cupboard, climbing onto a chair to fetch, from a high shelf, two diminutive Yixing teapots and a matching pair of teabowls no bigger than shot glasses. He placed a bamboo end table by Risa’s rocker and a big wicker chair close by. But after he smiled at her, the geisha ensemble froze, his brow furrowed, and he began staring much more closely. “Okay, Risa,” he said. “What’s this talk of bumming and suicide substitutes? Who blew out the hurricane lamp I always see burning inside you?”

         “I’m fine, TJ,” she sighed.

         “So long as you don’t play poker,” he replied. “You’re the worst liar in Seattle.”

         “I came to admire your studio, not dump in it,” she said.

         The kettle whistled. TJ filled the little Yixing pots and delivered Risa’s to the side table. With an athleticism that dazzled her for its strangeness he then balanced his tiny teabowl upside down atop his tiny pot, climbed up and stood on his wicker chair’s seat, stayed perfectly balanced as he dropped to the seat by collapsing then folding his legs Buddha style with no help from his hands, smoothed his lapful of geishas, removed teabowl from pot, filled the tiny bowl with a dead-accurate high pour to cool the tea, squeezed in a drop of honey, stirred the tea with a tiny reed whisk, took a demure sip, and turned to face her.

         “As my Jesuit novice master, Father Tom Schmidt, used to tell us,” he began, “Schmidt happens. You’ve been schmadt upon, Risa. It’s plain as day. So there’s nothing for it but to find a friend, tell what happened, let him help scrape off the schmidt, and go figure. I’m your friend. If I’d been schmadt upon I’d want you to listen. So let me listen. Then we’ll go figure.”

         She nodded indecisively, said nothing for several seconds, then drew a deep breath and nearly shouted, “It’s my damned face!”

         TJ blinked in surprise. “Your damned face,” he said blankly.

         “This thing!” she said, stabbing a finger at it.

         “But it’s…so…outstanding,” he said, looking puzzled.

         “Whatever it is,” Risa said, “I have no choice but to live behind it. And something about it keeps causing certain…strangelings…to, well, get in my face. I never see them coming. I try to ignore them. But I need to get way better at ignoring and seeing them coming. And that’s the whole story. So please, let’s change the damned subject!”

         TJ shook his head. “You think Father Schmidt would let you walk after a confession like that? He’d get down to it, Risa. He’d say, ‘Describe a few of these strangelings.’”

         She heaved a trauma-tinged sigh. “Well, there’s the type who hate me point-blank—which is their right, I guess, but it always kind of shocks me. And there’s the type who, despite lack of eye contact, lack of encouragement, lack of everything I can think to lack, attach to me like barnacles to a piling, then start venting all this hyper-personal…stuff. Then there’s the Lotharios. Which is biological. You can’t blame a guy, or now and then gal, for trying. But I draw the line at the man who, not an hour ago, on a sidewalk loaded with people, called across the street to me that he had ten inches and wouldn’t I like to verify that by hand. The thing is, TJ, talking about this crap just smears around its sleazy residue. Life is good. Great, even. Mostly. Not one person in a thousand pulls this stuff.”

         “But there are two million people in Seattle, Risa. If these creeps are one in a thousand, that leaves you two thousand potential strangelings to have to deal with. This sounds like a pattern. Patterns need fixing. You can smoke in here, by the way.”

         “God, thanks!” Risa dug her battered Kools out of her backpack, fired one up, and filled her lungs. “I’d love to end these encounters, TJ. But I’m starting to fear I’m unconsciously doing something to cause them. Some days you’d think my face was a billboard that read: ‘COME ON OVER AND TELL ME HOW FUCKED UP, UNFAIR, DULL, OR SEXUALLY WEIRD YOUR LIFE IS, FREE OF CHARGE, NO TIME LIMIT, NO THOUGHT TOO TEDIOUS OR KINKY. AND IF YOU’D RATHER JUST SCREW ME WITHOUT INTRODUCING YOURSELF, WHY, HOW FUN! THANKS FOR SHARING!’ But see the problem? What a bitch I am to talk this way!”

         “That was not bitchy,” TJ said. “You’re holding on to your humor despite your revulsion. And revulsion, under the circumstances you describe, is what à Kempis’s Imitation of Christ would call ‘a necessary sorrow of the soul.’”

         Risa started giggling.

         “What’s funny?” TJ asked.

         “A guy in a geisha robe quoting Thomas à Kempis,” she said.

         Ignoring the giggles, TJ leaned in toward her and stared at her with unapologetic directness. “That marvelous tooth gap in your grin,” he said as if muttering over one of his own paintings, “really struck me when we met. It makes you look as if you know things it would delight others to know. Which you in fact do. But the come-ons, I suspect, have more to do with your iconographic features. In images of the saints, some faces draw us in with their serenity, some with their suffering, some with their eerily present eyes. With your face I’d say it’s the smile. Sad or happy, good news or bad, a remarkably glowing smile is your default expression. Add the aura of dark, messy hair, the beauty, and those little blue veins at your temples and wow. You really light up the space around you.”

         “Just so you know,” Risa said, “every time I hear words like ‘aura’ or ‘glow’ aimed my way I fight an urge to run away screaming.”

         “But just so you know,” a dead serious TJ replied, “Seattle’s Rembrandt-like reduction of light renders even a hint of radiance stunning. This isn’t random harassment, Risa. Your face, to be nothing but an art historian about it, is iconic. And priests and religious artists for millennia have encouraged people not only to trust such a glow, but to light candles before it, pray to it, worship it. That history puts a face like yours in a very loaded position.”

         Risa groaned, and took a suicidal drag that finished off her cigarette.

         “I sympathize,” he said. “But I also think I’ve grasped the problem. Shall we cut to the advisory chase?”

         “Please!”

         “Jesus said, famously, that the poor are always with us. But he was apparently too loving to add that so are the haters, wheedlers, leeches, Lotharios, and self-proclaimed ten-inchers. Lost or fogbound souls are drawn to faces like yours as surely as lost and fogbound ships are drawn to guidance by lighthouses. If it’s any consolation, I recently suffered a comparable fate. During my failed priest stint down in Chiapas, white clerical collars and black Jesuit shirts made a name-brand lighthouse out of me.”

         Risa was a parochial school veteran. She sensed TJ’s priestly authority as he spoke. But boy did the gang of geishas modify the authority’s frequency!

         “What fogbound souls forget,” he said, “is that every lighthouse on Earth stands on a stone cape or reef or sea stack signaling the very opposite of a safe harbor. This is where you have the power to change things.”

         “How, TJ? I don’t see how.”

         “From the moment we met,” TJ began, “I sensed your open, undefended heart. But I also sensed—when I asked you about my godawful painting, for instance—a strong determination to harm no one via word or thought or deed. My advice is, lessen that determination. Giving occasional offense is not the same as doing harm. An offense that shatters an illusion is a kindness in disguise. When you see a wheedler, whiner, or creeper sailing your way, be a lighthouse. Use the same beacon that draws people to warn people away. Don’t let the fogbound even think about anchoring close to you. Allowing that is unfair to you and them.”

         Risa nodded her head slowly, but faintly. Distractedly. And a quiet came over her. She sat very still for several seconds. She then bent at the waist, crossed her arms over her knees, lay her head down on her forearms and grew even more still. “I’m fine,” she murmured toward the floor. “Back in a bit. This just happens.”

         A half minute passed. Her breath came slowly. TJ couldn’t see her lowered face. Only the jumble of her hair. But he sensed she’d gone somewhere deep inside and far away.

         When she returned to herself and sat up, Risa, being Risa, smiled and, alas, glowed. But her face was pale, her pupils enlarged, and she looked more than a little lost. “Your advice,” she said weakly, “felt perfect. And then…something happened. Lately I sometimes…get sent, you could say, on these little…‘journeys’ is a word. Gone in a flash, back in a flash. But the flash holds all this content that really whacks me. The content is…not like the thunder after a lightning flash. It’s more like the cloudburst and downpour.”

         TJ received this with a deeply serious nod.

         “Based on the downpour just now, TJ, can I ask you a strange question?”

         Another serious nod.

         “I have no siblings, and my parents divorced ages ago,” she began. “But I’ve still felt I would. Have siblings, I mean. I felt I’d just need to find them. And in the place I just flew to, there was…a strong sense of having found the first.”

         TJ gazed at her evenly, showing no surprise.

         “My question might sound like a New Age version of the pickup lines I’ve been bitching about. But it’s not that at all. What I’m wondering, TJ, is whether you’re willing to be the sibling I just sensed we somehow are.”

         For the first time since she’d met him, TJ looked ill at ease. “I too feel a closeness,” he said quietly. “But before I commit to such an intimacy, there’s a but.”

         “Tell me,” she said.

         “I’ve spoken of this to no one but my brother, Jervis, because when I’ve tried, people think I’m ineptly telling them I’m gay. I’m not. Or not experientially. It’s more mysterious than that, harder to talk about. But I’ll say this. Years ago, when reading an obscure text by Saint Augustine, I came upon the sentence ‘I made myself a Mother of whom to be born.’ And that phrase! It caused a cloudburst like the event you’ve described. And not just because I’m an orphan. What thrilled me was the possibility of a Mother one can actually make of oneself. A Mother so real she might be capable of bearing offspring. Say, a son. Maybe even the Son. Anyway, this…insane maternal grandiosity, let’s call it”—TJ let out a tight little laugh—“spoke to something so alive in me that, if you and I were to have the depth of connection you seek, I’d need, in a way, to be both a brother and a mother to you.”

         Risa nodded. And again inadvertently glowed. “I’ve felt that!” she said. “I’ve sensed something like this in you, TJ. And given the mother I’ve got, wow, could I use an extra!”

         TJ set aside his teapot and bowl, unraveled his legs, and stood, leaving thirty or so concentric geishas facing Risa from three feet away.

         She set aside her teabowl, rose from the rocker, faced them back, and very slowly, very gently, they enclosed each other in each other’s arms. “TJ,” Risa whispered. “Mother-brother,” she breathed. “It’s so good to have found you.”

      

   


   
      
         
            IX. Jamey’s Six-Cent Shopping Spree

            (Columbia River Gorge, 1981)

         

         
            The relationship between fathers and sons should be barbaric.

            —Anatole Broyard, Kafka Was the Rage

         

         JAMEY’S LOVE OF the innate kindness hidden in ordinary people did not come to include his father, Jon, until Jamey was twenty-three years old. The breakthrough began the last time the two of them went pheasant hunting. Jamey had skipped a year of college in order to work various itinerant jobs as he bummed his way happily around the US for a year. He then set out on a second working and bumming year in Europe. He was now a senior at the University of Oregon, still living in a dorm because his puny financial aid package helped with the cost. A more satisfyingly bohemian off-campus arrangement would have forced him to pay out of pocket; the only pockets in his life that weren’t empty were Jon’s, and Jon had not been happy about his two years on the road. “Stick with the dorm,” his benefactor had advised.

         Jamey was a good shot but didn’t think much of pheasant hunting. Blasting birds out of Eastern Oregon skies made him feel a bit like the God who’d taken out his mother on his birthday for no sane reason. He’d agreed to the annual hunting trips so far because they were the only father-and-son undertaking that he and Jon shared. But this year he had an added reason for going: Jamey’s course of study at U of O had secretly changed dramatically, and his determination to divulge this secret had him vibrating with nervous energy from the moment he met Jon at his home in Southeast Portland. When Jon asked Jamey to take the wheel of his three-quarter-ton Dodge truck and camper, negotiating that cumbersome beast through morning rush-hour traffic and up the Columbia River Gorge left Jamey so enervated that the disarming speech he’d rehearsed had vaporized. It was finally just racked nerves that made him blurt, “I’ve got a happy confession for you and it’s huge! Are you ready?”

         “Of course not if it’s huge, but knock yourself out,” Jon said, keeping his eyes on the approaching I-84 asphalt. As an engineer with the Oregon Department of Transportation, Jon stared at asphalt for a living. The giant camper was his home away from home.

         “A year ago,” Jamey said with nervous good cheer, “I dropped my pre-med major. Sorry not to fess up till now, but when setting sail on unknown seas an adventurer wants his sea legs under him and trade goods in the hold before he reports to his financial backers.”

         Jon continued to gaze at the approaching asphalt.

         “I gave pre-med four semesters, but as you know, I was only drawn to doctoring because I’m a people person, and there weren’t any people. It was all science classes. Hard labor from the neck up while the body we’re supposedly learning how to heal molders away. When I’m with people, life has a vibrant flow to it. Pre-med, for me anyway, has no flow. So when I got back from Europe I jumped ship to a major loaded with people and vibrant flow.”

         Seeing no readable expression on his father’s face, Jamey shrugged and dropped his bomb: “I switched to drama, Dad! Pretty dramatic, eh? And it turns out I’ve got a gift. Several gifts, actually! I love everything about theatre—casting, acting, directing, set and costume design, stage managing, writing plays. A play in production swallows me whole. All these folks with different skills—or almost no skills at all—come together with a short amount of time to unite and do something really difficult. But when we join forces, the skilled players cover for the low- to no-skill people, and it’s amazing how often the realpolitik paradigm that belittles low-skill people gets stood on its head. Often as not, Dad, seeming theatrical losers end up delivering bolts to the heart that leave the realpolitik cynics gaping. I love that!”

         Jon kept scowling at the approaching asphalt so diligently that Jamey silently cast him in a no-skill avant-garde role as Staring Person—and Jon was great at it! Nobody could stare at asphalt more authoritatively than Jon Van Zandt!

         “I see you’re thrilled,” Jamey said. “But don’t act so excited, because I haven’t even told you the best news! You know the big indoor and outdoor Shakespeare company in Ashland? They’re doing Romeo and Juliet this spring season—and guess who just got cast as Mercutio! I couldn’t believe it! One of the best companies on Earth! I’ll have to play hooky spring quarter to play the part, but this is huge. Nine actors tried out for Mercutio by invitation only, including this Royal Shakespeare Company pooh-bah Theo Bollingsworth, who flew all the way in from London thinking he had a lock. ’Fraid I sent him back to Crumpetland with a burr in his breechclout the size of Larch Mountain!”

         Jamey’s laugh was exultant. Jon continued to study pavement. And Jamey understood his father’s funk: Jon had been in med school when he and Debbie had fallen in love. An unplanned pregnancy soon followed. When she refused to abort, Jon accepted her decision, but med school was brutal and there would be three more years of it even after the baby. When Jon learned that engineering created a quarter of the debt of med school and led to paychecks two years sooner, he reluctantly made the switch. But to this day he behaved like a doctor in exile. He kept medical journals by his TV chair, in both bathrooms, and in the camper behind them, studied them assiduously, and on the rare occasions he initiated talk at the dinner table it was often to inform Jude and Jamey of what he called “breakthroughs in modern medicine.” Always the same respectful modern medicine. Never “those greedy quacks” or “the American Medicators Association,” or (Jamey’s tag of choice) “the Detroit Automakers of Healing.” It didn’t help that, a short time after Debbie died, modern medicine developed a 75 percent effective treatment for the myelogenous leukemia that had killed her. Jamey’s pre-med major had left Jon daydreaming that he could conceivably have saved three out of four dying Debbies in the future. Jamey had just told him he’d kissed those Debbies off for a chance to mince around a stage in tights.

         Though his face remained unreadable, Jon sounded perfectly cordial when he said, “Congratulations, son. That all sounds grand. Do follow your heart and all that.”

         Jamey smiled with relief.

         “Of course,” his father added, still sounding cordial, “since our tuition arrangement was aimed at med school, I’m sure you’re expecting no further assistance from me.”

         The fist hidden in Jon’s last sentence caught Jamey flush on the jaw, as intended, and he reeled for a moment. But then his indefatigability kicked in. “Assistance?” he blurted. “As in financial help? For a thespian? What kind of fool do you think I take you for? Would-be doctors should be assisted, by all means. But would-be actors and playwrights? Poppycock! Actors and playwrights should be donated to modern medicine for drug and surgical experiments. Come to think of it—great idea, Dad!—volunteering for drug experiments can be my new source of tuition money! It worked for Ken Kesey!”

         On that note, they drove through desert terrain in a silence so toxic that Jamey began to vibrate again. The unstable swaying of the camper and nine dollars in his checking account didn’t help. And barreling down an endless strip of asphalt in silence was Jon’s native terrain. As they neared the tiny Columbia Gorge town of Arlington, Jamey decided to remove his dad’s home-court advantage by abruptly exiting the freeway. Jon’s reaction was satisfying: “This isn’t our route. We don’t need gas. The backup tank is full. What are you doing?”

         Jamey had no idea what he was doing till he spotted a roadside farm stand: ARLINGTON PRODUCE & PIES. He then pulled the big Dodge in so sharply that something fell with a crash in the camper behind them. Hopefully a stack of medical journals. “I always stop at the sight of fresh fruit,” he lied.

         “I packed more than enough fruit for both of us,” Jon said.

         “But my portion, I’m sure,” Jamey said as he shut off the engine, “was pre-med fruit. We can’t have that! I’ll dart in and buy some drama major fruit of my own.”

         Jamey hopped down from the cab, sauntered in under the awning, pulled his wallet from his left butt pocket—and realized something tragic: the wallet was empty. Shitfuck. He’d emptied it on purpose, as always when he traveled with Jon, so he could produce it in front of cash registers, feign amazement at its lack of cash, and sponge off of dear old Dad.

         Patting all four jeans pockets, Jamey came up empty. Though he considered it an idle gesture, he tried his little front right change pocket—and felt two wee disks. Dreading the sight of copper, he fished them out: two dimes! An entire fifth-of-a-dollar of discretionary funds! And on the international currency market this fine fruit and pheasant season, the US dollar was strong.

         Jamey was normally a fast shopper. Drawn to a crate full of late Japanese plums, he leaned low to imbibe their fragrance, and had nearly made a selection when he noticed, out the corner of his eye, Jon glaring at him—a far more interesting expression than Staring Person’s stare. This suggested possibilities. Feigning indecision, Jamey set off wandering down the long counter at a snail’s pace, scrutinizing individual fruits one after another after another. Relishing the sight of Jon’s face souring, he donned a look of perplexity as he examined unaffordable peaches and pears, sniffed hallock after hallock of exorbitant blue-, black-, and gooseberries, lusted after five types of apple, jammed his nose into the navels of cantaloupes, toyed with the apricots with the familiarity of a man minding his testicles in the shower, then set every piece of fruit back where he’d found it, looking mystified. And how mesmerizing the attributes of fruit become as one’s ex-benefactor, imprisoned in an increasingly stuffy cab, realizes he’s lost his right to urge his ex-benefactee to hurry the fuck up! As Jamey continued his devotions, the beige of Jon’s face turned an irritated pink, moved inexorably on to crimson, then grew so eggplantish that Jamey began to feel genuine concern for Jon’s life—inspiring the profoundly Shakespearean thought: I’ll inherit! Meeting Jon’s bulbous glare with more fake perplexity, Jamey turned on his heel and perused every bin in the farm stand yet again. O Joy! When he at last doddled back to the very crate where his marathon had commenced, he indolently, ostentatiously selected a single, perfect Japanese plum, set it upon the antique-looking farm scale, learned the price from the equally antique farmer, turned to Jon, held the plum up in triumph, and in the first Euro-twit accent he’d ever attempted, called out, “Puhpaw! Look how lovely! And only thix thenth!”

         Hmmm. The accent needed work. But what a pleasure to hear Jon gargle something fumious as Jamey handed the farmer a dime, placed the four pennies change in his now even bulkier change pocket, dropped the twit accent, and cross-examined the old agrarian about the year’s growing season, the planetary prospects for weather in general, the suspicious fact that the collapse of the family farm coincided with the existence of liberals, the precarious state of our right to carry Uzis on the street due to said accursed liberals, and so on.

         When Jamey glanced again at the cab, Jon looked to have aged several decades. Jamey started toward him, intending mercy. But he hadn’t taken two steps when a muddy Ford flatbed roared up, died with a wrong-octane rattle, and in the dusty silence that followed Jamey heard what sounded like a half dozen opera sopranos vying to see how many ways they could sing the syllable “Yike!”

         Seduced by a fresh excuse to dawdle, Jamey stepped round to the flatbed—and beheld six border collie pups in a coffin-sized crate, writhing round a tricolored bitch. The bitch was a beauty, her gaze intelligent, her coat the mottled black, white, and blue-gray of a sunlit forest floor after a dusting of December snow. A leathery woman in jeans and a battered straw Stetson hopped from the cab, turned green eyes as keen as the bitch’s on Jamey, and announced, “All but the black-and-tan’re fer sale.”

         Jamey hadn’t remotely been considering a dog. But as a free enterprise fan with 14 percent of a strong American dollar still in his pocket, the rough-and-tumble of the marketplace felt suddenly irresistible. “How much?” he asked.

         The rancher shook her head ruefully. “Thirty bucks. They just had their ten-week shots. Thirty’ll just cover it. Them vets’re gettin’ greedy as people doctors.”

         Checking to be sure that Jon caught this shot at “modern medicine,” and seeing that he had, Jamey set out to complicate the situation by pretending to want the pup that wasn’t for sale. “Which is the black-and-tan?”

         The woman pointed past the writhing swarm to a serene little face parked, chin on forepaws, in the crate’s only tranquil corner. “That’s my Romeo. With his daddy, the Big Duke, on guard at home and Momma Sheba there, queen of all she surveys, I s’pose the last thing I need’s another canine. But look at them eyes.”

         Raising his face on cue, Romeo leveled them eyes on Jamey—and something kicked so hard inside him he felt pregnant! The pup was giving him the kind of serene smile Jamey had seen nowhere but on the faces of tribal elders in National Geographic. The littermates roiling around him looked like battery-operated toys in comparison. “Ten weeks old, you say?”

         The rancher nodded.

         “Your Romeo, at one-fifth of a year in age,” Jamey said, “already smiles like the kind of person I’ve only dreamt of becoming at the end of a long, well-lived life.”

         Taking this odd statement in, the rancher assessed him more closely and liked what she saw. She strolled over, leaned her forearms on the flatbed next to Jamey, gazed at Romeo, and murmured, “Li’l heartbreaker, idn’t he?”

         Jamey shook his head just once, the way that means yes.

         “Question is,” the rancher said, “whose heart? Yours or mine?”

         Jamey was taken aback. Was he in the running for a dog that wasn’t even for sale?

         The woman set a boot atop the truck’s rear wheel, hoisted herself up, slipped a hand under Romeo’s belly, lifted him out of the crate, then set him on the flatbed in front of Jamey. The perfect diplomat, Romeo smiled at his leathery owner, then up at the tall stranger, then turned back to smile at his mom. Sheba did not smile back. In fact she hopped out of the crate, slipped up to Jamey in the border collie’s half-crouched, chaos-control gait, and began staring straight into his eyes. “Don’t meet her gaze,” the rancher warned.

         Looking off across the street, Jamey spotted a meadowlark perched on a fence post. “Our state bird,” he remarked to no one.

         Romeo’s mom cooled her jets. Jamey’s dad didn’t. “Let’s go!” Jon hollered. “You’ve got no business even thinking dog. No place to keep it, no money to care for it. And like I said, there will be no help from me.”

         “My financial advisor, Jon Van Zandt,” Jamey said to the rancher.

         She touched her Stetson brim to Jon, who scowled back. Romeo, meanwhile, leaned down to sniff the hand Jamey had rested on the flatbed and apparently liked what he smelled, because he sat his fuzzy haunches down on the back of it. At the same instant the meadowlark on the fence post burst into song. Chills flew up and down Jamey’s entire body. In an endearingly diminutive voice the pup caused him to conjure on the spot, Jamey said, “I never met anybody, two leggèd or four, more charming than you.” Romeo responded with a bottom wag that felt as perfect to the back of Jamey’s hand as the pup’s smile felt to his heart. When the meadowlark burst into song again, Jamey’s feelings charged out ahead of the situation: he wanted this disarming little creature in his life.

         And the rancher saw it. “That calm but intense way Romeo looks out his eyes? I see the same in you. ‘Fey serenity’ my husband calls it. You’d be a matched pair—if I were to pair you.”

         Jamey had held back till that moment. But Third World elder smiles, fuzzy haunches on hands, “fey serenity,” meadowlarks? It ganged up on him. “Can I tell you three quick things about me?” he asked.

         Knowing his “three things” might tip her scale, the rancher was clearly debating whether to risk hearing them at all. The nod she finally gave Jamey was very cautious.

         “First thing,” he said. “I switched majors this year, pre-med to drama, without my advisor’s permission—as you can see.” The rancher glanced over at Jon, whose head was shaking grimly. “He’s not normally rude,” Jamey said in a stage whisper he made audible to his father. “The trouble he’s having is, he’s cut me off at the purse strings due to my change of major, so now he can make rude faces at me all day and get no results.”

         The rancher smiled wryly. Jon made more faces.

         “The second thing is this,” Jamey said. “Next April, down in Ashland—please come if you can—I’m in Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet. I’ll be playing a guy called Mercutio.”

         The rancher rocked as if a gust of wind had hit her. “Romeo’s best friend,” she said. Seeing Jamey’s surprise that she knew this, she extended her hand. “Name’s Juliet. Juliet Tall. Which is why the pup’s Romeo. Figured I’d pair up the two tragedy tore apart. But now look.” She sighed at the contentment with which Romeo remained parked on the back of Jamey’s hand. “It could be there’s no settin’ right what the Bard set wrong.”

         An engine roared. The tricolored bitch sprang to her feet. Jon had slid across the cab, fired up the Dodge, and was now gunning it. “I’m leaving!” he bellowed. Though he flinched at each roar, Romeo stayed seated on the back of Jamey’s hand.

         “I’m going nowhere,” Jamey said to Juliet, “till I tell you the third thing. And my name is Jamey, by the way.”

         Again no reaction from the rancher. Just keen attention. But Jon, seeing his bluster had failed, knew Jamey’s indefatigable nature too well to fight it. He shut off the engine.

         Jamey looked down at the pup, then turned to Juliet. “The third thing is this. One of us is gonna lose out, is one way of looking at it. But why see it that way? Mercutio and Romeo together? Juliet and Romeo together? This pup’s gonna set right some of what the Bard set wrong, no matter how the next minute or two go.”

         Juliet considered this, nodded agreement, but then something changed: crossing her arms, she eyed Jamey with sudden suspicion. “What’s wrong?” he asked.

         “I wish I was a perfect judge of character,” she said. “You might be as good-hearted as you sound. But if you’re not, you’re one of the slickest fast-talkers I ever met. So let’s back offa Thing Three a minute an’ see some proof of Thing Two.” Arms still crossed, one boot tip tapping in the dirt, she eyed Jamey expectantly.

         It took the fledgling tragedian a moment to guess what she was after. He then nodded, freed his hand from beneath Romeo, straightened his back, loosened his shoulders and neck, filled his rib cage with an enormous breath, began releasing the breath slowly. With no warning he then clutched his gut, let out an awful Hnnnh! sound, and doubled over.

         Sheba crouched in fear. Jon’s jaw dropped. Juliet saw the sword pierce Mercutio.

         “’Tis not so deep as a well, nor so wide as a church door. But ’tis enough, ’twill serve!” Jamey gasped in a voice so desperately damaged that Jon found himself looking for the wound. “Ask for me…tomorrow”—Jamey’s cough made Jon fear a gout of blood—“and you shall find me a grave man. Zounds! Why came you between us, Romeo?”

         Jumping out of character, Jamey grabbed Romeo’s forepaws, stood him on his hind legs, and in the heartbreaking puppy voice lamented, “I thought all for the best!”

         Juliet’s eyes shone. Jon gaped at his son, stunned. Sheba crouched and began to growl.

         Ignoring them, Jamey released the pup, coughed up a spume of unseen yet mortal gore, and wheezed, “A plague! On both your houses. They’ve made worms’ meat of me!”

         Collapsing the top half of his body onto the flatbed, Jamey expired briefly, then rose from the dead, stood Romeo on his hind legs again, turned him toward Juliet Tall, and made him cry out in heartbroken puppy-speak: “This gentle man, my very friend, hath got this mortal hurt in my behalf. O sweet Juliet! Thy beauty hath made me effeminate!”

         That ended the scene, but not the drama: all in an instant Jon breathed, “Good God!” Juliet broke out in applause, Jamey spun Romeo toward each of them to take a bow, and Sheba shot forward and hit Jamey hard, on both cheekbones, with wide-open jaws and fangs. Not a bite. Just a blow. But it left blood-colored fang indentations, ended the curtain call, and got everyone’s adrenaline flowing.

         Maybe it was this adrenaline, Jamey felt, that gave Juliet the strength to do what she did next. “He’s yours,” she said without a word of apology for Sheba’s blow to his face—which made sense to Jamey since, with those two words, Juliet had become by far the worst hurt.

         “You’re unbelievable!” he gushed as he fished out his wallet. Then he laughed and put it back. “I’m broke! But let’s barter. I’ve got a Remington twelve-gauge worth a couple hundred. A warm red hunting jacket worth forty bucks or so.”

         “Mercutio,” Juliet said fiercely, “I want way more from you than that.”

         Frozen by her seriousness, Jamey waited for her words.

         “I’ve owned border collies all my life,” she began. “Sheba’s the best bitch I ever had. An’ Romeo’s the best pup she’s ever given me. What you need to know is, he’s gonna worship you. It’s his heart. From now till you or he are done he’s gonna watch every twitch of your hands an’ legs an’ body, movement of your lips, dart of your eyes, till he knows your next move the instant you do. He’s gonna adore you, is what he’s gonna do. Unless you put him on a chain. Or in a pen. Or stuff him in a dorm room and leave him alone all day. Do that to this animal and his great heart’ll be ruined. What I want from you, Jamey, is to know there is no chance o’ that. Ever.”

         “I hear you,” Jamey said, “and I promise. Zero chance. Ever.”

         “So you say,” Juliet told him. “But I’ve raised ’em so long I’m a bit of a border collie myself. I wanna read your eyes and hands and body language while you swear to me to give Romeo his lifelong place at your side.”

         Moved by her demand, Jamey laid his hand on his heart. “I swear to you, Juliet Tall. I will honor Romeo’s heart by making him my constant companion. He will live at my side. I don’t know how yet, but he will. I swear it on Shakespeare’s pen, Sheba’s teeth, Romeo’s wise elder smile, and your courage in entrusting him to me.”

         Juliet scrutinized him for a moment, nodded just once, turned to the truck, grabbed Sheba by the collar, and to Jamey snapped, “Be quick!”

         Jamey took Romeo in his right hand, stood the perfect Japanese plum on the truck bed with his left, and said, “Ashland. April. Come see a vow being kept, Juliet.”

         She managed a strained smile as Sheba lunged and twisted against her grip. “Go!”

         Jon started the Dodge, this time careful not to gun it. Jon, in fact, seemed a changed man. He had seen his son act and found him brilliant. He’d heard him make an impossible vow. And Jon believed Jamey would keep the vow, and was pondering ways to help him do it.

         Jamey climbed up into the cab and set Romeo in the DMZ between himself and his father. The pup’s diplomatic hot streak continued: he trundled up to Jon, placed his front paws on his thigh, looked up in his eyes, and turned on the wise elder smile.

         “Romeo,” Jon said gruffly. “It’s a relief to know at least one of you two has good sense.”

         Jamey grinned straight ahead at the windshield.

         “What d’ya think, Roams?” his father growled, shoving the Dodge into reverse. “They got any Milk-Bones or puppy chow in this one-horse, one-plum town?”

      

   


   
      
         
            X. The Unbearable Lightness of Dave

            (Seattle, 1988)

         

         
            You’ve got three minutes

            to say what you want to say. Beyond that

            no one hears a thing. So…

            just say: There’s a moon,

            a boy walking, somebody crying. The rest of us

            trying to mainline darkness

            from the Little Dipper’s spoon...

            —Chris Dombrowski, “Statesboro Blues”

         

         THROUGHOUT THE ELEVEN years between her parents’ divorce and her falling in love with Sanskrit, Risa had attended four different Portland schools, two parochial, two public, nonstop. Over the same span of time she had paid her father an average of two visits a year in Seattle, twenty-two total, while Dave paid Risa just six one-day visits in Portland. Out of an increasingly scorched affection for him Risa had tried hard not to count. But single digits are dismayingly easy to remember.

         He was better at phone calls. He telephoned to chat once a month or so and was an engaging talker. But even the most cordial calls didn’t make up for the fact that he once let two years pass during which he never set eyes on his only child at all. When Risa was eight, ten, even twelve, she told herself that this abandonment wasn’t abandonment, because that’s what Dave told her. But when she turned thirteen and realized she’d ached ever since he left her with Moira, she decided to make him ache in return: she began referring to him, to his face, as “Dave.” Never “Dad,” “Father,” “Daddy.” The first time she reduced him to his name, her voice trembled as she spoke. But when Dave accepted his demotion without complaint, comment, or perhaps even notice, the hurt Risa had intended boomeranged back upon her, creating an even deeper sense of abandonment.

         The main cause of Dave’s ongoing fatherly abdications were what he called “serial romantic conflagrations.” Since it won’t be possible to understand Risa’s romantic hesitancies otherwise, here’s a brief summary of her father’s misadventures.

         
              

         

         DAVE MCKEIG WAS born on a family ranch in Montana. But to really tap into the emotional essence of his boyhood we need to imagine a moonless spring night, starshot and church quiet, the boy wide-awake in the wee hours, his love and awareness spilling out the open window, running uncontainable down the “sloeblack, slow, black, crowblack” Elkmoon River (Dylan Thomas a boyhood favorite of Dave’s). The early May sky is ashimmer with starwinks through leaf buds, the cold air pungent with the fragrance of the century-old cottonwoods encircling the house. Weak-wooded trees, cottonwoods, potentially lethal in windstorms, but the McKeig family’s allotment of thirty are all four feet in diameter and all magic to the boy for the grosbeaks, chickadees, and calliope hummingbirds asleep in their boles and bark caves by night, and the great horned owls hidden in their high branches by day. The owls (how the boy loves this!) so perfectly match the trees’ rough gray bark and shadowing that visitors refuse to believe they’re up there till Dave runs to his room, returns with a cigar box, and flips it open to show them the hundred or so owl-ejected vole and mouse skulls he’s collected mowing the grass below. Magic too, his cottonwoods, for the way they share a single underground root network, so that one giant faery-ring organism encloses Dave and his family. “Dioecious” is the word Grandma Stella used to describe how male cottonwoods produce bullet blossoms that stain everything beneath them a sticky blood red, and females produce seed-bearing “cotton” capable of riding the breeze to start new faery rings hundreds of miles away. What a flight for the boy to ride this notion out into spring starlight, wander the world as far as his imagination can carry him, then wake to find himself as rooted as his family, sharing their ring of trees with hummingbirds safe in their silent night branches, and invisible owls raining vole skulls down by day.

         Dave was a very good student despite his susceptibility to enchantment. He excelled at science and math and scored off the charts on standardized tests. Because prestigious East Coast colleges are often accused of being the bastions of elitism they in fact are, most make room for a few Western whiz kids. Dave’s whizzery won him a full ride to Princeton.

         A few months after he left the ranch and so emptied the family nest, his cattle-ranching parents, to his astonishment, wrote two separate letters to inform him that they had divorced and were moving to separate cities in the desert Southwest. Dave was beyond shocked. They’d been so hardworking and taciturn he hadn’t even known they were struggling. To finance the split, they’d sold the ranch that Dave and his brother, Charlie, had assumed was their legacy. A worshipper of cottonwood faery rings was suddenly the rootless owner of nothing. The loss of the place she’d homesteaded sixty years before sent Grandma Stella into a tailspin, and a case of winter pneumonia became double pneumonia, then a headstone in the St. Luke’s Parish graveyard before Dave could make it back to say goodbye.

         The next time he set eyes on his Elkmoon Valley home, the following summer, the cottonwoods had become a polka-dot pattern of four-foot circles sawn level to the ground. As he knelt stunned on a circle, trying to find a last vole skull to take back to Princeton, a man stepped out of the house and told him he was trespassing. “Why’d you cut the cottonwoods?” Dave asked. “Damn things are dangerous,” replied the new guardian of Dave’s “sloeblack, slow, black, crowblack” boyhood nights and dreams.

         Neither brother forgave his parents, but both greeted their loss with the laconic veneer popular among aspiring cowboys. A fraction of an inch beneath Charlie’s veneer, impotent rage would simmer for the rest of his life. Dave, being more self-aware, made two attempts to heal his hurt. The first: hoping to resurrect some kind of idealism, he freedom-rode for civil rights in Mississippi for two successive early ’60s summers. And he did feel briefly recharged. But over the long haul—especially after a brief blossoming of American idealism died with the assassinations of Martin Luther King and Bobby Kennedy—the legacy of those summers became Dave’s full-bodied surrender to the music and moods celebrated by Delta blues.

         His second attempt to heal: when his cattle-ranching career vaporized, Dave set out to explore alternative careers. He graduated magna cum laude from Princeton, spent two years as a Rhodes scholar studying diplomacy and economics at Oxford, got accepted into the Kennedy School at Harvard, and seemed briefly destined for a career as a diplomat, financier, politician, or some such shaker and mover. But, the summer before his graduate program started, Dave landed a decent-paying job at a Portland, Oregon, branch of the Pioneer Trail Bank chain. And there, at a college pal’s wedding, he met the sexy, hard-partying Irish American Moira O’Reilly.

         A loyal product of parochial schools, Moira was thrilled by the long-haired liberal priests of the era who held that while birth control is a mortal sin, the “rhythm method” was not a sin if confession absolved the rhythmic sinners. Once Moira and Dave got their rhythm thang goin’, Moira grew more devout than ever. “I checked the calendar, checked my temp! Go!” she moaned all summer, instigating the zillionth shotgun wedding in Church history and, seven months later, the birth of Risa. (But let’s not single out Catholics: Methodist Debbie and atheist Jon Van Zandt’s daughter, Judith, was born of the same “method.”)

         When family life converted Dave’s summer job at a dull suburban bank into his career, two traits he’d felt sure he possessed fell out of his possession. The first: ambition. The second: fidelity. Delta blues became the soundtrack for this exciting shift in perspective. Damn right, Portland ladies, I’m down, his night life began to croon. I’m so far down I might never get back up. But by bein’ down, if you’ll get on down here with me, baby, we just might find us a way through. Moira, meanwhile, fully believed the priests who said divorce is a mortal sin whether confessed or not, and so refused, out of genuine mortal terror, to accept Dave’s demand for a divorce in spite of several years of infidelities.

         When a split was granted, Dave headed north to a job as chief loan officer at the First State Bank of Puget Sound, the largest in Seattle at the time, and a promotion that could have taken him places, as the saying goes. But having lost his ambition, there was no place Dave much wanted to go except back through time to the Elkmoon Valley of his boyhood. His two-week Montana summer vacations became an annual fix, his laconic drawl and Western style became daily habits, and at certain cost to his career Dave took to wearing custom-tailored gray or indigo pin-striped suits, with the coats cut long to match his long brown hair. Black or brown Lucchese cowboy boots, immaculate white broadcloth shirts, mother-of-pearl cuff links, bolo ties with embossed silver tips and cattle-skull clasps, and natural good looks added to the ensembles, and a predictable result ensued.

         Comely women walked into Dave’s big downtown bank almost daily. After all, there was money in there! Not every day, but once or twice a month, a certain type of “looker” (Dave’s term) would high-heel it across the marble floor, halt like an enemy officer in front of Chief Loan Officer McKeig’s massive mahogany desk, seat herself in the lasciviously soft rawhide armchair, and level her gaze on the man in charge of the funds she hoped to extract. Having revved herself up to debate loan or mortgage rates with some soft-gutted steel-minded financial geek, the woman would feel confused, then disarmed, by the elegant gent eyeing her across a Great Plain of mahogany. Often it was not prime rates but Dave’s garb that broke the ice. “Is that cattle skull on your bolo genuine ivory?” the woman might ask. “Oh, be sure,” Dave would say of the Chinese plastic imitation, the lie making his eyes dance. As a discussion of loan contract details commenced he’d then hum snatches of such tried-and-true Western cowpies as “The Streets of Laredo,” “El Paso,” and “Tennessee Stud.”

         Was it fortunate that these performances worked? Not so much. As Jimmy Driftwood didn’t quite sing it, “He had the nerve and he had the blood, but there never was a Dave like the Tennessee Stud,” and on some level the women who succumbed to his cowboy banker act knew it. His phone chats with Risa throughout these years revealed a spate of conquests rote as a pulp Western plot. If a coffee date led to a dinner date and the dinner evoked what Dave called “chemistry,” the “looker” would make every cell of her corporeal form and absolutely none of her net worth available. Dave’s phraseology regarding the new “lady friend” would then morph, over the course of a few weeks, from an enthused “Astoundingly attractive!” or “This time it’s different!” to a confused “A little high maintenance,” or “Complicated, it turns out,” then on to Risa’s favorite deal breaker: “To quote Flannery O’Connor’s misfit, ‘She would of been a good woman if it had been somebody there to shoot her every minute of her life.’”

         For a decade and a half following his divorce from Moira, Western Dave lured a veritable remuda of loan clients out onto a nonexistent home on the range. To his “credit”—in the overextended banking sense of that term—he married and divorced only two of them after Moira but struck up live-in relationships with another five. Each of these romances ended with Dave financially strafed and semi-catatonic due to the impossible incompatibilities that emerged once the brief dispensation of eros was spent. Each romance thus reminded his astute daughter of nothing so much as a man diving, with a gracefully high spring off the board, into a bone-dry swimming pool.

         During each slow recovery Dave would call Risa more often and take her to dinner once or twice—the best father-daughter times they ever managed to have. By her late teens Risa also realized she had some influence. By glowering when Dave, under his breath, crooned faux cowpoke tunes, she could coax him back to Lightnin’ Hopkins, Blind Willie Johnson, John Lee Hooker. And by refusing to pity his phone laments she could move him from melancholy to comic discourses upon, say, his determination to find a sizable woman by the name of May or Lula, with flour on her muumuu from the fruit pies she’d been baking all morning. But sooner or later another stiletto-heeled shape-shifter would staccato across the bank’s marble floor, Dave would cowboy up, and Risa’s heart would sink when her phone rang, and with an enthused “This time it’s different!” Dave again vacated her life.

         So her feelings remained loaded. Risa and her father were alike in sense of humor, long-leggedness, taste in music, facial expressions, and laugh—and she considered him a terrible role model. She found him one of the most charming people she’d ever met, watched him abuse and sully that charm to woo one ill-suited woman after another, asked herself what would stop her from exerting her own charm to win equally ill-suited men, and found no answer to her question.

         Risa knew all along that Dave was not a phony. It was Great-Grandma Stella’s word, “dioecious,” that best described him. He remained so in love with the lost cottonwoods of his boyhood world that he took on the characteristics of a cottonwood’s two genders. One side of him produced wistful, wind-riding talk that set a listener’s imagination drifting for pleasant miles, like seed-laden cottonwood fluff. The other side exuded a sexuality reminiscent of the sticky red buds cottonwoods shed in high spring, adhering to and staining everything they touch in much the way Dave’s come-ons eventually tainted every woman who responded, and the same taintedness in him.

         Since there was no way to be charmed by one side of Dave without getting stained by the other, Risa was left praying that dioeciousness skipped generations.

         
              

         

         THREE YEARS INTO her sojourn at U Dub, Dave invited Risa to dinner at the Seattle-Tacoma Airport two hours before he had to fly to Denver for a loan officers’ convention.

         Two hours. At SeaTac. Everything about the invitation hurt Risa’s feelings. She then heard her Daddy-starved voice say, “I’ll be there! Thanks so much for calling!”

         They met at a newly opened fish house in the terminal with an atmosphere about as intimate as a Manhattan subway station. But the food and cabernet were surprisingly okay. And there were, for once, no droll tales of Dave’s latest conflagration. Instead, despite the fact that his time was limited, Dave said he wanted to know “everything!” about Risa’s studies, her living situation, her life, her art.

         Feeling rushed from the start, Risa said she’d made friends with a pleasingly odd ex-Jesuit, TJ by name, and was sharing his private studio.

         Dave’s eyebrows shot up. “Love interest?” he asked.

         “Spiritual littermate,” Risa replied. “But if I take the time to explain how TJ and I discovered that, you’ll miss your flight.”

         Dave nodded. “So what’s going on with your art?”

         “This will sound strange,” Risa said, “but again, time’s short, so I’ll just say it. Sanskrit language and Vedic thought—more than any famed artist or school of painting—have become my mentors. But my love for them creates a yearning I want to explore for myself. I don’t trust Academia with the mysterious yearnings of my heart. Whereas if I’m careful to dodge the expounders and self-appointed authorities, I do trust art.”

         “Your idealism is remarkable,” Dave said. “I’m glad you’re protecting it. But can those high ideals manifest in your art?”

         “After I graduate, if I get scholarship help, I plan to pursue an art school MFA to explore that very question. What I very much like about art is that it doesn’t compromise my spiritual ideals to practice it. My painting profs are good on technique, knowledge of materials, tricks of the trade, but are pretty good about leaving what I choose to paint up to me.”

         “So what are you choosing to paint these days?” Dave asked.

         These days…Dave’s questions were feeling so rote Risa considered punting. But their time was so short, and the bottle of cab so disarming, that she went for it. “I’m trying to capture landscapes with a…how to put this?…swinging door quality. A feeling that, even if I’m struck by something outward and study it as hard as I can, I have to turn inward to find the truest perception of the outward before I can turn it into art. My senior thesis paintings and writing will be about this somehow.”

         “Beautiful!” Dave exclaimed. “I’m picturing Monet. Giverny. The impossible pond more than the water lilies. Am I in the ballpark?”

         Dave looked so pleased with his own concept that Risa felt irked, and shrugged. “John of the Cross said that words can be like a sun, doing for the heart what sunlight can do for a field. I want to make paintings that convey that heartward movement, and in a way I can’t describe, certain Sanskrit words and phrases lead me into that sunlit field.”

         Dave looked briefly puzzled, then grinned and flitted to a new topic. “Love life?”

         Risa turned self-protective. She confessed that a young man named Grady had come into her life, and that they were living together “on a trial basis.” But when Dave cracked, “My entire love life has taken place on a trial basis,” Risa’s face turned stony.

         Dave winced. “Sorry. And thank you for not laughing. I mean it, Risa. If you’d laughed at that dumb joke I’d be a dumb joke. Thanks for taking love and life seriously. I should try much harder to do the same. Tell me more about Grady.”

         She shared a few soundbytes suitable for dad ears, calling Grady, “Outdoorsy.” “Funny.” “Forthright.” “Energetic.”

         “‘Trial basis’ sounds like you’re hesitant even so,” Dave said.

         He was right, but Risa didn’t share her hesitations: not amid the hubbub of SeaTac with a serial conflagration addict about to take flight. Had she gone deeper she would have described Grady as a handsome, high-hearted, often hilarious, and almost mythologically horny young swain who charmed her most of the time but worshipped her body so obsessively he made her feel like a sham goddess at best, and a sex appliance at worst.

         Seeing her uneasiness, Dave asked if she’d like a chilled Viognier for dessert. The goddess/appliance nodded eagerly. Dave waved down a waiter and put in the order.

         “Once in a while,” he remarked, “I’ll meet a couple who seem ‘made for each other,’ as the saying goes. But every time I’ve learned such a couple’s history, it turns out they found each other by sorting through a string of partners for whom they hadn’t been ‘made’ at all. I wish I had greater wisdom for you, Risa. But I’m convinced that the part of us that falls in love might be the part of us we understand least.”

         Risa liked this observation. The Viognier arrived. Taking a sip, she prayed that Dave wouldn’t make her regret a little genuine openness and said, “My main romantic problem is, my heart doesn’t yearn much for a Mr. Right. It yearns for what the Vedas call the Unborn Unseen Guileless Perfection. The rub is, I feel romantic attractions, same as anybody, but the men I’ve been attracted to so far don’t take spiritual yearning seriously. Yearning lies at the heart of every great culture, and can fill a body with energy, set off fireworks in minds and hearts, direct every moment of a life. But of the men I’ve known only Dr. Kool and TJ McGraff feel the same. And when a boy I’m drawn to pigeonholes my spiritual thirst as a weird little hobby of mine and no one else’s, wow. Things cool down fast.”

         As she was speaking Dave was taking meditative sips of his wine and gazing at her intently. When she fell silent, he murmured, “Remarkable!”

         Risa was so lost in thought she could only say, “Huh?”

         “Your face. The way you speak, way you shine. Everything about you. Whatever’s going on in your life, Risa, I’ve never seen you look more vibrant and alive. You don’t seem madly in love, no offense to Grady. I sense something more rare here, perhaps wed to that yearning you speak of. Some enduring form of peace has found you.”

         Risa felt chills. Dave understood her a little! Just that shard of understanding left her ready to tell of a hundred beautiful things that had happened since her passion for what Dr. Kool called hari-lila-amṛtam, “the nectar of the play of the Lord,” sprang to life.

         Dave’s eyes then dropped from her face to his watch. “Damn. Time for my flight.”

         Just that fast, Risa was eight years old. Same cold rock in her stomach. Same aching lump in her throat. Daddy. Don’t leave.

         “Please don’t come to the gate,” he said. “Too hard on us both. But what a delight it’s been to see you, my girl.”

         Delight…My girl…Her throat closed. She couldn’t have spoken if she’d tried.

         “I brought you a little present. Just a book. But it’s the best novel I’ve read in years. Kind of a take on my life, really”—he donned his dumb joke grin—“with Soviet tanks playing the part of former lady friends.”

         Don’t say this. Don’t be this. Don’t leave me like this.

         “But truly, Risa, I loved this novel like few I’ve ever read. And I love you like no one else on Earth. So it’s yours.”

         When Dave bent to rummage for the book in his carry-on, Risa noticed for the first time that the rich head of hair she’d always taken for granted was vacating his crown. The sight of his pale, surprisingly pink scalp stunned her. She then flashed on TJ’s phrase, The offense that shatters an illusion is a kindness in disguise. So she spoke her feeling:

         “It doesn’t feel right to me that a father and daughter can live in the same city but see each other so seldom that the father seems to his daughter to suddenly be going bald.”

         Dave looked up at her in shock. She kept shattering his illusion even so:

         “Natural changes are gradual. So they should feel gradual. Is what I think. When gradual changes gain a power to startle us, it means too much time has passed since we saw each other. And that’s not right. Not to your only child it isn’t. And a quick dinner at an airport not only doesn’t fix this. It makes it worse.”

         Dave wrestled with her words for a long time before he finally, reluctantly nodded. “The women in my life…keep me from the best woman in my life. The one I’m looking at. That’s the bitter truth. And our lack of contact is my fault. But there’s another truth here, Risa. A truth well expressed by a few lines in this novel. May I read them to you?”

         Her shrug could not have been less encouraging. That didn’t stop Dave.

         The book’s title, when he raised it, was The Unbearable Lightness of Being. The cover was a painting of a man’s hat, a derby, floating impossibly up into the air as it escaped a woman’s grasping hands. Time for my flight. Kind of a take on my life. No shit. Thanks, Daddy.

         She expected him to paw through the book in search of the passage, but Dave always had a way of surprising. Opening to the novel’s last page, he began reading at once: “‘Tereza leaned her head on Tomas’s shoulder. Just as she had when they flew together in the airplane through the storm clouds. She was experiencing the same odd happiness and odd sadness as then. The sadness meant: we are at the last station. The happiness meant: we are together. The sadness was form, the happiness content. Happiness filled the space of the sadness.’”

         When Dave handed her the book, tears stood in his eyes—a sight so unexpected it made tears rise in Risa’s. Dave noticed and, strangely, nodded. “Toward you more than anyone, my girl, my life hasn’t been what I’d hoped. You deserve my steady love and attention. You get ragged scraps of it instead.” He had to stop a moment to contain himself. “Yet every time I think of you—please, never forget this—you do fill the space of my sadness with happiness.”

         An embrace followed. An awkward father-to-daughter kiss. And Dave walked close beside her out of the restaurant. But at the entrance to his concourse he stopped, gave her a quick peck on the cheek, murmured a vacant-eyed goodbye, then strode away, his bald spot receding under the fluorescent lights, so that not two minutes after reading to her, he vanished.

         Standing alone, holding Dave’s book, Risa whispered, “We are at the last station.”

         Then: “We are not together.”

         And her feeling was the very opposite of what the novel had described: sadness poured into the diminishing space of her happiness, inundating her with hurts so long in the making that no imaginable act of her father’s could assuage them.

         Yet she attempted no strategic withdrawal. Uttered no sad, ṣad, ṣadness mantra. Sought no interior vastness, no escape. Not from this.

         Standing motionless in the maw of the SeaTac D Concourse long after her father vanished, she used hurt itself to power a search for whatever kind of true fatherness, sans Dave, might hang unseen in the weary air.
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