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To Kyalika





I was living free up the stairs from a mortuary  
He could hear me bring the bodies home at night


 
‘Things Snowball’, John Wesley Harding and Peter Case




crickets

BACK WHEN I was a kid my grandfolks, who lived in Eastern Tennessee, owned and operated a small nuclear plant - nothing fancy, mind you, just a little ‘mom and pop’-type operation, featuring one of those old-fashioned uranium-rod reactors you hardly see anymore and a little cooling-tower, which Granpa painted a cheery blue and yellow. He sold the power to folks in the local community, and not always for money. Sometimes he’d barter.

Granma would sit in the back room - one of two that formed the living quarters - knitting tea cozies and chattering with the customers, who would amble in to pay their bill and end up gossiping away the afternoon. ‘She’s only gonna stay with him till the kids are grown.’ That sort of stuff.

Granpa was a hale, blustery man. He reminded you of Lee Marvin, if Lee Marvin were, say, about 140 pounds heavier and had red curly hair instead of white, and wore glasses. Otherwise a dead ringer. He spent his days  loading uranium rods into the reactor, polishing the turbines, or just whiling away the afternoon, gazing out the small window of his control room (panelled in cedar - to me the most delicious, nose-tickling aroma), daydreaming, as he most always did, of fishing. Granpa only seemed to be truly happy when he had traded a U-ROD for a fishing rod, a trusty fibreglass Shakespear that seemed to divine vigour from the lake, like a blood transfusion. The afternoons we spent fishing together, sitting under a tree, watching enormous, goo-goo-eyed lake trout make lazy circles in the pools of effluent from the core heat-exchanger just downstream from the plant - those are memories no one can take from me. ‘You can never catch too many trout!’ old Granpa would cackle, sliding another of those fat, phosphorescent beauties off his lure and plopping it into his creel. ‘You just can’t!’

In June of 1960, when I turned six, I went to stay with Granma and Granpa for the summer. My parents didn’t have a lot of money and my dad was pretty despondent most of the time. Mom explained to me it was because he had come to the slow realisation that ‘swirling’, ‘whirling’ and ‘twirling’ were, ultimately, three words that pretty much meant the same thing. Mom said that was depressing him. But I suspect there was more to it than that.

As for staying with Granma and Granpa, I couldn’t have been more ecstatic. Granpa pretty much let me have the run of the plant. He gave me little assignments. My favourite was hunting crickets with his ‘cricket-finder’. (Later, of course, I would come to know it as a Geiger Counter.) I know Granpa was just being gracious, but I took my little detail very seriously, checking every square inch of the old place. Once, the little machine actually ‘found’ a cricket. ‘Scriddup . . . scriddup . . . scriddup’ it chirped, furiously.

It was near a cluster of heat-exchangers. I mentioned it to Granpa that evening at dinner, but instead of locating the insect, Granpa made Granma and me strip naked, and then he threw us together in a cold shower, which made Granma scream. After that he forced us down on the floor and scoured our entire bodies with a metal scrub-brush - not much fun. Granma’s blood pressure went way up. The next day some humourless types from the NRC (Nuclear Regulatory Commission) showed up, and made Granpa fill out lots of forms and he got all frazzled and went off fishing. Since then, I’ve never been that fond of crickets.

 
That summer, Granma took it upon herself to instil in me a sense of responsibility. I think she felt my parents weren’t parenting me very well. One day, when the fish were biting like crazy and Granpa was looking pretty wistful, Granma convinced him to let me take over the reactor.

‘It’s time the little snapper learned some maturity,’ she said.

Granpa stopped loading rods into the reactor. He lifted off his protective lead-lined head cover and studied me quizzically, as if perhaps seeing me in a new perspective.

‘Well, little man,’ he said. (He’d never called me that before.) ‘Think you can keep your eye on this thing?’

‘Sure,’ I replied, chuffed. I’d seen the process a million times. You just slipped the U-rods into the graphite block thingamajig and lowered it into the ‘heavy-water’ doohickey, and something and something. Piece of cake. Granpa was already out of his lead suit, and halfway into his waders. He knelt and put a big, red, raw hand on my shoulder.

‘Always remember,’ he said - and here he was fairly stern - ‘you can never put too many rods in the reactor. You just can’t!!’

With that, he was out the door. Shortly afterwards Granma went off to town in the big white Buick to run some errands. I looked around the plant, feeling, for the first time in my life, vital. Not just a kid. I wasn’t really sure what to do next. I considered throwing a couple of rods into the reactor, the way I’d seen Granpa do. Instead, I climbed into the protective suit, which took about an hour. It was way too big, the squarish head-cover bobbling on my shoulders. The legs bunched up at my ankles, ridiculously. I looked like a walking accordion. It was hot inside there. And foggy. Also, I was beginning to wish Granpa had given me a little more detailed instruction on how to handle a nuclear reactor.

‘You can never put too many rods in the reactor,’ he had said. ‘You just can’t!!’ Was that an admonishment, meaning, ‘you can’t put too many rods in the reactor, because it will blow up’? Or had he meant - like the trout - ‘no matter how many rods you put in the reactor, you can’t put in too many’?

I looked down at the pile of rods on the floor and pondered my dilemma. They didn’t look particularly sinister or dangerous to me. They just looked like rods. If I put them all in the reactor, Granpa might be proud of me for my industriousness. On the other hand, if I didn’t put any  in, he might be just as proud of me for my thriftiness. This ‘responsibility’ business was getting a little tricky. I sat down on the pile of rods to have a good, frustrating cry.

Then, wouldn’t you know it, I heard a cricket.

‘Scriddup . . . scriddup,’ it went. Coming from somewhere under the pile of rods.

Right away, I knew this was trouble. I had to find it and get rid of it before Granpa got back. I sure didn’t want to go through that cold shower/wire brush business again! I lifted up one of the rods just in time to glimpse  it, black and crackly legged, scuttling further underneath the pile. I lifted up some more rods, set them down behind me, still couldn’t find the thing.

‘Scriddup . . . scriddup . . .’

I displaced more rods from the pile. Pretty soon I had a whole new stack behind me, but I could still hear that infernal ‘scriddup . . . scriddup’ coming from the original pile. Finally I was down to one rod. I could hear him under there, clattering away - a bit warily, it seemed to me. Triumphantly, I lifted up the last rod, poised to crush him with my shoe, but the damned protective suit was so clumsy and unwieldy I couldn’t really see to get a good stomp on him, and he popped over my foot and resumed his stupid chirping from beneath the new pile.

That was it. I just threw all the rods, one by one, into the reactor, forcing a showdown between the two of us. When the last rod went in, exposing the little bastard for once and all, he sure as hell shut up, perhaps knowing his withering and exquisitely squishy demise was now imminent . . .

Then the reactor core melted down and all hell broke loose in the valley.

 
Granma and Granpa have been gone quite a while now. And you don’t see those old ‘mom and pop’-type nuclear plants much anymore. But I think most of us probably have an idea of the exact moment in our lives when we realised what the word ‘responsibility’ really means. I sure learned what it meant that summer. (‘He’s the one  responsible!!’ - how many times did I hear that from the locals? Not to mention the NRC.) And for that I have my grandfolks to thank. Granpa, wherever you are, I hope you’re catching the big trout.




portrait of a head distressed

IT IS THE Haircut That Made Time Stand Still. It defies style or description. It is an obscenity, a fiasco, a felony. The man who perpetrated it should be wrapped in concertina wire, and gaffer-taped to a wild bronco. He should be shackled to a stake and consumed by dung beetles. Why he is allowed to live, to continue his heinous butchering, while I slink the streets and children recoil in horror, dogs bury their heads, whimpering at the pure inhumanity of what they have witnessed, is beyond mortal comprehension. Grown men see me, turn fish-faced and weep openly. The horrors of famine and pestilence are chump change compared to my head - a shapeless and indefinable follicular abortion. It is a crime against nature.

A million pounds to the poet who can convincingly describe what’s been done to the top of my head! Another  million to the physicist who can explain how my current haircut can defy gravity and physical form as we know it. It disproves everything Isaac Newton laboured to prove in his lifetime. In a mere twenty minutes some fuckwit with a pair of shears - whose name I’ve chosen to forget, whose face I’ve burned from memory, though I’m sure it’s featured somewhere in the painting of Dante’s Inferno, cackling, mincing maniacally beneath a sign that reads ‘Walk-Ins Welcome’ at the entrance to Hell - has managed to transform my slightly overgrown but otherwise passable head of hair into something I can only describe as a coxcomb of freshly chucked-up cat hairballs lying atop a patch of dead swamp sawgrass, bordered by a pair of hirsute croissants that recall to mind Princess Leia from  Star Wars, if someone had dunked her head in one of those pneumatic aeroplane toilets and given it a good flush. This is only a temporal description, for even as I write this the haircut, to my astonishment, seems to be mutating. A drop in barometric pressure changes it to the shape and consistency of milk-withered Weetabix. The wind comes up and, amazingly, it becomes a Hydra of steel wool and cacti branches. This very morning I dislodged from it a small tit-mouse, who apparently believed my hair to be natural habitat. Someone remarked, after it was briefly rained on, that it wasn’t a haircut at all but rather ‘a kelp exhibit that had lost its funding’. Chemotherapy patients have been sending me sympathy cards.

Perhaps I deserve it. I live in a town where all hair-cuts seem like an afterthought. There are women in my town with mullets who aren’t even lesbians. (Some even have two mullets. Don’t ask me to explain.) Perhaps I shouldn’t have entrusted my personal grooming to a stranger, a mountebank, a tonsillatory cutpurse who for all I know has been on a three-day methamphetamine  binge and simply wandered into the salon, donned an apron and attempted to pass himself off as a barber. Federal monitoring of this particular occupation should be mandatory: I am now a walking testament to that. Fighting, I understand, has temporarily stopped in Palestine. They have set down their guns and offered up a Day of Condolence in sympathy to me. The United Nations has dipped into its World Relief Fund to provide ‘suitable shelter and cover’ for my head. Pakistan and India have abandoned their nuclear weapons development. ‘We have now seen the Horror and Devastation one human can perpetrate upon another and we are truly remorseful,’ said Pakistan’s President Pervez Musharraf. ‘Thank God we didn’t have to witness it first-hand,’ added North Korea’s President Kim Chong-il. Asked to comment, Prime Minister Blair was quoted as saying, ‘After seeing Rich Hall’s head, I think we all owe Michael Bolton an apology.’

‘Don’t worry, it’ll grow out,’ say my friends, even as the frozen horror and astonishment on their faces betray their cheap placation. That’s like telling the mother of the young Elephant Man that her kid would ‘grow out of it’. My hair will grow out the way kudzu grows out. It will grow like stalactites, like a topiary garden groomed by a chimp. Children will get lost in it and go slowly insane. It will feature as the subject of a Stephen King novel. It will grow out with bald spots that follow you around the room like the eyes of Jesus in one of those creepy Tijuana souvenir wall hangings. It will give people the ‘willies’ and the ‘heebie-jeebies’.

What can you learn from my experience? Keep a hawk’s wary eye on the man or woman who wields the scissors; question every snip. They get to go home absolved: you have to live with the freshly butchered  piece of trussed-up, teased-up road-kill atop your cranium masquerading as a haircut. They are not infallible, these barbers. They are humans with the capacity to make mistakes. They eat, breathe, experience pain and mistreatment like every one else. And most importantly - they remember! Which is why (and I’ve learned this the hard way), if you intend to go back to them, like I did, you should definitely have left a tip the first time.




the phineas gage letters (1848-1849)

FEW CASES IN abnormal psychology are as compelling as that of Phineas Gage. In 1848 Gage, a foreman for the Rutland & Burlington (Vermont) Railroad, was clearing a railway path when an accidental explosion sent a crowbar flying through his head. Amazingly, he appeared unaffected by the incident. (In fact, after a quick visit to a nearby doctor, he went back to work.) Subsequently, he was evaluated by a handful of doctors who concluded that the only significant change in Gage’s behaviour was that he had become more ‘irritable’. The following letters, only recently made public, were penned to his wife over a period of several months following the incident. Personally, I believe they provide some insight into the testiness of Gage’s nature.


September 12

Dearest Darling Ida,

I hope this letter finds you well. I miss you, and think of you constantly. Work is going well. We have laid over twelve miles of track in the last two weeks. The weather here is quite spectacular. The trees are turning a lustrous yellow, and there is the sweet tantalizing smell of sugar maple in the air, though not as tantalizing as your fragrance, dear, which I miss so, so much.

Not much news here to speak of. We have a new track foreman named O’Brien, an Irishman. Saturday, we reached a village called Cavendish, and the following morning I attended the local service. The Reverend talked about the glory of redemption and how we all need to be grateful for the wonderful things the Lord has provided us. Later we pitched horseshoes and Injun’ Joe and I threw double ringers. Also, yesterday a two-and-a-half-foot length of crowbar accidentally passed through my skull and landed about fifty yards away. Can’t think of much else that’s happened. Give my love to your folks. Write soon.

Your loving husband, 
Phineas

 
November 25

Dearest Darling Ida,

How delightful to hear from you. Even though you chastise me for my tardiness in replying to your previous letter, I do miss you and apologise for my delay in writing. I meant to post this letter sooner, but it slipped my mind. I suppose there are two reasons for this.

Firstly, we have been very busy clearing the Montpelier-Rutland stretch, which is almost entirely comprised of bedrock and has proved to be quite resistant to track-laying.

Secondly. I don’t know if I mentioned this before but a crowbar passed through my head.

Still, you remain my true and precious love.

Your loving husband, 
Phineas

 
December 30

Dear.

You have expressed disappointment in my not returning for Christmas, although I was certainly there with you in my thoughts, or rather, those thoughts which weren’t obliterated by the CROWBAR WHICH PASSED THROUGH MY HEAD several months ago. I trust you all had a wonderful and glorious day. I can imagine the smell of the turkey and trimmings. In fact imagining smells is pretty much all I do, ever since A CROWBAR PASSED THROUGH MY HEAD.

As for my own Christmas day, I spent the bulk of it resting and trying to be grateful for all the miracles God has bestowed upon me. The birth of the saviour Jesus, for instance: a constant miracle. As well, the bountifulness of this great and vast land and its offerings - that too is a miracle. The great cycle of life and death and life renewed again - truly that is a miracle. I trust that you share this wonderment with me, and never forget that we are here by the grace of God only. By the way, it suddenly occurred to me that another miracle would be the fact that  I’m even able to write this letter to you, considering . . . and I can’t stress this enough . . . A CROWBAR PASSED THROUGH MY HEAD. Therefore, perhaps you can find it in your heart to stop bitching and moaning about my not being home for Christmas. I meant to, but wasn’t quite up to the fifteen-hundred-mile rail journey. One guess as to why.

The usual niceties, 
Phineas

 
 
 
January 7

Dearest what’syourname,

You’re right. I did forget your mother’s birthday. In fact, I’ll go so far as to say I’ve forgotten your mother’s name. And your father’s. Also, yours.

Let me offer this suggestion for my apparent gaffe. It is within the realm of plausibilty that maybe . . . just maybe . . . and I realise I’m going out on a limb here . . . but there is ever-so-slight a possibility that the reason I forgot your mother’s birthday owes something to the fact that A CROWBAR PASSED THROUGH MY HEAD!


But then again, I’m no doctor.

Cheers, 
Phineas






hot august meal

NEIL DIAMOND CALLED me last week. Right out of the blue.

‘I’m a fan,’ he said. ‘Come over and let me make you some dinner.’ Inexplicably, he added, ‘And wear a safety helmet of some kind.’

I accepted the invitation. As for the remark about the helmet, I just figured ol’ Neil was having some renovation done on his home and had my safety in mind. It was flattering to be invited to Casa Diamond, though I have to say, I haven’t even thought about Neil Diamond in five or six years, much less purchased any of his cds. In fact, I often confuse Neil Diamond with some okra. They’re both slithery and often undercooked.

Anyway, here’s me pulling up to Neil’s gated mansion, thinking to myself, ‘Man o’ man, you just never know what kinda curve life is gonna throw you. Dinner with Neil Diamond!’ Neil lives in one of those very exclusive Bel Air neighbourhoods. However, you can buy a  map to his home from any of those hawkers on Sunset Boulevard. Sometimes Neil himself likes to stand out there in the hot, blistering sun, selling maps to his own home. He’s that kind of guy. But he wasn’t out there on Sunset Boulevard today. Nope. He was in his kitchen, making me - Rich Hall - dinner.

A low hydraulic ‘whoosh’, unseen, ushered me through the Diamond compound’s delicately filigreed wrought iron gates, and I cruised up a winding, lushly overgrown driveway adorned with ferns, hibiscus and hydrangeas. I noted, with some detachment, that they were all growing out of discarded KFC buckets. That’s Neil, ever the conscientious recycler. I looked around for any building work going on, but there didn’t seem to be any. I felt a little dumb, wearing a hardhat.

Neil greeted me at the door. The man hasn’t changed all that much from his Hot August Night days. He still has a leonine mane of hair, particularly if the dictionary you own happens to define ‘leonine’ as ‘looking like someone glued bits of sock fluff to a light bulb’. He was decked out in a rhinestone-studded denim suit and cowboy boots, and had a slight paunch, which teasingly obscured a big customised belt buckle that spelled out, I believe, ‘SWANKY BOY’. He was cradling what appeared to be an infant against his shoulder. It was swaddled in a fleecy pink blanket and I was moved by Neil’s paternal posture. As he introduced himself I attempted to get a glimpse of the baby, but Neil was cooing and cradling it very protectively.

An awkward question passed through my head. Was it Neil’s child or grandchild? I didn’t want to insult Neil, right from the get-go, by suggesting incumbent grand-parentage, if, in fact, he was a proud and virile father. You know these showbiz types: they can procreate quite  ripely and nobody is ever surprised. The question quickly dissipated, however, when I finally got a good look, and realised Neil was actually cradling nothing more than a large, unboiled prawn in a toddler’s blanket. Had I known him more familiarly, I probably would have made a casual inquiry, something along the lines of, ‘Hey, Neil, how come you’re cuddling a prawn?’ But I let it pass.

‘That’s a nice hardhat you’re wearing, friend,’ remarked Neil in that same low, dusky voice that made so many of us swoon when he used to intro ‘I Am, I Said’. He eyed it and whistled appreciatively. I’d only just purchased it at a builders supply shop on the way to Bel Air. In fact, Neil seemed downright animated, to the extent where I felt obliged to remove it and present it to him for perusal.

Gently setting the prawn down on the fat, expensive foyer carpet, he took the helmet into his hands and admired its contours.

‘Whew . . .’ he gurgled. ‘Adjustable brow support. Very high quality. Very nice. Is it OSHA approved?’ (OSHA stands for Occupational Safety and Health Administration, a watchdog arm of the US Government.)

‘Uh, yeah, sure, Neil. I guess it is,’ I replied. He replaced it gingerly atop my head. At this point, I was starting to feel a bit weird.

Neil led me into his massive living room, which was handsomely decorated - a testimony to a man well cultured and fêted by the world. There were leopard prints on the furniture, Ming Dynasty urns, gold records on the wall, sterling silver ensconced photos of Neil gyrating on the world’s great stages. Above a daunting river rock fireplace, big enough to walk inside, hung a life-sized oil portrait of Neil looking stalwart and noble. On his head was a yellow hardhat.

Over roast duck and port, Neil took me into his  confidence. You’d have thought he’d known me for ages. He was tremendously excited about a film project he had in development: an epic biopic of Latrell Sprewell. Neil was going to write the script, score the music, play the eponymous role, produce - the whole deal. He was so enthusiastic about the project it became a slightly delicate problem for me to ask who, exactly, Latrell Sprewell was.

‘Power forward for the New York Knicks,’ Neil replied, matter of factly. ‘Big black man. Quick as lightning. And a killer three-point-shooter.’

 
I don’t recall much of what happened after that. The port kept flowing hard and heavy, Neil got out his guitar and launched into a medley serenade, and somewhere around ‘Song Sung Blue’ I passed out. When I awoke, it must have been the middle of the night. I was lying on a couch. Neil was kind of hovering over me, predatorily.

‘I want that hardhat,’ he said, but his voice was whispery and quite sinister. Something snapped in me. This wasn’t the Neil Diamond who had made so many of us sing blithely along to ‘Sweet Caroline’. This was Neil Diamond, hardhat frottager. I shot out of that mansion like a rocket, into the safety of the Bel Air night. The helmet flew off somewhere in Neil’s living room, and I felt a sickening squish beneath my feet as I was barrelling through the foyer. I remember thinking, ‘My god, my god, I’ve killed Neil Diamond’s precious prawn,’ but brother, I didn’t look back.

Then yesterday, as I was driving along a non-descript street in one of LA’s industrial neighbourhoods, what do I come across but a grand-opening display for Neil Diamond’s World of Hardhats. That’s when I put two and two together. Neil must think no one is going to make the  connection between Neil Diamond, world famous singing sensation and some guy named Neil Diamond who steals people’s personal safety equipment then tries to pass it off as new! He presumes people will drive by, see the name on the building and think to themselves, ‘Nah, it can’t be  that Neil Diamond.’ Well, I’m here to tell you, my friend, it is. Deal with it!

How many unsuspecting victims like myself have been lured into this man’s scam?

If anyone else has had a similar experience, please contact me through the publishers. I always told myself that if I ever wrote a book I wouldn’t use it as a bully pulpit or to wring revenge against people who have gotten on my bad side. But I feel duped and betrayed by someone I grew up admiring. So thanks a lot, Neil, thanks for ruining a dream.




waltzing the ladder

I NEEDED A LADDER to reach the light fixtures in my house. It was my annual clean-the-dead-flies-out-of-the-globes detail, which usually takes place in October. In Montana, this signals the arrival of what we call winter, and what the rest of the world would call The Abbreviated Glacial Age. Flies in Montana choose to fry themselves to death rather than endure the oncoming deep freeze.
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