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‘Reader, I really want to hand this book to you personally and tell you, in one excited rush, how much it moved me. The Harder I Fight The More I Love You is a hell of an origin story: heartbreaking and funny, brave and weird, hard to swallow and impossible to put down. Neko Case has been my favorite singer-songwriter for many years, hands down, and now she’s written one of my favorite memoirs’


– Maggie Smith, New York Times bestselling author of You Could Make This Place Beautiful


‘A vivid, exuberant, heartrending coming-of-age story that demonstrates the saving power of art. This book captured me the way Case’s songs do: with their ache and beauty and promise that the only way through this life is to feel it all’


– Melissa Febos, author of Girlhood, winner of the National Book Critics Circle Award in Criticism


‘I burned through this book in three feverish days, overcome by the spellcasting, storytelling, and pure song of Neko Case’s words. Here is one of the most remarkable people you will ever meet, on the page or otherwise: So honest, kind, funny, and tender – so human – you will fall in love if you haven’t already. A book not so much about the creation of an icon as it is about the lionhearted love Neko Case has for the whole damn world’


– Rachel Yoder, author of Nightbitch


‘This is a fierce, funny, moving memoir that will break your heart and patch it back up. Case’s writing is as piercing and beautiful as her gorgeous singing, and will carry you away completely’


– Susan Orlean, New York Times bestselling author


‘The gift of Neko Case as a memoirist mirrors the gift of Neko Case as a songwriter: there is a warmth of clarity, of language selection, of narrative flourish. This book reads, and feels, as if you are on a porch with an old friend, telling you stories you’ve heard a hundred times, but cannot wait to hear once more’


– Hanif Abdurraqib, author of the National Book Award finalist A Little Devil in America


‘This book, like everything Neko Case touches, is a work of art – full of moments that kaleidoscope your view of the world into something new. Heartbreaking and honest and raw, The Harder I Fight The More I Love You is a testament to the fact that this artist, like her music, was born from the fire’


– Rebecca Makkai, author of I Have Some Questions For You







An unforgettable portrait of an extraordinary life-one forged through a poverty-stricken childhood in ‘slummy, one-horse towns’; obsessive desire; bursts of comedy; and indispensable friendships, reflecting on the way art, music, and a deep connection to nature helped her on a singular journey to become a beloved, Grammy-nominated artist.


Neko Case has long been revered as one of music’s most influential artists, whose authenticity, lyrical storytelling, and sly wit have endeared her to a legion of critics, musicians, and lifelong fans. In The Harder I Fight The More I Love You, Case brings her trademark candour and precision to a memoir that traces her evolution from an invisible girl ‘raised by two dogs and a space heater’ in rural Washington state to her improbable emergence as an internationally-acclaimed talent.


In luminous, sharp-edged prose, Case shows readers what it’s like to be left alone for hours and hours as a child, to take refuge in the woods around her home, and to channel the monotony and loneliness and joy that comes from music, camaraderie, and shared experience into art.


The Harder I Fight The More I Love You is a rebellious meditation on identity and corruption, and a manifesto on how to make space for ourselves in this world, despite the obstacles we face.
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For Tara and the Fortinis









Prologue


Let the show begin! I caw “Hello!” to the audience and the bass player counts in the song, because that’s not one of my strong suits. Within the first few words I feel a little rage heat up in my chest. The sound isn’t yet graspable; I’m flashing with embarrassment like an electric eel (don’t let them see that, idiot!!) and I don’t quite recognize myself. I want to slap away the feeling, so I shift my legs slightly, trying to take my mind off the beginnings of a yeast infection from the constant heat and a shitty, sugary diet of bread, cola, and french fries. The wave of small rage breaks over me and I press on. I feel a little more confident as the chorus arrives and my bandmates lock in.


My job at that moment is to conjure a small dust devil of unreality around us, to pull it up out of a sticky, shiny carpet and flappy, beer-soaked speaker cones. I have to make it out of words and sounds and looks. Dirty glitter, memories, lust, desire, regret. I have to pretend I’m wise about love. I have to make the twenty-two people including the bartender and my bandmates think this is real, too. Despite my self-consciousness about the cheap, off-color concealer spackling the zits around my mouth, my filthy clingy clothes lodged in parts of my forever chubby midsection, my complete lack of style, I continue to play and try to make myself believe it. There’s absolutely no reason on paper that I should feel brave enough to do this, but I can’t help it.


“I can’t help it” is a good stopgap answer to most questions about pursuing a creative life, the only one that makes sense when you don’t have the time or wherewithal to explain it, or if you just don’t think it’s anyone else’s business. You can get to the “why” some other time. Making music is a soft rebellion in a world that’s always at your shoulder asking, “What makes you think you’re so important that someone should listen to you?” It’s a question that can get leveled at you in a hundred different ways, but its intent is always the same: to defeat you before you even try. I grew up believing I was nothing, and sometimes my own insignificance wracked me with pain. But luckily, somewhere down the line, I came to realize that if I’m nothing, and I have nothing, what is the real risk of putting myself out there? If I’m so forgettable, my humiliation will just be a short weather event. A needly little rain shower. I can live with that. There are way worse things to be remembered as.


There are no grounding, solid answers, just laughter. The nightly conjuring of the luminous dust devil is its own reward. The bonds with the other people involved are the greater reward, not that being “rewarded” is the goal. Living the small rebellion against nothingness and corruption is what helps you exist at all in such a divided country where the patriotic “we” means rich white men. The rule makers don’t want us to know each other in real life, they want us to know “of” each other only, and fearfully at that; you’ll see it on the nightly news in every region. Meeting, in person, as many people as possible is what smashes the illusion that we have no connection with “us” beyond some racist anthems and the pledge of allegiance.


I love a stranger and a new city, and I want to know their stories. They are so powerful in their possibilities. Are they a friend? A game changer, a storm, catalyst, true love, future bandmate, major influence, will they become a guiding coordinate? How many of these people you meet and truly connect with rests on your level of engagement. It’s bigger or smaller depending on your mind: if you’re depressed or curious or exhausted. There are stretches of time that add up to literal years that I don’t remember, just because I was so sad. I mourn those years. The happiness of the soft rebellion, however, holds those years in its arms and hums and sways. It is a real and loving home.


As the soft rebellion gains speed, I feel my whole being stuffed up inside my mouth. I wonder, oh so fleetingly, how I got here. It’s a forbidden question; the mere thinking of it could open a trapdoor beneath my feet, and if I don’t wipe it away quick enough I’ll fall through. It’s a rabbit-hole vacuum and I swat the question from my mind. But it’s too late. I see a kid running down the grayest street possible. At first she looks gray, too. But then I see the embers of rage flying off her. She has rivulets of fur trickling out of her sleeves and down the back of her neck, a stray’s three-beat gait. She is not even a she at all, just an animal running, as hard as it can, panting, out of breath.









Chapter 1


If a Doe and a Tree Had a Baby


Here’s something about me: I have never seen a ghost. That probably doesn’t seem odd, but no one wants to see one more than I do. I guess I just want it too badly—my eagerness is repellent to them. I represent no thrill, I’m too easy.


I have never seen a ghost, but I have been haunted.


It was by a recurring dream I had as a little kid. In it, I am about four or five, shopping downtown with my mother, eye level with shopping bags and strollers and folded umbrellas. I remember Dolly Parton’s face looking back at me from the cover of her album in the window of the Payless store. She wore denim and a bandanna on her head like my mom did sometimes, and big hoop earrings, too. Her smile looked so warm and entrancing. I think that part was based on real memory. We were on Holly Street. I had walked it a million times, heading to the Bon Marché, where my mom worked waiting tables in the department store’s café. I sometimes went with my dad to pick her up after her shift, and often she’d let me get a box of chewy toffee caramel from Scotland. There were beautiful embossed thistles in varying colors on the thick wrappers to denote the flavor: salted, lavender, chocolate, and so on. The individual candies were folded inside delicate tissue.


In the dream there were no toffees. No stopping at the café. The day was gray. But the days were always, always gray in Bellingham, Washington. Even the gum on the sidewalk was gray. My mother stopped me to look through some barrel-shaped sales bins, and my craning gaze wandered through the legs of the shuffling crowd of weekend shoppers. To my left was a vending machine. I was drawn to the round, fake-fruit jelly candy. The colors throbbed and my eyes locked onto them, like a high-powered microscope with a tractor beam. I could see the rectangular specks of sugar getting bigger, smothering every centimeter of the glowing candy discs. I thought about how when you’d bite into one of the candies it would feel like a dead cartoon character’s tongue, like you were a shark taking a perfect crescent-shaped bite out of a swollen gray whale carcass. The veins on the bottom of my own tongue ached sympathetically at the thought. I could taste it: fluorescent orange and lemon and lime, and stale blood.


“Momma?” I said.


But she was gone. She had just been standing here. She couldn’t be far. I frantically tried to lock onto some fleeting, familiar part of her before she disappeared completely. I saw the back of her long, nut-brown hair flash like a bronze goldfish as it disappeared underwater ahead.


“Momma!”


She got smaller. I got louder.


I shrieked: “MOMMA! WAIT FOR ME!”


I yelled so hard I lost control of my body and squeezed a bit of pee into my underwear. I can’t cry! Everyone will know! I shook and sobbed, but without tears. It physically hurt. I was panicking now, and I ran forward. The crowd didn’t even notice me and pressed in, en masse. Strangers’ coats—camel, gray, and powder blue—choked my mouth and nose, blocking my way. When the coats cleared, my mom was gone.


This is how a ghost might disappear, I guess, but what did that make my mom? A ghost or a charged space left by a theft?


This is how my story starts; with a clichéd and prophetic recurring dream. A short time later, in real life, my mother would disappear, but in a way far more complicated and destructive, a stunt so bizarre I’m reluctant to even tell it as it’s completely unbelievable. Looking back, my childhood seems like a movie, as though it all happened to someone else. Until I see my own face in a photograph or reflected in a window. I look just like her, which makes me wish I looked like anyone else.


The dream seems more real than my memories, but I think that’s just because it makes more sense than how she really disappeared.


My parents were the typical cautionary tale of two teens who have sex for the first time ever, in a car (of course!), and get pregnant by accident. They both went to Lynden High School, in a little town in western Washington State, and had only been dating a short time. They were seventeen and eighteen and poor as empty acorns. It was the tail end of the Vietnam War, that cataclysm that held everyone’s attention in a nauseating chokehold. So my dad joined the air force, and he and my mom got married. “That’s just what you did.” My mom later said my dad had written her a poem, while my dad said that my mom had used him to get away from her family. “Trapped me” were, I believe, his exact words. He’d also later claim, “I didn’t even know she was pregnant,” a story that doesn’t hold water as there’s a photo of the two of them drinking Cokes together when she was about four months along. Needless to say, these two young people had no business being together and even less business forcing a human soul into this world. They would not have more children together, and they would not stay married more than a handful of years. Luckily, my dad wasn’t sent to Vietnam; he served at Fort Belvoir, outside Alexandria, Virginia. Unluckily, he and my mom had to hang out with each other. So there I was, with no siblings and a pair of stressed and uninterested parents who didn’t actually like each other: a child of children.


It’s not a surprise that my first memory is one of neglect—and, given everything that would come later, that I mistook that neglect for beauty. It starts with a near drowning, and all the other details I remember of that time flow out of it, like ink spreading in water. I was very, very little, just walking with any confidence. I was wearing white patent leather Mary Janes and walking along the sidewalk outside the apartment building where we lived, past the edge of the pool where people were swimming.


I moved toward the pool with intent. I stepped off the edge as I had seen the other people do. I went down fast and then slow. I opened my eyes. The sunlight danced across the bottom of the aqua blue in a loose, billowing net. The swimmers’ legs moved in slow motion, the magnificent colors of their swimsuits fluorescent with acid saturation. I was flying under the surface, too small to panic; I didn’t breathe in and choke. I think my body knew what to do, even though I’d only ever been in kiddy pools, but before I could find out, my dad’s legs appeared, Jesus sandals and all, and I was out of the water in a flash.


I was drowning in flight under the surface of the water, and then being lifted out of it and alive.


When my dad got out of the air force, his parents came to pick us up. He was stationed at Cape Canaveral in Florida by then, and my Grandpa and Gramma Case arrived in a bright-yellow school bus from the Lynden School District, and we drove back to Washington in a long diagonal swipe west. My parents got a little trailer somewhere just outside Bellingham for us to live in. My dad started trade school to become a draftsman, and my mom got a job at a plant nursery.


In Florida, there had been Cocoa Beach and the crabs that moved sideways in groups across the sand, a rippling texture, little magicians of harmless danger, their black eyes atop long stalks like cartoon exclamation points. They were part translucent and part a sunny, lemony, pale yellow, as fast as lightning and able to deliver a nasty pinch. Now, in Washington, everything was shadow colored, and the cold heavy dampness in the air was new but somehow easier to breathe. There were ferns outside the trailer with little rusty-brown velvet tracks like vampire bites on the undersides of their leaves, and I would lie on the ground under the slate sky and pet the soft dots for hours.


Often, we’d drive over to see my mom’s mom, my Gramma Mary Ann. She lived in Lynden in a tiny, shabby house. I loved going there. There would be music playing, and brown coffee jumping around in the glass cap of the aluminum percolator on the stove. My gramma had dark curly hair and wore horn-rimmed glasses, and whenever I was with her it seemed like she was always smiling and making pleased noises over me. My mom’s little sister, Debbie, just a few years younger than her, was still in high school. She had smooth, pretty ice-cream-blond hair, and was funny and affectionate. I never asked where my grandfather was—it was just understood he wasn’t around.


Other weekends, we’d go visit my dad’s parents, Gramma and Grandpa Case. They also lived in Lynden, in a low, sprawling single-story house that my dad had helped my grandfather build. The house had green shag carpet that looked like grass and a natural stone fireplace hearth that my cousins and I would play cars and farm animals on, and a little yellow spare room with two twin beds that we cousins got to sleep in.


My Case grandparents, Claude and Lucille, were originally from Alma, Oklahoma. Grandpa Claude had been a thirty-second-degree Mason and superintendent of schools in Lynden (hence the school bus he and my gramma had picked us up in in Florida). But by the time I knew him he lived mostly in a green and yellow plaid recliner and rarely got up. I had no idea he was riddled with cancer and heart disease from a lifetime of smoking and doing god knows what else serving in the Korean War. He was rather gray and see-through and had liver spots across his scalp.


My Gramma Lucille was thin and quick as a bird. She was an upstanding Methodist and a leading member of the Eastern Star, the women’s division of the Freemasons who were “allowed” to do charity work. She had a ton of friends, a kind woman who was also no bullshit. She didn’t sugarcoat stuff, even for children. She loved being married and being a homemaker; she cooked, cleaned, sewed all the family’s clothes, kept a magnificent garden, canned produce—the whole works—but she also managed to give me incredibly feminist advice sometimes. For example, she always told me not to worry about getting married unless I really wanted to. She and my granddad had married late for the time, in their mid-thirties, and for love. Everyone, she told me, had thought she was silly for waiting, but she knew. “Young ladies,” she would say, “can be whatever they want to be.” But later she would also tell me I “walked like a hussy,” which I found endlessly funny, and that I needed to brush my hair, a comment she’d keep making for the next thirty years.


She was a no-nonsense woman, but she had a real soft spot for my mom, her daughter-in-law. “That sweet girl,” she called her, even later, after everything busted up.


My dad was like a tree, handsome, six feet tall, with brown curls and very dark brown eyes. Slim, with a slight belly and no butt, he was a quiet, even timid guy, and wore a beard and mustache to hide behind, and often a cowboy hat. At twenty-one, his life hadn’t yet gone completely off the rails.


In those days he and my mom had a light green station wagon. It looked like a nauseous basking shark. One afternoon, he and I were driving along to pick her up at Marvin Gardens, the nursery where she was working. It was located a good way outside Bellingham proper, on twisty Chuckanut Drive. It was a gorgeous early-summer day, the shade of the trees bending over the road. Here lived all the shades of green there are, flickering and dancing in the sun. There was some new lovely vista around every corner and every now and again a little meadow would come into view. My eyes ached to take it all in. Suddenly my dad began to slow the car.


“Look over there!” he whispered. He pointed to a group of deer browsing just off the road in a shady little glen. He pulled the car over on a straightaway so we could observe them.


He gave me the “Shhhhh, c’mon!” signal with his index finger and a sideways twitch of his head. We quietly got out of the car, and I tiptoed around to his side. Since the grass in the meadow was taller than me, he hoisted me silently up onto his shoulders. To my surprise he slowly crossed the road and began to walk toward the deer. The smell of sun-warmed grass filled the air. There were grasping ferns and impossible magenta foxgloves with burgundy-spotted throats reaching up to me like I was floating over them in a palanquin. It’s like they wanted to touch the royal cuffs of my jeans. I held my breath as we got closer to the deer. There were five or so and at least two spotted babies. My dad and I communicated by ESP that this was unbelievable magic and that we were both freaking out. How was this even possible?! Why weren’t they running away?!


Golden hour was a ways off, and the deer contrasted with the rich, verdant glow of the meadow; their cinnamon syrup colors even looked as if they tasted sweet. Their tails and ears flicked lazily, and they seemed to take no notice of us. We were among them now. Every now and again an adult would lift her head, blinking her impossibly long lashes and rotating her lower jaw almost mechanically as she chewed. She would look about, then go back to grazing, shaking off a fly or two with her surprisingly long tail.


Dad and I were barely breathing. I was close to one of the fawns now. My heart broke as I noticed the spots set into its gold coat, the color of clotted cream daubed by some graceful brush into a loose, intermittent pattern on its side. The movements of the deer were so fluid it took my breath away. If I had seen them break and run that day my life would have fled out of my chest after them, but they let me live, gentle creatures that they are.


My family was already unhappy, and we were only going to get unhappier. Our miserableness enacted itself as a series of moves from one tiny old house to another, our path around Bellingham like the cracked jagged part of a water-damaged ceiling that’s eventually going to cave. But all the time something about this day remained knit into me, reinforcing my bones. I didn’t yet have words for it, and I wouldn’t for many years, but it was a feeling like nature and I shared a secret.









Chapter 2


I Make Horses Appear


I was fascinated by fairy tales and old folktales back then, attracted to how they could be delicate and brutal and funny all at the same time. An old Grimms’ one especially enchanted me. It was about a mother goat who leaves her seven children for the day as she goes off to the forest to look for food. While she’s gone a wolf comes to the door, and even though she’s warned her children not to open the door, they do. The wolf eats them all. But when the goat mother returns she doesn’t blink an eye. She slices open the wolf, pulls out all her children, stuffs the wolf’s belly full of logs, and sews him back up. Later, when the wolf drinks from the river, the weight of the logs makes him topple over into the water and drown. All of this made deep sense to me—it held some electric truth. The landscape of the story, with its forests and its shadows, its powerful goat mother and the wolf knocking at the door, seemed as real to me as our tiny house with the cars going by outside. It was bristling fur slicked backward with rational blood.


My mother was young and beautiful, even more vivid and bright than any storybook illustration. She often wore a bandanna over her hair, I guess because it was the seventies and lots of ladies did. She was also, in retrospect, not far enough removed from being an immigrant farmer’s daughter to wear it as strictly a fashion choice. It was her ancient costume; she was a little zhenshina born in the middle of a bunch of siblings, who spent her childhood picking rocks out of fields and milking cows and popping the bot fly larvae out of the Holsteins’ backs. The scarf over her hair was a confirmation of her genetic birthright. And she radiated something when she wore it that I was drawn to.


It was a soft summer day, and I was about to start kindergarten. My mother had left her job at the Marvin Gardens nursery by then and begun working at the café in the Bon Marché. She was popular with the customers—she was appealing, with her green eyes and long brown hair, and had a way of making herself agreeable to people. She could seem malleable and soft, with a pretty way of smiling that showed all her pretty teeth. We were getting ready to walk to the school for an orientation. I was getting dressed and I decided I wanted to wear a bandanna over my hair, too. It was an occasion, and I wanted to look like her. I stood on the closed toilet lid, looked in the mirror, and tried to get the bandanna just right. My mother popped her head in and scolded me to stop looking at myself.


“You’re going to become vain,” she said.


She stared at me, her eyes so flat. The pretty her was there, but something insidious had flared out from her being.


I froze, startled to be caught doing something wrong that I had no idea was wrong. Something tumbled inside me. I felt a twinge of numbness in my joints and my stomach sank as I flushed with embarrassment. I knew this woman—not my mother, but another her I recognized. She had flared out at me this way before. The first time I was at that tail end of being a toddler, squirming a bit as my mom was trying to get my feet into tights. One second things were normal, the next her head was reared back and her teeth bared, and with flat, tepid eyes she snapped at me. . .seemingly animated from something outside her body, a bigger, monstrous place. She said something about not wanting to be there and that if I didn’t exist she would be free. She had never spoken to me like that before, but then again she wasn’t really talking to me. It was more like a malevolent gas of some unhinged spirit hissed through her teeth. I was terrified. She flared and faded in front of my eyes.


Now this other her was here again, as she said, “You’re going to become vain.” It was a simple statement, but it was enough to tell me that her love, all love, was not unconditional. She was not like dogs and cats and grass and the sky. I would come to realize she was not my world, just an actor in it, free to come and go as the storms moved her. She was not a guarantee.


Embarrassment, then shame shot through me, filling in like choking sand. I looked from the mirror down at the white, chipped enamel of the sink. I couldn’t believe how careless I had been. I had no idea that could happen! I now know that when I was looking in the mirror, I was trying to see her in me. I wasn’t looking for my own flatterable “beauty.” I was just looking for her. But from her expression I deduced that vanity must be the worst sin on earth. After that, I went out of my way not to call attention to myself. That incident was always at the ready in my mind, and it influenced a lot of things I would go on to do as a kid and things I did even into my late forties and probably still do now.


That morning, I kept the navy-blue bandanna on simply to hide under.


Later, my mother would tell me a story about a time at Bon Marché when she’d “accidentally” spilled coffee in the lap of a customer who’d been abusive to her. That anecdote holds some sort of key to her—the girl with the smile like a shield, thinking her own private thoughts behind it, some of them angry and violent. Still, I reached for her, more than I ever did my father. She was the country I was from, and I worshiped her. She was the sun.


There is a scene in the Grimms’ fairy tale where the wolf, trying to get inside, pretends to be the children’s mother. It talks to them in her sweet voice. The children have been warned. They know better! And still they can’t seem to help it—hearing their mother’s voice, they open the door.


Other times my mom might correct me, be impatient, even yell, but that sort of thing never bothered me. That was, I recognized, just a parent being a parent. Those two flares of the other her were something entirely different. At some level, below words or even thought, I absorbed that there was something shameful about me that kept her love for me from being definite. And so I would contort myself into all sorts of shapes to try to please her. In my attempts to make her love for me concrete, I tried to be less wiggly and willful, to make myself sweet and compliant. Almost an invisible child. And I might have melted myself out of existence if a bit of magic hadn’t happened.


It was morning, and I was standing on the porch outside our house. You could see the sign for KFC and smell chicken, too. I was thinking about horses, as I always was then. It was like I had shuddered into being with the idea of horses already in my system. I was so in love with horses I thought about them all the time. All the time. There had been a gorgeous plastic bay stallion at my nursery school, and I would ride him for hours, stimming away to the sounds of the springs as we galloped around the world. Now, I gazed at the outbuildings of our neighbors’ houses, noticing how they looked somehow agricultural, like feed shacks. They may have been at one time, but my mind made them all into stables, every single garage and gardening shed on the street.


I suddenly felt very frustrated. Why was it so hard to be near them?! Why couldn’t we just move to the country!? The tide of disappointment reached its zenith right behind my eyes, then began to drain, back out toward the unseeable edge of my invisible universe. I softened a little and thought, OK! I am going to see a horse right. . .NOW!


So I clench-focused as hard as I could, like a toad-sized Olympic Kegeling wizard: Rrrrrrrrrr! I slammed my eyelids open and lo and behold, not one, but TWO horses came walking down the alley on the opposite side of the street toward me! Complete with the gorgeous sound of their hard feet hitting the ground like music. Their bodies together were a rhythm section, and the women on their backs dancers of special beauty and privilege. HOLY SHIT! I had actually DONE IT. I had made horses appear!!! I was paralyzed with awe and disbelief.


The horse closest to me was a gray, and the other was a sorrel. They were being ridden by two young women. What are the odds? We lived in a city. How was this possible if I hadn’t made it happen? I felt satisfaction flood through me. In that moment there was nothing left to wish for, it was a real arrival to a real place that was my individual personhood, if only for a few minutes. After you’ve seen that person, you can’t unsee them, even if they go absent for years at a time. You might even try to erase this self, and still it will come flashing back before you. At fifty-two years old, I can still see the horses clear as day.


I was small and grubby, and that was okay because every kid I played with was small and grubby, too. We were all scrappers, all of us from families with no money. Nobody’s pants were long enough. My first friend, a girl named Dundee, and I fist-fought on her lawn, then made up and played some more. The days went by in that way of childhood, where the borders of what’s ordinary and what’s strange, what’s a fairy tale and what’s life are blurred. The lines between animals and humans likewise were gorgeously loose. The tiny crabs that had skittered across the beach, the deer in the woods, they were as intriguing to me as Dundee was. At night I would dream of my mother going missing, and wake up having pissed the bed, but I also was happy in my way.


One day my parents came home with a puppy, a little wiry white thing, no bigger than a pair of bundle-folded gym socks, unsure and wiggling up the steps. She was the color of a vanilla milkshake. I would get to name her. There was a singer I loved to listen to on the CBC, Buffy Sainte-Marie. She had a version of “Cripple Creek” that was just her and a jaw harp, which held me fixated in front of the radio every time it came on. Her voice was the sonic equivalent of watching the coffee leaping and bubbling into the clear glass knob of the percolator at Gramma Mary Ann’s house. It seemed right that this wondrous creature would have her name, so “Buffy” it was. I got down on the floor in the living room and she jumped onto my lap, wiggling like she had an Evinrude engine bolted to her back end. I took her in my arms and felt her wiry-soft fur. I felt the tickling of her little snout snuffling around in my hair until she found my earlobe and gnawed it with her needly little puppy teeth. I was as happy in that moment as was humanly possible.


Shortly after Buffy came home, my mom moved out. She got an apartment with her little sister Debbie. At first, I would go over once a week or so to see her. They had an over-lacquered game table with a board on it you could use for chess or checkers, which I thought gave the apartment a pizza parlor feel. The Hall and Oates song “Rich Girl” was out then, and it always seemed to be playing on the radio when I was over, ever shocking for the part where Daryl Hall would sing, “It’s a bitch, girl.” Listening to music and plunking the checkers around the table, I could forget how much my mom had confused me by leaving, and how she was already starting to flicker like a lightbulb about to go out.


It wasn’t great, but, I thought, I could live with it. I mean, what choice did I have?









Chapter 3


The Wake


Then it happened. I told you it would.


I was at my Gramma Lucille’s house in Lynden. It was a gray and drizzly day. My dad came to pick me up, and when we got in the car, the windshield wipers slapped away the bouncing rain, changed the scene from a blur of gray curtain to my gramma’s geraniums in their concrete planter, their usually happy fluorescent coral faces smearing grotesque through the wipers. My dad turned to me, his usually stoic face clenched. I tensed. He made some strange noises and then said, “Your mommy died.”


What?


But then my dad was sobbing, and I felt fear move through me, cold as Novocaine. He never even really talked, let alone cried. I asked if he was sure. I asked what happened. He replied, “Your mommy was very sick.” I knew she’d been to the doctor a few times, but this was news to me. I think he said the word “cancer.” But if she was so sick, why didn’t I know?! Why hadn’t I seen more of her? I started to cry in earnest.


My mom had already seemed too far away, like she was Dopplering into a blur. She had started dating Bill, a shorter, stout guy who looked exactly like Teddy Roosevelt or David Crosby, depending on his hair length at the time. He was loud and from western Massachusetts. I liked him—he exuded a warm good-heartedness—but I was very reserved around him, I’m sure, as the more my mom moved away from me, the more wary I became of the other people she wanted to fill her life with. I’d been to his place a couple of times, an upstairs apartment on Iron Street. He was a college student, so the decor was concert posters and records, and a kitchen table made of an industrial wooden spool.


Both my mom and dad had been even more distracted than usual. When they talked, I heard mentions of doctors’ appointments, but I hadn’t thought much of it. I was mostly consumed with wanting a baton—either blue or silver. We had no money, so I found an old curtain rod at Bill’s place and spent hours trying to teach myself tricks in the dirt front yard, blissfully unaware of worry, just liking how strong my arm looked making wide figure-eight twirls with my fake baton.


The highway back to our house from Gramma Lucille’s was a straight shot, and my dad and I drove through the rain, both of us quietly crying but immeasurably separate from each other, alone in our sorrow.


Not long after, my Gramma Mary Ann held a wake. Mom had been cremated. It was a sunny day, and the grass in the yard had been recently mowed. Card tables had been set up outside with trays of food. About twenty or thirty people were there. I floated in and out of the house, eating potato chips and carrot sticks and onion dip. Nothing felt real until I saw my aunt Sue coming toward me. She was married to my mom’s older brother, and I was crazy about her. A short woman with straight, dark brown hair, she’d wrinkle her nose a little like a rabbit when she laughed or smiled, which she did easily. Today, however, she looked sad as she leaned down to hug me. I’m sorry, she said, reaching out her arms. My dad had been like a locked box ever since he’d told me the news, and that had kept me like a locked box, too. Now, something broke open inside. As Sue hugged me, I began to cry a little but was embarrassed, so I wiped my tears and nose on my sleeve.


Silently, my dad and I returned home. We were living in a house on Grant Street, and from the moment we had moved in, one of my biggest fears about the house was my bedroom window, which looked out onto the backyard and the very hefty laundry line held up by two thick, tree-sized poles. Each pole had another heavy piece of wood fastened across it to hold two parallel clotheslines, which made them look like two giant crosses. In my mind, crosses equaled graves. At night, a streetlight across the alley would come on and backlight them dramatically. Lying in my bed, I’d be frozen in terror, staring out at them. But Buffy would snuggle close, and I’d make a barrier of stuffed animals around us. I’d level out my heartbeat by syncing it with hers, and I would fall asleep. The night after my mom’s wake, the giant, backlit crosses loomed larger than ever, and even Buffy’s steady heartbeat couldn’t calm me.


The days wore on, a combination of disbelief and darkness. I went back to school, but I was so distracted I just floated through, my teacher’s voice never reaching me. My life became a subterranean furrow; I could see light but it never translated to warmth. My dad didn’t speak anymore, just a grunt now and then. When I came home the house was empty except for Buffy, who was mercifully oblivious to my sorrow. When my dad arrived home from work around five or six there’d be no talk of dinner. I’d make a plate of cheese and crackers or eat a couple of slices of bread out of the bag as we sat watching reruns. He’d smoke weed out of a bong and stare straight ahead, glassy eyed, at some television show or listen to Blood on the Tracks. He played it over and over and over. Even in second grade I felt its staggering sadness. I was a drip of paint dropped onto a foundation on the shady side between two worlds, where the sun barely touches. I was drying slowly. I went to bed every night at nine. I didn’t even bother trying to bargain an extra ten minutes here and there anymore, like all kids do. We were two zombies rattling through the house. When I went out into the world, everything looked like a prison hallway from TV, gray and riveted with too-large bolts: the inside of the school bus, the classroom corridors, my walk home under the I-5 overpass.


Summer came and my dad bought a dilapidated fifties sky-blue Dodge truck. He was good with his hands, and I guess fixing up the truck was a distraction. But where my seat should be, as the rightful passenger, was a disturbing foot-wide hole that looked straight down to the road. When I asked about it, my dad simply threw down a piece of plywood, not even securing it. I sat on the floor with no seat belt or anything to hang on to, noticing how little he seemed to care that I might fall through.


When school started again, they sent me to the school counselor, Mrs. Saddlebrook. She wanted to know why I was so quiet. I was dumbfounded by the question. Had she never visited a fucking classroom? The teacher’s every fifth sentence was “Quiet please,” “Settle down,” or “Please close your mouths and LISTEN!” I was a mild, rule-obeying child, my inner mal-content not yet fully awake, so I DID WHAT THEY SAID! The counselor let me go after twenty minutes. When my dad got home from work I mentioned it to him. I wasn’t expecting a reply—I only talked at him these days, and even then not very much—but he immediately focused, with a frightening, laser-like intensity. “What did you say? Who was it?”


The next day when he came home, he told me he had been to my school and told them they were never to do that again or there would be very serious consequences, and he wasn’t talking about a lawsuit. He told me to never go with anyone if they didn’t have his permission. I thought it so strange that a person who barely acknowledged me would have such a strong reaction. Was I kind of like his “property”? The school didn’t send me to the counselor’s office again.


Nights throughout this time were especially hard. I missed my mom so bad that sometimes I would take out the homemade makeup bag that she had left behind, cantaloupe orange with white polka dots, unbutton the one large white button, and put my face in and smell her makeup. But it only made me miss her more.


I only remember being comforted once. I was staying over at my cousins’ house, sleeping on the top bunk of one of the kids’ beds. I couldn’t sleep. I missed my mom so much. I cried with longing. I didn’t even hear the door crack as my dad’s older sister, Aunt Nancy, came in. She stepped onto the mattress frame below and hoisted herself up. “I’m so sorry, honey. . .I know,” she said softly as she smoothed back my hair. “I know.” And for a few moments at least I stopped holding my breath.


One day I got a strange box in the mail that had been sent to my Gramma Mary Ann. In it was a very nice, medium-sized, glossy black teddy bear with a pecan-colored snout and paw pads. Also in the box was a royal blue enameled pin of a galloping horse in glorious regalia and a few highly polished stones. They were gorgeous and I remember every single one: a pink one with gray flecks, an amber agate, and a black stone with bits of prehistoric shell embedded in it. No one knew who the presents were from, but they distracted me from my fog for a little bit, I suppose.


Nothing could break the curse, though. I felt like I was on a slow-moving sidewalk, traveling down a long hallway, at the end of which were two gymnasium doors with push bars across the front. I knew that if I passed through them, I would enter a place so much darker than the one I was in now. I was so close to the doors I began to get scared. This vision was in my mind all the time.


One morning I was in the kitchen. My dad came out of his room and, seeing me, he looked surprised, as if he’d forgotten I lived there.


“Oh. I have to make you a lunch, don’t I?”


That day we were going on a class field trip to the Vancouver Aquarium, and there would be no cafeteria. My dad sliced up some cheddar cheese and put it in a sandwich baggie. By the time lunch rolled around my cheese was beaded with greasy sweat, curled and cracked around the edges. I remember the look of absolute pity one of the teacher’s aides gave me. I dragged that shame around like a wet wool cape.
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