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I don’t do nothing I don’t want to do.

—JOHN LEE HOOKER








1. VOICE


She was soon to bleed. Goddamn it. Another pregnancy test was negative.

You Are Entering the Real World, read the sign posted on the back fence of the property. It was New Year’s Day. Trash was nestled in the weeds along the side of the road. Soda cans, fast-food wrappers, plastic bags, and a Handi Wipe square, still intact, upon which someone had scrawled, This is not a condom.

Negative. Again.

She had been so patient. So fucking patient! How many negatives by now? More than a year. Fuck. Almost two years of negatives. Almost into year three. And again, again, again, still: nothing. Goddamn it. Negative. Again. Again! Again. Again.

She’d been easygoing about the whole thing for a long time: Whatever happened, happened. It would happen! Of course it would. It would happen. No need to stress. No need to freak out. The important thing was not to freak out—everyone knew that. She was (relatively) happy, she was (relatively) healthy, she was in the green half of her thirties, she was in a lovely relationship, and tiiiii-i-i-iiiime, was on her side, yes, it was. But at some point—a year of negatives? Two? Going on three—she’d gotten real quiet. Confused. Scared. Mad. Sad. She’d gritted her teeth, dug in her heels, and tried to find a way to inhabit the situation with a modicum of dignity. She read all the books, listened to all the podcasts. She changed her diet, her perspective, her expectations. She “made space.” She “summoned the spirits.” She “gathered the bones.”

And still: nothing. Nothing. Nothing! Negative pee stick upon negative pee stick upon negative pee stick. Cycle after cycle after cycle. And by now she was straight-up furious. Incensed. What the actual fuck. Now she was outright begging. Come the fuck on. Please! Seriously. There was no dignity in it now. Now she was foaming at the mouth. Now she was gnashing her teeth and muttering to herself. Now she was half-insane with the injustice of it. Now any pregnancy anywhere near her orbit felt like a low branch to the eye.

Last summer the tarot queen of the Berkshires had informed this tearful, barren supplicant that there were cherubs absolutely everywhere, all around. “Great news, hon: you are positively surrounded by angels, which means that maternity is imminent.”

Yay! Wow! Okay! But… nope. And nope. And nope. Every godforsaken period, every cycle, every fractal season: awakening, hope, decay, death, awakening, hope, decay, death, around and around, again and again, to death, death, death.

Still, how many times had she recommitted herself to not worry?! This wasn’t one of those things that could be accomplished with the mind. The crucial thing was to put it out of your mind—everyone knew that. You stopped worrying about it, you “gave up,” and BAM. You said fuck it and spent your life savings on a trip around the world, and BAM. You had a one-night stand with a plumber from Australia, and BAM. You adopted, and BAM. This was not one of those things that responded well to thinking. This was not one of those things you could tell what to do.

So Aviva had officially relaxed. She had recurrently let go. She had surrendered, over and over again. She had been so fucking resolutely chill. For a year. For two! For going on three. And still: negative. Again. Again. Another. Again.

Fuck.

It was unbearable. (Ha!) It was inconceivable. (Oh yes.)

She’d walked a hard, uphill mile by now, on the dirt road out behind the property, and stopped to catch her breath, after which she let out a guttural scream into the indifferent, desolate hillside, the chilly blue sky, the smattering of cotton-ball clouds. Then she turned around and headed back, picking up as much trash as she could carry along the way—the soda cans, the fast-food wrappers, the plastic bags, the Handi Wipe square—all of which she dumped into her studio trash can, on top of the umpteenth negative motherfucking pee stick, from where, no doubt, it would all eventually be transported to a dump by the side of some other country road.



The property was an artists’ colony, a hybrid rehab/camp/meditation center for creatives, no counselors or authority figures, no mandatory anything. Three dozen writers and musicians and poets and painters and sculptors and composers got a small stipend to live/work here for a few weeks or months at a time, rehearsing inevitable little reenactments of family amidst good old-fashioned no-excuses creative practice and the occasional fuck-fest. You had to feed yourself lunch, but there was a breakfast buffet and a starch/vegetable/protein for dinner. You got your own studio space in the woods and if you wanted to make friends you made friends and if you didn’t want to make friends you kept your distance, which aroused the suspicion and curiosity of all the people who very much wanted to make friends. Aviva changed her mind every few days about whether or not she wanted to make friends, which made her very popular indeed.

She was here to mess around and make room for whatever might come next. It had been Jerry’s idea. Her manager. Aviva’s fourth album was dropping in a matter of weeks, and there was a looming tour, biggest of her career thus far.

“You’re on the cusp of huge things,” Jerry said. “This album is the turning point.”

“Keep your pants on, Jer; it’s just some recorded songs for sale.”

“Whatever, you little twat, you better get your head on for what’s coming. Relax. Lie low. Write some new songs. You gotta be a step beyond whatever you’re touring with. Lou Reed used to say that.”

“Art and commerce being inarguably oppositional and all, right, Jer?”

Her first album had been a punky little DIY effort recorded at an independent studio (aka the Culver City guesthouse of a washed-up producer) when Aviva was barely out of her teens, bouncing between states, apartments, beds, office jobs. Busking on Venice Beach Boardwalk for tips on the weekend. Limited run of a thousand CDs, but it became a tiny cult hit, with surprisingly friendly press, acquired and reissued by a small but respectable indie label. Who doesn’t love a young weird plaintive hippie folk-punk freak with big tits?

The second album had been produced by some slick asshole-for-hire. Said asshole had pushed her into the wrong look/narrative/sound. Heavy on the drums, some ironic synth. She had known it was wrong. An uncomfortable costume. But what had she known about the business back then? She had wanted to get along, be agreeable, and was marketed as a more or less crazy bitch nevertheless. The single off that album was a paean to dating amongst the terminally ill, inspired by her brother Rob’s doomed romance whilst dying of a brain tumor. Dumb disaster-girl anthem, every breakup an existential crisis, tear-streaked-fuck-me-face video, same old shit. But it had wound up getting licensed to play over the closing credits of a popular TV high school dramedy’s series finale, which had led to a mild flurry of cash and indie radio play.

For the third album, she’d switched to a bigger indie and fought to call more of her own shots. She was about to hit thirty then, getting heavy into yoga and medicinal mushrooms and empowered monogamy and hard-core boundaries. Lyrically it was probably her angriest, most political album, but couched in a woodsy, floral motif. Goth-witch lite, good ol’ Trojan horse. She was into linen dresses, worn in absurd layers, her hair grown out down to her ass. Turned out you could get away with a lot of radical shit if you came off as sexually demure.

Now, album number four, whole new ball game. Goodbye, indie label; hello, massive multinational conglomerate. There was real money involved now. She’d been naïve enough to think that moving on up in the industry would engender more creative control, but it just turned out to mean more executives, fretting. Aviva was too in-your-face, they worried. Too on-the-nose. Too confrontational. Not confrontational enough. Kind of a turnoff. And why did she insist on wearing so many layers? Would it kill her to show off her creamy décolletage? Put on some tight pants? Could the stylist maybe bring round some suggestions? Maybe a more au courant cut of denim, and some heels? And how about a makeup artist, needless to say.

Poor Jerry: he’d been Aviva’s manager back when she was lucky to be playing Jewish singles events. “Babe, listen. They won’t put any marketing behind it if they’re not happy with your look, and you know if they don’t put marketing behind it, you got no chance whatsoever with the streaming.”

“Like you know shit about streaming, Jer. How fucking old are you? Do you even know what streaming is?”

He’d been around forever, worked with a million downtown club legends in the eighties and nineties, but had some sort of opposite Midas touch: no one he bet on ever amounted to shit.

“V, you’re not in a position—”

“To have a say in how I look?! No, Jer. Fuck them. So don’t put any marketing behind it, what do I care? It’s their problem if they don’t market an album they paid for. Why is that my fucking problem? They already paid me, Jer. And I you.”

“Honey. Sweetie. Don’t make enemies of friends. We all have the same goal here. We want you to be huge.”

“I don’t want to be huge, Jer. I want to be good. You get the diff, right? Respect for celebrity is a fucking frontal-lobe-development disorder.”

Her fourth album, though: it was pretty cool. One album, any asshole could put out one album. Two albums, you could still be a flash in the pan. Three albums, not bad. But four! Four albums! Well, that began to be a real body of work. No one could argue with four albums.

Did Aviva want to be huge? No! And yes. And no. It was what her shrink, the Rabbi, called “an internal conflict.” I love you, go away, come back, do you like me, fuck you, I love you, fuck me, I hate you, go away, come back. Round and round, again, again.

What would you say this album is about? a marketing exec had emailed that very morning.

It’s about… an hour and fifteen minutes long, Aviva replied.

Silly marketing twat, why don’t you listen to the album and decide for yourself what it’s about! Isn’t that your job? Does independent thinking physically hurt you?

“Honey,” Jer kept saying. “Sweetie. Baby. Help them help us. Please.”



Fine, fine: What was her fourth album “about”? It was about getting to know her body, welcoming the age of embodied womanhood in its prime, leaving the past behind once and for all, ceasing to be a destructive twat hell-bent on wrecking everything. It was about wanting a fucking baby. There was no valor in destruction, she’d come to understand; valor resided in creation, nurturance, stability, balance. That was what the new album was about. It was about readying herself for motherhood, though she’d sooner die than articulate that for marketing. She yearned for motherhood, obviously (obviously), but if you couldn’t hear that between the bars, well, then go fuck yourself: it wasn’t for you to hear.

It was about the menstrual cycle, suffice it to say—source of epic power and torment. It was about resigning herself to a constructive, drama-free relationship with Sammy-Sam, her beloved manny-man. It was about making a home. Homemaker: Shocking aspiration for a constitutional and historical shit-thrower, but what more powerful, meaningful work could there possibly be? The album was about saying no thanks to all the ruinous crap they wanted you to take and do and be and buy, no thank you to assholes and nonsense, no thank you to exhaustion, bullshit, living life online. (This last bit was pure posturing, though, because Aviva was still living life online.)

In the end, a compromise had been reached: the suits had agreed to let her title the album Womb Service, and Aviva had agreed to let the stylist “send over a few things.”

And lo! The early buzz was solid. Industry people were into it. A few, of course, said it was offensive tripe and Aviva’s voice was annoying and she should shut the fuck up because screw that metaphysical human biology nonsense right up its bigoted butthole, but you can’t please everybody.

Regardless: according to Jer and the tarot queen of the Berkshires and the Rabbi, Womb Service was about to take her to a whole new level.

“You’d better buckle your seat belt,” said the tarot queen.

“We’ll get through this,” said the Rabbi.

“I’m gonna retire on you, honey,” said Jer. “I’m gonna get me a boat and a forwarding address in the Caribbean.”

Hanalei, her yoga teacher, had led her through a guided meditation in which Aviva recalled having her tits cut off before being burned at the stake in a previous life.

But it didn’t ultimately matter what happened with this fourth album; it was time to get situated in preparation for and relation to whatever was coming next. And if that wasn’t going to be the fucking baby she desperately wanted, it would have to be some new songs. Let the chips fall where they may with regard to the old stuff. Any old bitch could force a baby; any ambitious climber could put out an album.



She lit a fat beeswax candle, popped the weed gummy she’d tucked away “just in case” she turned out not to be pregnant (YET AGAIN), and got down on the floor. Aviva was “process oriented,” which meant a lot of floor time, a lot of candles, a lot of tunes on shuffle, and regular cannabis edibles.

The “official” cause of her barrenness was maybe polycystic ovarian syndrome, about which some said eat only vegetables and animal protein, others said take an off-label diabetes drug indefinitely, others said chemically force ovulation and inseminate, and still others said go straight to the nearest fertility clinic with a blank check. No one had the faintest idea how or why this syndrome developed, or why up to a quarter of all women were thought to suffer from it, or how it was connected to endocrine disruption or metabolic disorder or post-Pill syndrome or insulin resistance or estrogen dominance or progesterone deficiency or microplastics or liver toxicity or coronary health or cancer, but if it comes as any surprise that medical science knows next to nothing about biologically female bodies in particular, please head to the library and find yourself a real comfy seat.

Over the course of the past few years (One? Two? Whee! Going on three!), Aviva had seen several endocrinologists, a midwife, a naturopath, an herbalist, four different acupuncturists, a Maya Abdominal therapist, and a Reiki master, and she’d laid out her pitiful story for each in turn: menses commenced at thirteen, with long, wonky cycles, acne, and a tragic facial hair problem. Some lazy prick doctor had put her on the Pill at fifteen to deal with all of the above, and cue years of weight gain and suicidality and antidepressants, until she finally woke up at twenty, trashed all the pills, and started to pay attention. (What had woken her? Who can say.) She learned to eat decent food, live in alliance with her body, blah blah blah. Most everyone now agreed that PCOS was maybe caused by or at the very least exacerbated by the Pill, and that teen girls should be given “time” to work through their “irregularity,” which usually resolved itself just fine, but did you know it takes, on average, seventeen years for scientific knowledge to be incorporated into standard medical practice?

Everyone Aviva saw had a grand plan to get her ovaries blooming. The first endocrinologist urged her to take the off-label diabetes drug and also a particularly neurotoxic male hormone suppressant, for shits and giggles. The Maya Abdominal therapist said Aviva’s uterus was tilted, and offered to fix it in a package deal of six sessions. The herbalist prescribed a tincture and told Aviva to get direct sunlight for at least ten minutes a day and avoid caffeine at all costs. “Do you eat meat? You should definitely eat meat,” said the naturopath. “Preferably organ meat.” Aviva hadn’t eaten meat in years, not since a boyfriend had turned her on to Animal Liberation. But fine: now she ate monthly cheeseburgers and once-in-a-blue-moon oysters. The first acupuncturist prescribed herbal powders. The second acupuncturist said no dairy. The third acupuncturist said no wheat. Everybody said no sugar. The Reiki master was a hundred percent certain that Aviva was fertile: whilst not touching her, he’d envisioned a white cat wandering a desert. The second endocrinologist had said Aviva’s uterus was in fact not tilted, and that she should definitely take the off-label drugs and/or maybe this new drug everybody was all excited about, which was a combo forced ovulation and antipsychotic, and then get artificially inseminated.

“I’m not taking jack shit,” Aviva told the midwife. “I want to understand what’s going on. Why is it not happening? If I can address it myself, great, but if it turns out to be some sort of big impossible deal, then I guess I’m out of luck.”

“Fair enough,” the midwife said. “Anything else you want to share with me?”

“What do you think about fertility and… cannabis?”

The midwife raised an eyebrow. “There aren’t any studies, but I can’t imagine it would help.”

Something about adrenal fatigue and something about liver detoxification and something about the outstandingly complex relationship between hormones and the endocannabinoid system and something about common sense and something about enough was enough: Did Aviva want a baby or didn’t she? The implication being God, girl, grow up.

Coffee she could live without, alcohol she could live without, veganism she could live without, soy she could live without, sunscreen could certainly go fuck itself. White flour and sugar she could kind of maybe try to live without. All-nighters she could certainly live without, rock-star mythologies be damned. Synthetic fragrances she could absolutely live without. Preservatives she could definitely live without. But weed? That hurt. All her urbane, high-achieving acquaintances mainlined their coffee and psychiatric meds and synthetic hormones and wine and air fresheners and liquor; Aviva wanted only organic dank herb. She had been stoned here, she had been stoned there, she had been stoned everywhere. She did like weed in a car and on a plane and in the rain and she did like it on a boat and in a moat and on a float and with a goat. In South America they called it “little sister” for the way it would gamely go anywhere alongside you, an agreeable sweetheart. The song “Little Sister,” off her third album, had become a bit of a stoner-babe anthem.

Anyway, Aviva had practiced the primary series, kept her blood sugar stable, gone to bed before ten. She’d eaten salad, miso, butter, lentils, eggs, kale, anchovies, avocado, flax. She’d done seed cycling. She’d tried that thing where you sleep with the lights on during ovulation. She’d done literal headstands. She’d made an honest effort at keeping a temperature chart until the app malfunctioned and sixteen months of data vanished. She’d watched the clock for her lucky numbers and visualized her swollen belly, the ecstatic birth, the slick screaming newborn, ripe with the power of primordial mystery, naked at her breast. (“Visualize” being the currently culturally acceptable way to say “pray.”) And she had waited patiently, so patiently, to be rewarded with a baby, delicious flesh of her flesh. The universe worked in mysterious ways, did it not? (“The universe” being the currently culturally acceptable way of saying “God.”)

But here we were, (YET) another pregnancy test negative (AGAIN), and so Mx. Aviva Shira Rosner was going to enjoy her stupid weed edible.

She needed the perspective it afforded her, the sense of humor. The feeling that her benevolent dead brother, Rob, was there with her. And all her grandparents, too. She could feel them: ancestors galore. She’d been missing the awareness of her good breath infiltrating the far reaches of her good body. No worries about her hair, her face, her clothes. She’d missed this. Easy-breezy forgiveness for everyone, including herself. Dancing, alone, midday, shaking out her sorrows. Communicating with the trees. Not caring about the kinds of people who would mock that sentiment, or the sentiment before that, or all the sentiments yet to come. Shit, it was nice to have a break from the relentless tenor of normative consciousness.

But the tunes on shuffle weren’t cutting it. She had to skip a live Lucinda growler, then some weird R. Crumb bluegrass, then a mellow, live Ani circa ’94, then a Dylan bootleg, then Rickie Lee, PJ, Nina Simone, Throwing Muses. Skip, skip, skip: nothing was right. Why was nothing right? All this shit, all her usual shit: no. What was she in the mood for? She skipped a jumpy, overproduced Police and then she skipped an early Janis, and then she even skipped Nirvana Unplugged, which was odd, because it was never not the right time for Nirvana Unplugged.

Here it came, though, the edible hitting full force, the familiar settling. Exhale, thank you. Man, she had been clenching her shoulders. A long, slow, live Bonnie Raitt in exactly Aviva’s key. Okay. This she could tolerate. Blues. Yes. Not bad. It would be good even slower. She reached for her guitar and she played along. Nah. Old Tori Amos: no. Plaintive Neko Case: nah. Some downcast Gillian Welch: no!

Nothing was deep enough, slow enough, long enough, loose enough, real enough. And then a rip in the fabric of time. Jackpot. Here it was. The singular voice. Just what the doctor ordered. Delivered by algorithm into Aviva’s sonic embrace. Thank you, algorithm!

The patron saint of insatiable, implacable Jewish girls. Short-lived, one and only. Demolished angel, dead at twenty-seven, join the club. Rest in peace, baby. Fallen fuckup. A lightning flash. Superstar, caricature, cartoon. Darling! Precious baby girl, floating downriver in a basket. Take the tunes off shuffle. Hold this voice to the breast, safe and sound.

It wasn’t just that she had a killer voice, and it wasn’t just that she had a killer ear, and it wasn’t just that she didn’t give a fuck, and it wasn’t just about her lyricism or originality. It was this otherworldly all-knowingness. This girl was the all-seeing eye. It was everywhere: in her phrasing, her inhabitation of her songs, in the look on her face when she sang (even when she was blotto). How did she speak with such authority? Her connection to herself was undiluted, which, for most of us, isn’t true past the age of, say, six. One of the rare few who don’t need to be told how things are. She can see very well for herself how things are, and she isn’t afraid to speak the truth. No asking permission. The real thing doesn’t knock.

When she was alive, taking the airwaves by storm, Aviva had ignored her, because anything on the radio was, by definition, bullshit. Amy was some kind of throwback pop phenom or… something? Anorexic costumed punk bitch? Grammys, tabloids, who fucking cared. Aviva was a sophisticated musician. She liked depressive, dissonant shit you could think deep thoughts to, songs on which bass and drums did most of the work and the rhythm was the whole story. Clever shit, for intellectuals. She had no use for some British chick in whore drag, that ridiculous wig, aping bygone girl groups, all over the magazines with the lowlife barfly boyfriend. So what if she had that excellent voice? There was too much shtick in the way. Walking disaster playacting—what, gangster’s moll? Really? Keen to get all aproned up, stilettoed and pregnant in the kitchen, stirring a pot with a big wooden spoon, waiting for her big man to come home? Ready with her ass cocked for big man to plow her? Sit tight with her mascara and her curlers waiting for big man to return from work so she could suck his big dick? The whole sex-object/little-missus shtick! Such retrogressive crap. No thanks.

Aviva had missed the point. She hadn’t understood. But here, now, coming to terms with a(nother) failed cycle and an(other) impending bleed, she understood perfectly. BAM.



Second child born to a Jewish family in North London in the fall of 1983. Daddy the charming philandering life of the party; Mum the rock. Families are like puzzles; each piece laser cut to fit. Take the pieces apart, hold one up by itself, examine its strange shape, try to make sense of it alone: impossible. Amy dressed up for Purim, had Shabbos dinners with her nan. Daddy sold double-glazed windows and later drove a taxi. An aspiring jazz singer, himself. The karaoke Sinatra. His mother, the indomitable Nan, had dated a legendary jazz club owner who’d wanted to marry her, but she wouldn’t sleep with him, the story went, so he’d dumped her. Nan’s brothers were both jazz musicians, too. Amy was born singing. She sang Gloria Gaynor in the bath. Joyful child. Mischievous, mouthy girl. Mum played Dinah Washington, Ella Fitzgerald. Daddy played Tony Bennett, leaving out lines for the wee babe to fill in. Daddy’s exuberant girl! Hurricane of a girl. Dark, luscious swirl of a girl, forever singing. Wild savant, force of nature, corrective, sent to earth to remind us what a human being who hasn’t been programmed all to shit can do. Heard her big bro playing Ray Charles in his room one day and barged in, demanding, Who is that? Messed around on big bro’s guitar, figured out a few things. Got her own guitar. Began to write her own songs. Earnest, funny, unapologetic little songs, and when she opened her big mouth to sing, there was that voice.

Bit of a problem with sex and power, but hey: Who doesn’t have a bit of a problem with sex and power, one way or another?

Late in her life she asked big bro to get her a Jewish cookbook so she could learn to make chicken soup. Chicken soup, of all things: to cure what ails. Her efforts failed; the soup was inedible. Anyway, she was past cure by then. Nothing for what ailed her.

Her voice is her life, boiled down. Tough girl. Knows who she is, what she wants. Sees everything. Not afraid of her body or its desires. Can keep up with anyone, lock in with anyone. She is unafraid. Look into the eyes of almost anyone you meet and see the fear there. The calculation and the hiding and the lies! Lies the human currency in trade.

Once everyone realized what a massive commodity she was they took away her guitar, and she became a “performer,” and folks paid good money to see the fake tits, the burlesque hair, the itty-bitty skirts, the hand on hip for a rote shimmy—pause for a swig of whatever. Rockabilly fuck-doll from hell.

But put destruction on hold for a sec: How artfully could one lick one’s wounds? How wittily could one transform one’s pain? The goal was never to deny the wounds, nor to gloss them; that never worked, anyway.

There were two albums in total, not counting the collected oddities and remixes and outtakes and demos. And each of the two albums was inhabited by a totally distinct Amy: the first, strumming her own guitar and telling everyone how it was, almost too shy to make eye contact; the other stumbling around the stage sneering, hollow-eyed, having self-administered the equivalent of a lobotomy, waiting for it to be over.



Painter Anne and Sculptor Sue were at the communal table in the barn kitchen, freaking out because apparently the resident horses were gone and the pasture was dead. The colony was struggling financially, and the powers that be at the small liberal arts college across the highway had struck a deal to find the horses new homes, spray the fields with Roundup, and plant a crop to sell for biofuel.

“I just can’t believe they would do something so stupid,” Anne said.

“I wonder if I should leave,” said Sue, who had been through cancer twice and never/always wanted to talk about it.

“Roundup, for goodness’ sake!”

Poet Rochelle had done some internet sleuthing and printed a few pages of press releases from around the time the devastation had occurred.

“ ‘Environmental stewardship,’ do you believe that? Selling this as a positive! What kind of native grasses could they be dumb enough to think would grow on that land now?”

“Roundup!”

“And they did this for a total of two hundred grand? As though that’s going to make such a difference in the long run. Destroyed an ecosystem forever.”

“There used to be so many stinkbugs here,” Anne said. During past residencies, the dorms and studios had been overrun. “All gone now.”

Aviva giggled. The ladies looked at her. What was funny about this? Certainly not the poison spray, nor the future world of infertility and autism and machine consciousness and ectogenesis and lab-grown meat, but the genuine shock at mankind’s destruction of nature, which was history’s original imperative, after all. You had to laugh.

“The whole ecosystem is just destroyed,” said Sue, her voice high and tight, as though Aviva didn’t understand.

Aviva opened her arms to Sue, who accepted a hug.

“I know, honey,” Aviva said. “I know it is.”



Some songs came in a wild flood, so Aviva could hardly keep up. These songs were preexisting entities in need of a body; Aviva just had to serve as best she could. She hardly had to work; she just let them come. She was their instrument. Songs, like wild fruit, ripened on the vine and dropped into her ready hands. Her only enterprise was transcription.

Other songs came in bits and pieces, little gifts she found if she foraged, if she was attuned, if she was receptive, if she was at ease in her perfect and sustained attention. Her job with these bits and pieces was to assemble and arrange and rearrange, meet the song wherever it asked to be met. Be its friend. This was known as “craft.”

Then there were songs that came slow and hard. Excruciating, evasive. She had to wait and wait and wait and wait for these. You had to stop thinking about it. You had to outlast it. No sudden moves. You couldn’t coax, but you could prove yourself worthy by admitting that you were not the boss. Never startle or demand. Those songs baited her, eluded her, mocked her. They were malpositioned; they took fucking forever. When they finally came, if they finally came, they were lumpy, misshapen. Sometimes monstrous, sometimes runty. And damn if they weren’t her favorites.

Come to Mama: the trusty black Epiphone she’d found on a Santa Monica sidewalk when she was twenty-two, freshly escaped from music school and working a soul-crushing receptionist job at a huge label in LA. Guitar had been a childish fantasy; music school a waste of time. The industry was for desperate assholes. Enter the Epiphone, bearing a yellow Post-it that read TAKE ME in goofy block letters. Wasn’t there enough music in the world? Weren’t there enough strivers? But there was the Epiphone, offering itself, practically begging her: TAKE ME.

Her first cheap-ass beater, purchased with bat mitzvah money, had been collecting dust in a closet at her mother’s house. God, how she’d adored that thing. What joy in messing around with rudimentary chords and covers, those earliest attempts at allowing herself use of her voice. Training her fingers had taken years. Her mother would do this whole elaborate put-upon routine whenever Aviva plucked out a tune: Oh my God, it’s like someone is hitting me, I can’t take it, Aviva, Jesus, don’t quit your day job. Give me a break and go play that thing in your room, where no one can hear you.

TAKE ME, said the Epiphone on the sidewalk that day in Santa Monica.

Aviva wasn’t a straight-up babe like the music school girls who were getting places, and she wasn’t a virtuoso like the dudes and dykes who were getting places, and she’d been working her shitty industry job thinking: Okay. Let the babes and the virtuosos and the go-getters have it; she’d slink off and work her shitty industry job until a better shitty industry job came along, and so on and so forth until maybe eventually she’d be in charge of who got to play what, or maybe she’d get married and have some babies and concern herself with that racket, or maybe she’d do it all, oh hell yeah, all of it, sure, okay, maybe that.

TAKE ME, said the Epiphone, and Aviva—BAM—was emboldened to oblige. She brought it to a shop for checkup.

“Nice piece,” the shop guy said. He eyed Aviva, mistook her for an idiot. “I’ll give you two hundred for her. You could spend three or four fixing her up, but she still won’t be worth that much.”

Aviva was not an idiot. She took the Epiphone to a different shop, where a different guy said, “Great piece, hey, yeah! Where’d you find her? You gotta be kidding me, really? She’ll be better than new for a couple hundred. Epic score, my friend!” And she had fucked this second guy, because honesty was adorable.

Soon as that Epiphone was fixed up, Aviva started busking on the boardwalk, learning the hard way, the old-school way, not to give a shit about anything but her own good time. Music school nothing but a bad dream. She got the hell out of that industry job and made some friends at a little club in the Marina. She started writing songs again, mostly for the enjoyment of herself and her new friends. And she recorded that first album in the dilapidated home studio of a hilarious club denizen, a darling grizzled old industry burnout known as “The Man.” And then word of mouth and touring and three more albums and a thousand club dates all over the country and don’t quit your day job? How about Aviva made that shit her day job, hmmm? How you like that, Mom?



The residents stalked one another online, this their reward for long days of immersive, solitary creative endeavor. What are you working on? Where are you from? What are you working on? Do you know [fill in the blank]? So went the dinnertime chitchat. Anne couldn’t say for sure what her canvas was going to become, but it was huge, and she was staying for two months, and she was covered in paint splatter. Roxy was working on a memoir about her father. Sue was working on gorgeous assemblages made from crap her grandkids left around the house. “I tell them they’d better clean up after themselves or it’s mine.”

New arrival tonight: tall, broad-shouldered, slender, with a distinctly sweet set to his mouth, a sort of permanent smile in repose. He approached their table and stood behind an empty chair. His forearms were thickly veined. “Join you?”

“Sure,” said Aviva and Rochelle and Anne and Sue and Hailey the poet and Roxy in unison.

“Well, that was beautiful.” The new guy laughed, looking for a fraction of a second too long at Aviva. Score one for Aviva; this was potentially interesting. But the familiar dull ache unified her low belly and back. Storm clouds gathering for the inevitable downpour. She was going to bleed any minute. Not pregnant, the ache thundered. There was zero danger of a flirtation getting out of hand as luteal phase gave way to menstrual. A spark could easily ignite a wildfire in follicular or ovulatory, Lord knew, but in late luteal, sparks were hopeless: soggy kindling.

“Brooklyn,” the new guy was saying, and Aviva nodded politely. Moved to Gowanus in the nineties when it was cheap, watched it slowly/suddenly change, sure, sure, whatever, yeah. All his friends had moved to the Hudson Valley, blah blah, and now he was surrounded by bankers, rich kids, tourists, wannabes, has-beens, almost-weres. Couldn’t give up the excellent apartment, so short-term sublet it illegally while he traveled and did residencies half the year. He wore no ring. Aviva held her water glass in front of her face so that her own ring glinted.

She was completely faithful to her beloved husband in body, but spirit was another story. A rich, vibrant fantasy life was A-OK, according to the Rabbi. More than okay. Healthy. Necessary. Vital.

The new arrival turned out to be a composer.

“What are you working on?” Aviva asked.

“A song cycle.”

“I love that it’s called that.”

“Me too.”

“Aren’t cycles the coolest? Nothingness, creation, existence, devolution, death, destruction, renewal…”

“ ’Bout sums it up!”

“Round and round we go.”

Hailey the poet leaned forward. “What exactly is a song cycle, anyway?” Hailey was nakedly ambitious, dropped names like they were hot, so Aviva felt duty bound to ignore her completely.

“It’s… a… cycle… of… songs,” the composer said slowly. He met Aviva’s eyes, and they traded smirks while Hailey waited for a more satisfactory answer. The composer took pity: “It’s a series of songs that belong together, designed to be heard in a certain sequence, in the context of one another. Pink Floyd’s The Wall, for example.”

The way his lips moved around “context of one another” gave Aviva pelvic flutters, luteal be damned. This was the fun part. The game. The way the body responded. Soon enough it would be follicular again, and hope would reign. Round and round we go, where we stop, everybody knows (death!).

“So… like, a musical?” said Hailey.

“Or just a really good album of any genre.”

“Didn’t Schumann write some beautiful cycles?” said Anne.

“Ooh, ooh, wait, what about Elegies for Angels, Punks, and Raging Queens?”

“That changed my life,” said the composer. “Heard it for the first time when I was seventeen.”

Roxy pointed to Aviva. “She’s a singer. She’s got a new album coming out. She’s big-time, this one.”

“Wow,” said the composer. “Cool. Your first?”

“Nope,” Aviva said. Any asshole could put out one album! “Fourth.”

He looked impressed. “What kind of stuff?”

“Good stuff,” she said, not blinking.

“I love good stuff. What’s your… lineage?”

“Folk. Jazz. Punk. Blues. Funk. Hip-hop. Psychedelic. Metal. No, not metal, not at all metal. I don’t know. Bottomless need! Mortality! Desire. Romance. Immoderation. Heartbreak. Hope. Fear. Fuck if I know.”

“Jesus, honey,” said Sue. “Lean in.”

“I’m already sick of my new stuff, but it’s going to be a while before I have anything new-new.”

That, everyone understood. Nods all around. The problem with “success,” such as it was, was that the more of it you got, the fewer people there were to commiserate with you about it.

“I played covers all afternoon,” Aviva said.

“Who?”

Aviva said Amy’s name to a collective sigh.

“Ahhhhhh,” said the composer.

“What a fucking waste,” Hailey said.

“Unbelievable,” Anne said.

“Whyyyyyy,” Sue wailed.

“God, I love her,” Roxy said. “I loved her the first second I heard her voice.”

“Me too, oh my God, me too,” said Anne. “That voice. That voice!”

“I don’t know much about her,” said the composer. “But there’s the song about refusing to go to rehab, right? And she—what, overdosed?”

Hailey broke into the opening of the famous chorus. Wrong key, wrong tempo, wrong inflection. Anne and Roxy jumped in with No, no, no. Then Aviva finished out the lesser-known half of the chorus alone. Something happened when Aviva sang. She could irradiate space, suspend time, change the weather. For a moment, everyone sat in silence, then spoke all at once.

“Jesus damn.”

“Get it.”

“Yes!”

“She didn’t overdose, by the way,” Aviva said. “She just abused herself very committedly and determinedly to death. Misadventure at twenty-seven. Totally different.”

“Suicide on the installment plan,” said the composer.

“Which isn’t easy. Takes real consistency over a long period of time to destroy your body that way. Hard work.”

“How ironic,” said Hailey. “I mean, what with the rehab song.”

“Sing tomorrow night at the salon,” said Roxy. “Will you?”

“Yeah,” said the composer.

“Please,” said Sue.

“You have to,” said Roxy.

“Pretty please,” said Anne.

“Don’t pressure her,” said Hailey.



Text from Sam: hey honeypie how’s art camp?

She fished the negative pee stick out of the trash and sent him a pic—failed procreative sext.

Sad-face emoji.

Was he actually sad? He didn’t seem like he cared that much. Correction: he didn’t seem like he cared as much as Aviva cared. Adjustment: he didn’t fall to fucking pieces at the end of every cycle, like it was the funeral of the whole goddamned world. He started another text, then stopped. Started again, stopped again. Finally: so sorry, babe. i love you. Which made her irate, the formality of “so” and the “i.” She despised pity.

luv u 2, she forced.

He’d had his junk tested a year and a half ago. His junk was fine.



The mother of the world’s very first “test-tube baby” had died, and Aviva read and reread the obituary, astonished to learn that doctors had not informed the woman that she was going to be the first of her kind. They had done IVF successfully with animals, but this working-class couple from Manchester, England, who had been struggling to conceive for a decade, were only told, “We think we can help you.” So the woman signed all the paperwork, asked no questions. The wildest part? She was so happy to be getting her real live baby that she didn’t even mind about having been used as an unwitting human experiment. She figured it out when she saw reporters camped outside her hospital window, and shrugged it off! Not aggrieved in the least to have been denied informed consent. On the contrary, she was proud. Because she had a baby to show for it. A baby! A BABY! Informed consent? Don’t be ridiculous!

A generation or two later, now, and women of a certain age/caste were lining up to be juiced, jacked, mangled, manhandled—willingly, gladly, unquestioningly, at great cost—in the service of more and more absolutely insisted-upon babies, who always seemed to come out kind of like FINE, FUCK, OKAY, though maybe Aviva was projecting. Her feed was full to bursting of such babies.

Her favorite was Harmony Shmendrickson, the hard-won daughter of a bassist with whom Aviva had once done a southwest tour. They called her “Harmie” or sometimes, bizarrely, just “Harm.” Aviva had run into Harmie’s enormously pregnant mother in the ladies’ room of a fancy downtown club at a mutual friend’s birthday party a while back, and had offered rote congratulations. The woman had confided, shuddering, some “horrible fertility shit.” Now baby Harmie was trussed up and paraded amidst beautifully aestheticized backgrounds and foregrounds, through winter and spring and summer and autumn, wearing vintage corduroy jumpers and adorable hats and teensy-weensy bathing suits and hand-knit sweaters. Here was little Harm in her first snowsuit. Here she was in her Halloween costume. Here she was under a rainbow umbrella. Here she was buck-ass naked in the bath.

Aviva did not want to get juiced, jacked, mangled, or manhandled in the service of an insisted-upon baby. It didn’t seem like a nice thing to do to the baby. Forcing children to do much of anything seemed inherently exploitative, when you thought about it. Certainly you could coax them, maybe convince them, perhaps bribe them… but force?

How incredibly, soul-crushingly rude.



A documentarian made a roaring fire in the lounge. Wineglasses were filled.

“White or red?” Roxy asked.

“Neither, thanks.”

Roxy froze, uncomprehending.

“I’m pregnant,” Aviva whispered.

Roxy’s hand flew to her mouth. “Sweetheart!” She gathered Aviva into a hug, stroked her hair, kissed her soft and full on the cheek.

Anne tapped her silver thumb ring against her glass and a hush fell over the room. Aviva sat on the floor alongside the composer, leaning up against a big leather sectional, all too aware of his hips near hers.

Hailey began with a poem about her father’s once-upon-a-time new car, and the first trip they had taken in it. Then the father died and the car was sold. Everyone clapped.

“I liked how the seats were beige,” Anne said. “And just by your saying that I could picture exactly the type of beige, and smell that new-car smell.”

“It was, like, Proustian,” Aviva muttered to the composer.

Next up was Roxy. Her writing was delicious and weird, and Aviva loved the way she read, intoning ever upward so that eventually the words hardly mattered, and you could be carried along on cadence alone.

“Okay,” said Anne, tapping her ring against her wineglass again. “Now let’s hear it for Aviva! I listened to some of her stuff this afternoon and whoa, you guys.”

Lounge, club, concert hall, sitting room, it didn’t matter: there was always the same fleeting damp panic, the same stomach drop, the heart-flutter flash. You’d think she’d be over it by now. Her fourth album! Someone tell her nervous system. She situated herself on the stool in front of the group, tuning the Epiphone.

“What was up with those mashed potatoes tonight? Sittin’ a little heavy, or is it just me? Okay. Here we go. This here is my trusty Epiphone. I been hauling this bitch around for years. She was my destiny. She was sent to me to make the path clear. Shit could have gone another way. Any number of other ways. I was pretty burned out on music by the time I found this baby. Okay. Let’s see… Okay. I’m gonna play you a song by an artist I adore. A ton of people adore her, but we mustn’t hold that against her. She let things get out of hand. She didn’t know when to say when. She dug in her heels in the wrong direction, know what I mean?”

It wasn’t like Amy was obscure; not like she needed rescuing from the bowels of cultural history. And it wasn’t like Aviva could replicate or approach Amy’s voice. Aviva only had her own voice. So here went the barest rendition of the song, just a few chords, a minimalist offering. The first big love affair, over: sayonara to the older guy she could too easily dominate. She wanted to be dominated, see. A deceptively simple blues for when you need to be brought back to earth, reminded who you are. The song opened and opened and kept on opening. You could dance to it, drop down into your pelvis, let it make you funnier, funkier, smarter, skankier, snarkier, stankier. Listen to how smart this girl is! How self-aware and funny. A step ahead of everyone else. Borrow what she’s got. Well, I’d hate to be your boyfriend, said a condescending TV host when the unknown first appeared on his show to do this very song. Barely out of her teens, but she didn’t give a fuck about that dumbass host. As if she would ever give a man like that so much as a thought. Not for all the money in the world. This was well before international super-fame, wigs, tattoos, paparazzi frenzy. This was when she was just a giddy child wearing too much makeup to cover up hormonal acne, high off her own immense gifts, a new tattoo of Betty Boop on her bum. Hard to remember now, how seriously transgressive tattoos used to be. She was going to be a roller-skating waitress if music didn’t work out. Baby-faced teen with her tits and ass hanging out of a clingy dress, trying out those big tottering heels. Playing dress-up. Pierced lip. Total confidence plus staggering innocence, and she never once looked at the audience. Purely an inner trip. She knew how good she was, knew what her voice could do to a room. Didn’t need to beg the audience for approval. She knew what she was giving them. Suffered fools not one bit. Lost already, sure, but life of the party wherever she went. Chubby, awkward, hairy little big-mouthed Jew. There’s still such a thing as a Jew, like it or not: a full-on Jew, through and through. She hit puberty hard, like a car wrapped around a tree. They put her on antidepressants at fifteen; of course they did.

Why this particular song? Why this particular singer? Why not some unsung song? Some unsung singer? These things have a life of their own. Lotta great voices, lotta self-destructive bullshit, lotta untimely death, so why this girl? They were cut from the same cloth: sisters, cousins, all-seeing, all-knowing. Aviva knew a thing or two about addiction, about loyalty to the dark side. Aviva had given herself to the wrong people, too. There but for the grace of God. Nobody stands in between me and my whatever. How could you not follow lust and love down into the darkest halls of doom? Aviva had herself a good man now, a dear good angel of a man, and wasn’t there a parallel universe in which Amy was at this very moment recording and touring and writing and building sandcastles on a St. Lucian beach with her wholesome brood? Amy had wanted babies very badly, too, and was likewise aggrieved by their failure to appear. When something takes hold of your imagination, you rise to meet it and do your utmost to serve it. No guarantees, no promises, just your full attention. And after all, wasn’t everyone always talking about Aviva’s voice? Hadn’t she gotten that award, way back when, for new voices?

One good thing about music school, other than it having inoculated her against pretension of many flavors, had been her voice teacher, Sarah. Nobody can teach what you got, honey. All I can do is help you use it and not lose it. A special voice, an arresting voice, impossible to ignore. She didn’t always hit precise notes—she wasn’t some formalist, some scientist, some striver—but she sang from her gut and she meant it. Her voice a living organism: no song ever, ever the same twice.

What even is a voice? It’s the sound one makes with one’s larynx. The way one makes oneself heard. Breath, vibration, a style of narration. Phrasing. And when you’re singing from your bones and bowels, these things don’t need explaining. Everyone can feel it in their bones and bowels, animals and plants included. An unpasteurized experience. Honesty is the ultimate life giver. What would you do with all the energy you’d save if you never had to lie?



Knock on Aviva’s studio door, late that night. Well, well, what did we have here?

The composer, sheepish, shuffling his feet. “Saw your light on.”

She let him in.

“Nice space,” he said.

“Where’d they put you?”

“Over behind the barn.”

He stood there. She waited. Try to seduce her or don’t, dude, one way or the other, but make up your mind.

“Hey, that was amazing tonight. You’re really good, you know?”

“Yeah. I do know.”

He laughed. How funny: a chick who knows how good she is.

She sat cross-legged on the bed while he circled the perimeter, picking things up and putting them back down, looking at stuff she’d taped to the walls, examining the list of previous studio inhabitants scrawled by the door. Finally he sat down in the one armchair. Aviva waited, amused, for this to play out, whatever it was. Not the worst approach to life in general. He sighed. “I haven’t been with anybody since my divorce.”

Oh hell no! Sad sack looking for mommy time? Screw that. The nerve of him, trying to sap her maternal energies. No, sir, she had no maternal energies to spare. Her maternal energies were on reserve. She had big plans for her maternal energies. It might have been interesting to find out how he’d worship her body, but no: a sob sesh was not in the cards. She got up off the bed and opened the door.

“I gotta call it a day,” she said. “Thanks for coming by, though.”

He was a little stunned, but he got up and out.

Find it elsewhere, pal. Mommies everywhere, bored off their tits, happy for any and all attention. Find it someplace else.



She woke the next morning bloated and numb and crampy and tired and insatiable and depressed. Bleeding was no less a bummer for being expected. Here it was. The humbling. Get cozy, be gentle. None of that absurd tampon/painkiller advertisement shit wherein you plug yourself up with some bleach/asbestos/formaldehyde-soaked scented cotton on a string and pop some pills and carry on upholding capitalism, running cross-country, riding your bike to work, kicking ass at doubles, and running for Congress, fuck that. Someone once asked Amy, on camera: “Do you ever feel like you get treated differently, being a female artist?”

“Only when I’m on my period,” came the insouciant reply.

(Are we looking at a beautiful rebel, a visionary, a brilliant misfit for whom the world was not ready? Or the dumbest, most petulant little self-destructive twat to ever draw breath? The answer, of course, is both.)

On impulse, Aviva sent Amy’s mother’s account a direct message: I write out of love for your daughter, from one heartsick Jewish girl to another. That last bit a touch manipulative, but heartsick Jewish girls did have to look out for one another, across any and all divides.

Mum’s response came immediately: Do let me know when you’re in London, darling, perhaps we can meet for tea.

Holy shit.

She waited ’til breakfast was almost over so she wouldn’t have to talk to anyone, blared some terminally ill Warren Zevon in the studio, lay around with tea, texted Sam, texted friends, eyeballed the feed, read schlock, watched videos, and texted everyone again. This was her “ladies’ holiday,” as the yogis called it. This was her adios, cruel world. Her biological Sabbath. Her uterine shiva.

Enter it into the app: day thirty-four. Not a terrible length of days for an Aviva cycle. She’d had longer, harder, worse. Never any easy-peasy twenty-eight-day cycle for this bitch, alas. But hey now! Would you look at that? She always forgot, and the app always reminded her: bleeding was not the end of the cycle. Nope: bleeding began a new cycle. The bleed is day one of the new cycle. Bleeding is not the finale, people. Bleeding is prologue. Bleeding is restart. Bleeding is just the beginning.






2. FAME


Home from art camp, preparing to head off on tour, Aviva fell briefly under the sway of a self-proclaimed fertility guru whose marketing emails came hard and fast: Click here for my Fertile Food Five! Click here for my Recipes for Righteous Reproductive Renewal! Click here for my Fabulous Fertility Facts! The guru had obviously subjected herself to some serious branding/life-coaching/manifestation seminars. And if you sign up for personal coaching before the end of the month…! This lady was gonna get your clicks or die tryin’. Join her mailing list and you’d be sure to access the secrets of “ferocious fecundity.”

The guru’s paleo recipes promised to be amazingly simple, once you got the hang, and her general message seemed wise: Respect the almighty cycle, or else. Food is the best medicine. An ounce of prevention is worth a pound of cure. Yes. Great. Okay. Good. Fine. There was inarguable truth to be had: the general health of any given menstruating person is reflected in the patterns and irregularities and challenges of her cycle. The cycle is the fifth vital sign, no less an indicator of general health than the pulse. If one treated only the symptoms and not the root causes of imbalance or disorder, one was being a moron, and one’s problems would only get worse.

On the guru’s recommendation, Aviva ordered a very special probiotic powder colonized from the feces of Australian aborigines. You ARE Your Cycle was the title of the Goddess’s self-published book, and Aviva went ahead and ordered that, too, but drew a hard line at the three-thousand-dollar private coaching offer.

Guru claimed to have cured her own severe endocrine disease using her proprietary protocol, and had, at age thirty-nine, conceived a daughter “at home, in bed, with my husband, on our third try!” Or so she crowed repeatedly via every established platform and a few in beta. So, what, lady, you don’t have enough business? You wanna get famous for curing endocrine disorders with food? The work of curing endocrine disorders with food requires a fucking glam shot? You want to get rich off curing endocrine disorders with food?



A visit to the holistic MD in the guesthouse of a yellow Victorian in the ’burbs. Celtic symbols and aphoristic wood carvings all over the place. There’s More Than One Way. A Hint Is Sufficient For the Wise. Laughter Is the Best Medicine.

The holistic MD had ordered some tests. Aviva’s thyroid was fine, her fasting insulin was fine, her hormone levels were slightly higher or lower than they should be at whatever given point of her cycle, but not catastrophically so. She did not have celiac disease, but should still cut down on wheat (and obviously no dairy or sugar or caffeine or alcohol, yes, she knew) and maybe cut out legumes, too, for kicks. Also, get more sleep. And vitamin D. And purified water. And exercise. But not too much exercise. And couldn’t hurt to carry rose quartz on her person at all times.

The holistic MD peered through reading glasses at Aviva’s questionnaire.

“A singer, hmm? You know, singing has been shown to help the nervous system. Especially singing in groups, for some reason.”

Well, of course singing helped the nervous system! Why had something so obvious and intuitive needed to be shown?

Health Is Better Than Wealth, read the wood carving above the exit.



The acupuncturist rested two fingers on Aviva’s wrist to feel her pulse, which in Chinese medicine could be described as hollowed, tight, swift, scattered, hidden, knotted, slippery, hesitant, soggy, floating, or sinking, though presumably not all at once.

“How are you?” The acupuncturist seemed to really want to know.

“Last cycle wound up being thirty-four days, not the worst, but the week before I bled was a lot of fatigue, greasy hair, night sweats, really swollen tits, and the exact same three zits on my chin? And I hated everyone? I mean hated? With a passion?”

Why the uptick in her voice? Why was everything a question? Obsequious. Annoying. The power dynamic automatically wonky, everything an entreaty, as though any given caregiver might not otherwise find Aviva worthy of care.

“Where are we now?”

We. You had to love that.

“Day ten. Feeling good. Tip-top. Like a dude. Taking care of business.”

“Let’s see your tongue. Okay, and you’re still”—the acupuncturist scanned her notes—“trying for a baby?”

“Yeah, but—I mean, not trying, you know? Just… hoping? I don’t know. I gave up on the temperature charting. Just couldn’t hack it? Really stressed me out? Anyway, the app malfunctioned and I lost like a year of data, and… I don’t know. That thing fucked with my head, anyway. The temp-taking. Like, the minute I opened my eyes in the morning, there’s this fucking thing I have to think about, you know?”

“Well, stress is the worst.”

“Right. So. I stopped.”

“How’s your diet?”

“Not perfect, but pretty good? Once in a while I really want a donut, so I eat a donut, you know? Not like every day, but if I really want a donut I’m just going to have a donut, because life is fucking short. I mean, I’ll have half a donut, you know? And, I mean, if half an occasional donut means I can’t have a baby, I guess I just have to accept that I can’t have a baby? Because that’s just, like, really a lot to handle?”

She was pleading; that’s what she was doing. For care.

“Sugar is bad news for you, particularly. It’s going to make ovulation tricky.”

“I’m talking about like half a donut a week. Half a donut every other week. A donut a month.”

“How are the herbs I gave you last time?”

“They made me pee a lot? And last cycle I had a monster headache the day I finished bleeding? In the past it’s been the day or two before I bleed?”

She was asking to be cared for. It wasn’t enough to have shown up here and to have gotten undressed. She was begging.

The acupuncturist slapped Aviva’s folder shut. “Let’s see your scalp. Okay. And tongue? Facedown today. Seems like a facedown kind of day. Are you all right with cupping?”

Aviva arranged her tits to either side and put her face in the cradle. She was quite all right with cupping.

“You’re a musician, right? I keep meaning to check out your stuff. Is it, like, online?”

“Mmmmm-hmmmm.”

“So, like, what kind of music?”

“The, like, groovy kind.”

On went the cups.

“How do those feel?”

“Amazing? Thank you?”

“I’ll be back in half an hour.” Off went the lights.

Aviva’s mind ran circles round the ol’ prison yard. All the usual banal obsessive crap: what should she wear on tour, who’d popped up in her feed lately. The endless swirl of others. People she felt wounded by, people she wanted to wound. A sweet new image of wee Harmony Shmendrickson standing up all by herself and smiling so wide. Interviews. Things she should have said, shouldn’t have said, planned on saying. Photo shoots. Should she get a haircut? Some new boots? Nah, the old boots were the best, the old boots were trusty friends. Maybe this would be Aviva’s last tour for a while because maybe she’d be busy having a baby, raising the baby. A swell of optimism: this was going to be a fun, good tour, and after this she was going to demur from tour! She and Sam would get a dog, paint the kitchen blue, get a hammock for the yard, plant themselves a garden, and have themselves a baby. Yap, yap, yap, went her mind, until eventually, whoosh, it surrendered to rest. Witness the miracle: she was transformed (temporarily) from a rickety bird feeder rocked by the swift arrival and departure of every finch on the block, into the dark and cool primordial forest itself, vast and majestic, impervious to the agendas of the hundred thousand creatures within and without.



She and Sam merged bodies as much as humanly possible without it becoming a bummer. You did not want to let sex become a bummer. You were for sure never supposed to let sex become a bummer. Rule number one: sex should be fun. She often passed out cold after getting it on with Sam, which is as good a sign as any that you should absolutely spend your life with a person (unless it’s because they’ve drugged you).

“That was a good one,” he said, a proprietary hand spread across the width of her belly. “I got my guys way up in there.”

Cycle day twelve. Definite cervical changes. She hoisted her legs up the wall, wedged a pillow under her ass. If need be, she could start up again with the temp charting after tour, try having a better attitude about it. There was a groundbreaking, four-hundred-dollar digital thermometer from Sweden being heavily marketed in advance of its release. It connected to its own app, so that the temp chart would assemble itself for you, day by day, and the almighty app would get to know your specific, idiosyncratic cycle. Aviva was perhaps going to spring for this new groundbreaking digital-thermometer-plus-app. Let optimism reign. But first: thirty-five cities in forty days. Or maybe it was forty cities in thirty-five days? It was a lot of cities in a lot of days. It was Aviva’s “moment,” quoth Jerry and the Rabbi and the tarot queen and the booking agent and the label and industry friends and her demon hustler shadow.



Awake before dawn on departure day, she burrowed under the duvet, squeezing one of Sam’s warm thighs up in between hers. “Don’t make me go,” she whimpered.

“Love you, baby. Proud of you.”

It was still dark out when she loaded her stuff into the back of the cab.

The driver hated the night shift because it put his biological rhythms all out of whack. He was from Togo and used to be a gambler. A real addict, he said. No night or day in a casino. “Not healthy! Human body need night and day! Human body need fresh air! Human body need to be outside!”

He made a wrong turn. Aviva guided him back on track. He eyed her in the rearview.

“Married?”

“Yep.”

“Children?”

“Not yet!” Let’s give cheerful stoicism a try, why not.

“You should have! Children are best thing to have!” He glanced at her in the rearview again. “My children my best things!”

“ ‘Your children are not your children,’ ” she said.

“What you mean?”

“ ‘They come through you but not from you.’ ”

“What is that?”

“A famous poem. By Kahlil Gibran. An important poet.” Fame and importance: not remotely the same, but could always be counted upon to bolster each other.

“I do not know this poet. But I wish you many children! Woman without children is like lake without fish!”

Aviva happened to completely goddamned motherfucking agree, but when they arrived at the airport she silently gathered her things and stiffed him on the tip, because he should learn to keep his motherfucking mouth shut.



She was flying to Vegas with her guitar. Deja, the tour manager, would meet her there, and the merch would be waiting for them. They’d do the first show, spend the night, and then set off in the van. Up through North Cali, into the Pacific Northwest, over into the mountains, down through the Southwest, into the Midwest, down across the South, up through the Mid-Atlantic, and back up into New England. Piece of cake. No one’s first rodeo.

The security lines were long, but Aviva opted out of the full-body scan. She was a woman of childbearing age, dammit, and she would not be subjected to the newfangled scanner. Who knew what these jerks were doing to us with their big ugly machines?

“Need a female body check,” a TSO mumbled into a walkie-talkie. His nametag read Ed. A minute ticked by. Aviva shifted her weight, stared daggers. “Sorry, ma’am,” said Ed. “Shouldn’t be too long.”

People streamed past, putting their shoes back on, gathering up their stuff.

“Can you please just give me a pat-down?”

“Can’t do that, ma’am. Female body check. Do you copy. Over. Scanner’s the same amount of radiation as your cell phone, you know.”

He glanced at Aviva’s belongings, which sat piled at the end of the conveyor: boots, roller bag, guitar case, jacket, and massive trash Amy biography. The superstar was pictured on the cover all tough and sweet and scared and deep and vulnerable and used and fragile and doomed, in just the cutest little striped jumpsuit. The vacant look in her eyes meant it must have been taken after the first really bad overdose. Her “accident,” Mum called it.

“What a voice,” Ed said.

“Right?!”

“Why didn’t she just go to rehab?”

“Well, she did, actually. A couple times, but… Dude, listen, please. I would love to have this conversation, but my flight is seriously boarding right now.”

“Shouldn’t be too much longer. Female body check, over.”

“I’m begging you. Gender is a construct. Pat me down, man.”

“You just can go through the scanner, if you want.”

“I’m pregnant,” Aviva said.

And hey, look how that changed the dynamic. Suddenly Ed had a deferential edge, and seconds later a female TSO named Angel was roughly sliding the backs of her hands around Aviva’s tits, up her inner thighs, and down her ass.

“Rehab was beside the point,” Aviva told Ed as she shoved her feet back into her boots, hoisted her guitar, and tucked the biography under an arm. “ ’Cause she wanted to annihilate herself, see, and she was stubborn as fuck.”

On the cover of the biography, Amy appeared unsure, her mouth ajar in an echo of snarl, muscle-memory snarl, but from the silence of her grave had no choice but to agree to this narrative. All narrative.

“Good luck with your baby,” Ed said.

Aviva hustled to her gate and boarded the plane with mere minutes to spare.

Overpowering stench of perfume: Toilet cleaner? Air freshener? Fancy eau de toilette? Industrial sanitizer? No matter: exact hormone-disrupting synthetic fragrance compounds in all. She settled into the middle seat, row nine, lucky nine, sandwiched between a big young white guy with grimy fingernails and a stringy-haired white girl with long bony toes in flip-flops. Aviva had spent her formative years desperate for this white girl’s precise hair: like Janice from the Muppet Show house band. You simply could not be cute without this exact stringy white-girl hair. It was a requirement. You might have an okay life without this kind of hair, but you would never be truly great, and ultimately no one would care if you just offed yourself.

Janice Muppet was flipping through a copy of last week’s People magazine. There, fleetingly, on the Music page, Aviva caught sight of her own face, and allowed herself precisely two and a half seconds of satisfaction about being this quote-unquote success before she went back to feeling terrible about how gross it was to be packaged and sold, and how gross it was that other people might be impressed by the packaging and selling. Not impressed with the work Aviva had done, mind you. Not impressed with the body of work she was in the midst of making, no: just impressed with whatever recognition she got. Her dumb face in a dumb magazine.

The grimy guy was staring out the window, where the sun was rising spectacularly orange and purple amidst the roar of the jet engine gearing up for takeoff.

He leaned toward Aviva, keeping his eyes on the sky.

“This is my first flight,” he said.

“Like, ever?”

“Like, ever.”

“Are you… scared?”

“Naw. A little.”



His name was Derrick. He had won this trip through a contest at work, a Valvoline in the Catskills. It included two nights in a hotel on the Vegas Strip, two tickets to a magic show, and two all-you-can-eat breakfasts. He was meeting his brother there, and they were going to live it up. He was twenty-five. He had a four-year-old son named Dominick, Dom for short. He was raising Dom alone because Dom’s mother was a crazy bitch and he felt sorry for her, he really did, but she had a lot of work to do to get herself together, and sometimes it seemed she didn’t have it in her to really make the effort. He tried not to badmouth her to Dom, who loved and missed her and saw her when she was straight enough to handle it, which wasn’t too often.

“Boy needs a mother,” Derrick said, shaking his head.

His hands were huge, shapely, and stained, and Aviva imagined them gripping her hips in the plane bathroom. Maybe she could step in and be Dom’s mother. They could all live in the Catskills, in a shitty old ranch fronting the road but with acres of woods out back. Sourdough starter. Woodpile. She could raise the child as her own. Dom’s mother would be a recurrent drag, but eventually she’d overdose and they’d throw her a nice, musical wake, and carry on. Grill a lot, grow weed, laugh long and hard, host friends. She’d be stoned and happy most of the time, sitting out on the back porch with her guitar, hollering dirges. Dom would call her Mama, and Derrick would drink beer, and once in a blue moon he might get a tiny bit violent, but not too violent, and she really would be asking for it, and he’d be sorry, and anyway it would sort of turn her on but she would never admit it on social media. Derrick would build her an addition onto the house for a music studio. But then one day, once Dom was grown, she’d run off with a last-chance lover to Guatemala, or Mérida, or maybe Tzfat, where she’d spend her crone years in long, silver braids on a cacao farm, practicing pranayama and occasionally leading seekers through therapeutic psychedelics and/or book club. Derrick would never forgive her, though she’d send him endless love and light in meditation.

“You got kids?” he asked.

Always a sucker punch, even when you saw it coming a mile up the road. “Nope.”

“You’d be a great mom.”

“How do you know that?”

“One of those things.” He shrugged. “I can tell. You’re a good listener.”

He took note of her wedding band.

“Husband doesn’t want ’em?”

“Just hasn’t happened yet.” Aviva shrugged.

Derrick nodded, squinting at her.

“It’ll happen,” he said after a beat.

“Yeah.”

“You want it to happen?”

“It’s in the Lord’s hands,” she recited. “It is what it is.”

“Sorry,” Derrick said.

“It’ll happen.”

“Life’s a bitch…”

“And then you die…”

“That’s why we get high…”

They spoke the last lyric together: “ ’Cuz you never know when you gonna go!”

They fist-bumped, friends for life (or the duration of the flight).

Before Amy died, she’d had some kind of platonic long-distance soul-mate thing happening with Nas. They were planning on forming a supergroup, for real. She’d begun writing songs, even laid down a track or two. But then her meat ship sank.

The flight attendant brought drinks. Seltzer for Aviva, Jack Daniel’s for Derrick, white wine for Janice Muppet. Aviva hauled out the biography and plopped it on her tray table. “Oh my God,” said Janice Muppet, spilling a little of her Pinot Grigio. “I love her. So sad!”

“Yeah. She’s my sister.”

Janice’s jaw dropped. “Your sister?!”

“Oh, no, not like actually, like: spiritually.”

It was a fabulous biography: encyclopedic, exhaustive, unpretentious. Best of all, it had been published six months before the Tragic End, so there was no fake reverence, no variations on the poor doomed blessed martyr angel trope. Most interviewees thought she was a spoiled brat. One went so far as to call her a “filthy trash heap.” Similar frustration and criticism were hurled from all directions throughout her life: She was a smart girl who did not apply herself. She was too smart for her own good. She would certainly do very well for herself if only she would fall in line. She was not living up to her potential.

They had no clue as to what her potential might be, but everyone could see that she definitely had some. Wild, unnerving, careless girl, called everyone’s bluff. She seemed to have nothing to lose. She wanted to be “famous” when she grew up, because being famous meant everyone saw you, really and truly saw you, and couldn’t look away. First guitar at thirteen: daughter of the commandments. Meanwhile, screw Jewish day school and screw all-girls’ school and screw the tight-knit North London Jewish community. She wasn’t like them. But then, oh dear, screw performing arts school, too, and screw the other performing arts school, as well. Nothing but cookie-cutter wannabes everywhere she went. Fucking followers. (Remember when that was a dirty word? A hard-core pejorative?) Hell, she wasn’t like those performing arts twats, either. All they wanted was to be famous, and guess what? Fame’s stupid. Fuck fame. All you had to have was the minutest taste of it to know it was shit. The performing arts school dolts didn’t care about being good. They only wanted to be good enough to get famous. So go get your fame, you middling reality talent show twats. Have at your competitions, your Svengali producers, your fifteen minutes. Knock yourselves out. I’ll be over here being freakin’ amazing and singular, take me or leave me. She was truly gifted, so why should she have to lick ass? You only have to lick ass when you don’t got the gift. She was exacting about music, and exactitude is what makes an artist; ambition is when you’re satisfied with whatever the fuck people will buy. Everyone hated her, but she didn’t care. She was so good, so sharp, so perceptive, so gifted, that she didn’t have to care. And that is what infuriates people who are not so good or sharp or perceptive: they do have to care. Squeal, preen, elbow-flap, regurgitate received wisdom, beg for likes, maniacally bat their lashes. Confronting someone of her caliber reminds them of what they’re not, makes them resentful. The T-shirt from her first UK tour bore huge lettering: I HATE AMY.

Anyway, yeah, she had a great voice, and yeah, she could dominate a stage, all fine and well, but what she really wanted, first and foremost, was to be a beloved wife and mum. Yeah, she could sing like a fucking boss. Yeah, she could write songs, easy-peasy. But so what?

Janice Muppet was asleep now, the magazine on her lap open to the cover story: a starlet, pregnant with twins, speaking out about her “infertility journey.” God has given me the greatest gift, read the pull quote alongside a photo of the starlet all in white, gazing down at her swollen belly. Well, sure, “God” and the two hundred grand you paid some clinic. The starlet’s boyfriend, a football hero, stood behind her with massive biceps and a hilariously uncomfortable expression on his face. Aviva slid the magazine off sleeping Muppet’s lap, flipped the pages back to the Music section, and elbowed Derrick.

“Wanna see something funny?”

“Always.”

She held up the page with her face on it.

“What the fuck?! You’re famous?”

“In a way.”

He took the magazine and read aloud: “ ‘In the singer-songwriter’s fierce fourth album, she’s ready to transition into a new phase of life, if only she can she get out of her own way. If Tom Waits and Fiona Apple had a baby who grew up to be a prickly, menstruation-obsessed feminist, she might sound like the intensely confrontational Aviva, whose lyrics are not for the faint of heart.’ ” Derrick let the magazine fall onto his tray table.

“Drop the mic, girl!”

She rolled her eyes: “Please.”

“What the fuuuuuuuck? Do you know how cool this is? Damn, famous girl. ‘Menstruation-obsessed feminist,’ say what?!”

He flagged down the flight attendant, waving the magazine.

“Yo, hi, we got a famous chick on this flight.”

The flight attendant nodded politely, examined Aviva—nope, not that famous—and continued on up the aisle. Derrick was still grinning like a fool.

“Uh, hey, famous chick.”

“It’s not like that.”

“Uh, I don’t know, dude. You’re in People magazine!”

“Right, and next week it’ll be someone else, and I’ll be in the recycling bin. So it actually super-duper doesn’t matter.” She put her lips right up to his ear, scent of cigarettes and Ivory soap. “It’s ephemeral,” she said, real soft and slow. Derrick didn’t move a muscle. He wasn’t sure what “ephemeral” meant. “Never mind,” she said, leaning back into her seat. “You’re right. It’s true. I am totally famous. Peel me a grape!”

They let their shoulders touch. Somewhere over Tennessee he let his hand experimentally brush up against the side of her thigh, just above her knee, so she felt it in her innermost. Aviva gestured toward the still-napping Muppet: “She’s cute. Get her number.”

“Not my type,” Derrick said. “I need a woman like you.”

“I’m old enough to be your mother.”

He studied her. “Not true.”

Possibly true, in extremis. But she switched tacks: “My husband benches two-fifty.” Not a lie. Sam taught civics and history at Albany High, but he’d been a Divison I QB, and assisted the football coach on the side.

Derrick retreated into what passed for personal space.

“Listen,” she told him, when they were buckling up for descent. “Look for someone a little offbeat, kind of a dork. Not the thinnest or prettiest or anything like that. A little different. Not overly concerned with fitting in. Someone with a passion, something she likes to do and is good at and works hard at, for her own satisfaction. You’ll see it in her eyes. It’s okay if she’s a little depressed. A little depressed is okay, so long as she’s got perspective and isn’t too into drinking or drugs. Doesn’t take herself too seriously. Interested in the world. Finds the humor in everything, especially the hard stuff. Likes to go places, explore. Curious. Likes her friends. Likes music. Into sex, for her own sake. Likes her body. Full pubes, okay? Do you hear me on this? Full pubes is important. The more body hair the better. Not afraid to dance or sing. Knows how to take a nap. Not afraid of confrontation. Okay with her lot in life. Not super impressed with money. Not afraid to get dirty. Literally dirty. Doesn’t wear a ton of makeup. Not online all that much. Zero perfume. Mildly to moderately religious but doesn’t need to talk about it, like, ever. Do you want to write this down?”

“I think I got it.”

They parted ways with a handshake at the end of the jet bridge.



You forgot what it felt like, then you did it again and couldn’t believe you’d forgotten: Roomfuls of faces in the dark, staring up at you in the light. Nevada City, San Fran, Oakland, Sacramento. All those faces! The proverbial sea of them. No band, no opener. The label’s expectations were modest, because expenses were relatively low. Career sweet spot: just a girl and her guitar.

Deja was an ace right hand. Ten years younger than Aviva but she’d been touring practically her whole life with her old-school roots-legend father, and damn if she couldn’t do it all: wrangle the sound techs and merch and engineers, sort out the cash. And drive, good God, the girl was tireless. Best of all, a person of few words. Verging on mute. They had an understanding, Deja and Aviva: an easy rapport, a groove.

Aviva had opted to play smaller prestige venues at or near capacity, rather than try to fill the bigger venues. You had to be nuts—or maybe just twelve years old—to covet fame. The actual greats were tormented if they happened to become famous; they had to join monasteries or commit suicide or wear huge sunglasses 24/7. Who wanted icon status? Maybe after you were dead. If rule number one was Don’t Make Sex a Bummer, rule number two had to be Don’t Make Music a Bummer.

“I think you’re kidding yourself,” said the Rabbi on the phone. “I think you do want the world at your feet, and I think you know you’re good enough to have that, but I think you don’t want to want that. And I think you’re right not to want to want that. Because that, in reality, is a curse.”

“What the fuck did you just say, and can you streamline it, please?”

“It’s your internal conflict, darling.”

“Wait, so I should want world domination? I should write some catchier two-minute repetitive pop shit and put my tits out on my feed? Do you know how amazing my tits are, for the record? I have insanely nice tits. Like, world’s best, no joke. But I try not to put them out too much because they are so incredible I don’t think it’s fair. But you’re telling me I’m wasting my tits? Should I get busy encouraging people to virtually jizz all over my tits?”

“That is not what I’m saying, no, but I appreciate the metaphor. You would hate that. And it would destroy your gift.”

“It’s not a metaphor, man. My tits are epic. But my gift! That’s right, that’s right: my gift. So am I okay to just play my fucking shows like the badass I am and otherwise duck and cover?”

“I’m saying both impulses live inside you and both impulses are correct and both impulses are also problematic.”

“Awesome. How much for today’s sesh, Doc?”



She opened Eugene with “Careless,” in which she recollected every guy she’d ever fucked. In the chorus came the realization that she’d never worried about getting pregnant, and that she had, despite said carelessness, never wound up accidentally pregnant. The dawning realization in the bridge: Why had she never gotten accidentally pregnant?! She probably should have gotten accidentally pregnant. There had been that guy and that other guy and the one before that and after that and, oh, this other one, too… She’d intended it to be a perversely sorrowful song, a kind of tongue-in-cheek lament. All the cool witches got to sing about their abortions; infertility was intensely uncool. But in the studio—she had been stoned—the song had wound up almost peppy, borderline madcap, sarcastic. Now, on tour, she had the chance to strip it back down again.

At merch, a line of bashful, buzzing women and a handful of sensitive dudes. She signed all their CDs and tees with an extravagant, swooping “Love.”



In Portland, Deja headed back to the hotel with a sound tech and Aviva decamped to a late-night cocktail/smoothie place with a gaggle of groupies. Each, in turn, detailed her distinct procreative struggles.

A former PR assistant from Aviva’s first label, liberated for the evening from her young child, was wrecked on three vodkas with fresh-pressed kale juice, lemon, and blue-green algae from Lake Kamranth. She had recently had a miscarriage. Given that she hadn’t been sure she wanted another baby so soon, she was more devastated than she thought she had any right to be.

A gifted slam poet Aviva had befriended eons ago at an open mic had suffered a brutally traumatic hospital birth and gained almost a hundred pounds in the three years since. She still didn’t have any feeling in her abdomen or her right hip, and couldn’t orgasm.

A friend of the slam poet’s was talking about getting a sperm donor before time ran out.

A blogger who’d been championing Aviva’s work for years had, in the past eighteen months, undergone nine unsuccessful rounds of IVF. She’d sold a memoir about the whole thing to a major publisher, but hadn’t been able to make much progress writing it. Regular infertility plus creative infertility? Jeez-louise, tough break. At least Aviva could still birth a good song whenever the fuck she felt like it.

Halfway through her second virgin turmeric orange ginger, the ladies leaned in: it was Aviva’s turn to dish. Here was the downside of creative fertility: everyone felt entitled to her, thought they already knew everything about her, lyric detectives every one. Yeah, yeah, Aviva had put out an album called Womb Service, sure, yeah, all about maternity, the cycle, the elusive baby, all that strangely inconsequential fucking she’d done. But they were just songs! She was not about to take up voluntary residence in some tidy little confessional prison for the rest of her goddamn life.

The ladies, however, all wore the same expression: Pony up, hon. It’s only fair. What’s your sob story?

Fine. It was important to tell the truth as much and as often as possible.

“I guess it’s been about… a year?” (Two, actually. Going on three, but who’s counting?)

The ladies gasped.

“You’ve been trying for a year?!”

Two, actually. Going on three! But what did “trying” even mean, anyway? Aviva had been “trying” to stay inveterately chill. Going on three years of “trying” not to think too much about it, beyond all the acupuncture and massage and meditation and clean food and visualization and whatnot. But “trying,” in these people’s understanding, meant something else entirely. Something punitive, something uniquely twenty-first-century, something downright extraterrestrial. What a drag, to have to fully inhabit only the most obvious identity available to you at any given moment. Refuse if you want to maintain any kind of self-respect or freedom or creative juice whatsoever. Refuse!

“Not, I mean, not, like, trying. Just, like… waiting.”

Then came the tense, all-important question. People always dropped their voices a full octave to ask it: How. Old. Are. You?

Her answer was pleasing to them. Yippee: still in the green half of her thirties.

“Okay,” said the IVF veteran. “You have time.”

Ah, time: the only thing still blessedly, completely outside our silly, sad, shortsighted affectations of control. (Well, that and weather.)

“Do I? Do I have time?” Aviva glanced at the fertility guru’s ovulation phase menu on her phone. Lentils. Lentils would be beneficial right now. She needed food, and then she needed her hotel bed.

“You’re a baby,” said sperm-seeker.

“But time is not your friend,” said miscarriage.

“I’m forty-three,” said the IVF vet. “Started when I was thirty-nine. You have plenty of time.”

“Yay,” Aviva said weakly.

“My sister-in-law’s sister had her first at forty-seven,” said birth trauma.

“But not with her own egg, obviously,” said miscarriage.

“No, obviously. You can’t use your own eggs past forty or the kid will be stupid.”

“Everyone always says they wish they’d started sooner,” said sperm-seeker, “but at the same time you better be in a perfect relationship and financially stable and advanced in your career and own a fucking house.”

“It’s like… we… can’t… win,” said birth trauma.

Aviva cracked up. “Are you just realizing this right now?”

“So, congrats, right?” said miscarriage. “Now you’re perfectly in love and financially stable and advanced in your career and you get to blow all of that to smithereens obsessively engineering pregnancies your fucking body doesn’t fucking want.”

“Your body has no clue,” said the IVF vet. “Your body is an idiot asshole. Your body doesn’t get a vote. Your body gets no say whatsoever. Fuck your body.”



On their day off in Seattle, Aviva and Deja treated themselves to three hours at a Scandinavian-style spa and sauna. Wet heat, dry heat, cool plunge, massages, wet heat, dry heat, cool plunge again, then bamboo chaises under skylights, where they sipped artisanal kombucha. Deja dozed while Aviva perused a seventeen-pound women’s magazine. Living it up. Rock and roll.

The sauna et al. were not a good idea if there was any chance she might (maybe? Possibly? Not impossibly??) be… ever so slightly pregnant? But she just wanted to not think about her reproductive potential for five minutes—was that so much to ask? Apparently so, because the music page of the seventeen-pound women’s mag said Womb Service was an unlistenable screed. Who wants to groove out to music about periods?! YUCK. We don’t want to be defined by our bodies; feminism has moved way beyond that! We are so much more than our bodies! We deserve to be liberated from all those old ideas! We loved Aviva’s last album, and she has a reputation for great live performances, but this album is the pits. Grade: D+



The Boise venue had seen better days, but still had original plaster molding, plush lobby carpeting, chandeliers. Peter, Paul & Mary had played here. Woody Guthrie had played here. Ani had played here. Alan Lomax had paraded Lead Belly through here. On the marquee was Aviva’s name. Look at it, up there. She fought back a swelling of something like… pride? A terrible sin. How did one exorcise it? She took a photo and sent it to her deadbeat dad, who had grown much more interested in his daughter since she’d become a “public figure.”

Sold-out show. The venue manager flirted in the greenroom, but Aviva wanted to be alone with her guitar, wouldn’t grant eye contact. Audience energy high. Bona fide roar when she hit the stage. She ripped right into the titular song, in which she was holding a friend’s new baby and studying it curiously: it was a baby like any other, a lump of animate flesh, unspeakably precious, but, well, it had been forced. Coerced by the hands of man. It had not sprung spontaneously from the loins of its progenitors. What did this signify? One didn’t wander the produce aisle obsessing over the difference between an apple that had emerged from heirloom seed deep in organic compost in its godly prescribed season versus an apple that had emerged from scientifically altered seed in chemically treated soil, indoors, without any regard for climate whatsoever. An apple was an apple, no? What was Aviva’s problem?? Did apples taste different when they emerged from heirloom seed deep in organic compost in their godly proscribed season? (Well… yeah.) Were there cellular variations in the vibrations of the apples’ juices, for heaven’s sake? (Well… yeah.) At the end of the song the baby cried briefly, took a tremendous, thunderous dump, and fell into serene sleep.
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