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			Out with the truckers and the kickers and the cowboy angels

			And a good saloon in every single town

			Oh, but I remembered something you once told me

			And I’ll be damned if it did not come true

			Twenty thousand roads I went down, down, down

			And they all led me straight back home to you.

			­—Gram Parsons and Tom S. Brown,
“The Return of the Grievous Angel”   

			since feeling is first 

			who pays any attention 

			to the syntax of things 

			will never wholly kiss you;

			wholly to be a fool

			while Spring is in the world

			my blood approves,

			and kisses are a better fate 

			than wisdom

			—ee cummings

			“since feeling is first”

			I wish I could just say everything in one word. I hate all the things that can happen between the beginning of a sentence and the end.

			—Leonard Cohen
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			MOONBURN

			You woke to find the full moon on your cheek, neatly balanced as if it belonged there, but you mistook it for a pimple, and you popped it.

			WHOLE LOTTA PASTA GOIN’ ON

			“Merlin,” I said, “please help, I was a fool and sold my house, my happy childhood home, and now the town council plans to tear it down tomorrow,” and after thrusting his beard into his mouth and munching it fiercely, the wizard said, “I have no influence over town councils, but I do have an idea,” and so he changed my Camelot into a giant chunk of pasta—al dente, how I like it—and I was swallowing the last bite just as the bulldozer came rumbling up Oak Crest Road.

			ROOM 48 IN THE HEART OF AUTUMN

			Although he’d loved her for all the time he’d known her, the master origami artist shed no tears for his wife until five weeks after her death, when he compared an ear of rice to his rendering of it and saw no difference between the two and for a moment felt like God before recalling how weak he was with everything except for paper.

			FEET

			As a lover of feet—shapely ones, for the most part, but any tootsies were capable of giving him a tingle—Map assumed that his new job as a salesperson in a shoe store would be nonstop bliss, but soon enough he discovered the wisdom of the Austrian journalist Karl Kraus, who said, “The tragedy of the foot fetishist is that he must spend time with the person attached to the foot.”

			I’M YOUNG BUT YOU LOOK ME OLD

			Next to a sign reading “Public Writer” at a chipped wooden desk in the main post office of Saigon (Pryna refused to call it “Ho Chi Minh City” because her POW father died in one of Ho’s prisons), a wizened man has been working for sixty years, outlasting the rampage of local history while translating his customers’ letters (English, French, Vietnamese—he speaks all three), and the night after Pryna met him, she drank Hadacol in her hotel room and fell asleep and heard a voice, her father’s voice, saying, “For as long as that Public Writer lives, we’ll know and understand each other, but the moment he breathes his last, this world will shatter into gibberish and strife.” 

			WHAT THE WORD “FUCK” MEANS

			“Did you know that the word ‘fuck’ is a curse?” said the boy with the Batman lunchbox in our cafeteria on the first day of first grade, and because I thought he meant a witch’s curse, which seemed intriguing, I went to confirm it with our teacher, a brutal woman named Mrs. Schultz, but because Schultz seemed to dislike hearing the word “fuck” spoken, at least by a child, she smacked me across the face and knocked me down, which made everyone (including that Batman-lunchbox boy) burst into laughter, and because I didn’t want to let them see me cry, I bit my lip and held it all in until I got home and my mother said, “How was school?” at which point I let go, filling our house with so many tears that when a plumber eventually showed up, water-pump in hand, he looked at the knee-deep flood I’d caused and said, “What the fuck?” 

			I’LL FLY AWAY

			At a party in South Florida, you met an old man who’d emerged from a forty-year-long coma into a world of weird new tech, children grown up overnight, and his own body withered as if by some curse—but when you asked him, “What’s it like to Rip Van Winkle?” hoping for some insights, all he said was, “There’s far less birds than I remember, far less birds flying around now, they’re going away, we’re losing them, they’ll soon be gone.”

			WE THOUGHT WE LOST YOU…
WELCOME BACK 

			Look: it’s 1924 in South Africa, where a scientist uses hammer, chisel, and knitting needle to separate limestone from a face, an infant’s face complete with milk teeth, and while it’s easy to imagine the scientist’s pride as he names it Australopithecus, let us dream instead of what the child might say, if it could speak, after one million years of silence: “So you see me, I didn’t realize I wanted this but now I do, somebody sees me, and I’ll go on being seen until the earth swallows me again.”  

			MY RESUME 

			I can weigh smoke, urinate in rainbow colors, unravel strands of my DNA and weave a smoking jacket from them; I can sweet-talk your hens into laying octagonal eggs and predict your daddy’s fate (hint: he should have stayed in high school—and your mama didn’t need that PhD); I can warm myself in a house on fire and get fresh air by cutting my throat; I can perfume my ears with Hai Karate and sleep beside a manta ray at the bottom of your swimming pool; when I’m angry, I can split rocks with my frown and when I’m thirsty, I can suck on clouds like popsicles; I can elevate your IQ using Silva Mind Control, plus I can moonwalk, even breakdance, to your favorite Elizabethan air—but I can’t make you return my phone calls, and I’ll feel stupid if I leave you one more voicemail.

			DOJO LOGIC

			The dreadlocked madman cleared out Pryna’s local Starbucks in no time flat when he brandished a machete and hollered, “I’m gonna fucking cut your heads off!” but three days later Pryna found herself doing pushups beside the same guy at her white-belt karate class—how absurd that he was dressed in a gi like hers and gladly following their sensei’s orders!—so afterward, despite the danger, she asked this now surprisingly docile madman, “Didn’t I see you this week at Starbucks?” and he gently stroked a dreadlock as he said, logically enough, “Which one?”

			DOJO LOGIC: THE SEQUEL

			Back at Pryna’s Starbucks the following day, everybody scattered once more when the dreadlocked madman showed up with his machete, but Pryna stayed put, figuring, We’ve met, so it’ll look rude if I leave, and she felt curious, besides, if he’d remember her—which he did, greeting Pryna with a hug and saying, “Hey, karate friend, I didn’t catch your name last night, I’m Freddy, can I buy you a cup of coffee?”

			PAVANE FOR A DEAD JEWISH PRINCESS

			When Ethel was a girl, she loved to play “My Funny Valentine” on her piano, a Steinway Baby Grand, but Ethel’s father, who had bigger plans for her, shook his head, saying, “Just play the classical, the serious stuff, those guys Ravel and Debussy and nothing but”—and after the marriage he’d arranged for her collapsed, leaving Ethel broken, she swore off playing music, every kind of music, and never touched that Steinway again until one night three decades later, the night before her death, when in a trance she left our kitchen in the middle of our meal, ignoring me, and found her way to her piano and started playing “My Funny Valentine,” maybe hearing in that melody her fate, and while she played it all night long, no men were with her—no fathers, husbands, or even me, her only child—and at the time I thought that what she did was folly but now I think of it as grace, grace abounding to a girl who’d finally learned she needs nobody but herself. 

			CATCH OUR SOULS

			First, the actor playing Iago heard his parents, who’d never been to a theater before, speaking loudly in the eighth row as they unwrapped and ate their dinner, prompting “Iago” to shout, “Be quiet, Mother!”;

			next, the actor who played Cassio, drunk because he’d caught his lover cheating, entered his big scene singing “Cabaret” and soon shifted to “The Surrey with the Fringe on Top”;

			and, finally, the actress playing Desdemona fell asleep after her death scene but soon awakened, still onstage, and sat up yawning, which caused the actor who played Othello to cuss her out and caused the audience to howl with laughter for the third time that star-crossed night.

			WHO IS SHERRY DILLINGER AND WHAT IS SHE DOING IN AN ALLEY NEAR CHICAGO’S 
BIOGRAPH THEATER?

			No one knew why twelve-year-old Sherry Kanopski of Chicago claimed to be the reincarnation of John Dillinger, infamous bank robber of the 1930s, but the girl took her claim far, insisting to everyone that her last name was actually his, studying all aspects of Dillinger’s life, urging her parents to bring her to his birthplace, forcing her younger brother, Kenneth, to quiz her nightly on choice details of “Dillingeriana,” as Sherry called it, and stealing her father’s loaded handgun, then coaxing Kenneth to join her in the alley near the Biograph Theater where Melvin Purvis, G-man avenger, shot Dillinger down—a fact that Kenneth was well aware of as his sister placed the pistol in his hand and said, “Well, that Lady in Red tipped you off, I knew she would, and now your hunt is at an end—you got me, Purvis—so point the barrel at my chest and pull the trigger and when I’m lying on the ground, just use this dish towel I stole from Mom and dip it deep into the wound, saving my blood to sell on eBay for your reward.” 

			THE DARKNESS AROUND US IS DEEP

			As the tour guide informed you about the suffering of the inmates in this Auschwitz cellblock, you felt a light tap on your shoulder from a hand that wasn’t there (and yet it was) and heard a harsh voice pass through lips that were not there (and yet they were), and this voice told you in Yiddish (which you don’t speak, though somehow you could understand), “He missed the bedbugs, he always does this, he forgot to mention bedbugs, but they were just as bad, believe me, as the lice.”  

			WHO LOVES YA, BABY?

			Each night in 1970 at Krishnamurti’s school, where all electronic gadgets were banned, Meg heard faint voices and faint music seeping down from the bedroom above hers, Krishnamurti’s own room, and after a week of sleeplessness she found the courage to mention those sounds to the old sage (whose joy, he said, came from his “never minding whatever happens”) and after a moment of embarrassment he said to Meg, “Please don’t repeat this to anyone, but every night I take a small gray Sony TV set from under my bed, and I watch Kojak…I must watch Kojak…I am addicted.” 

			DEREK COMES ALIVE 

			“Since we’ve gotten to be so palsy-walsy on this ride,” said the Cockney taxi driver as he drove Map through dense traffic to Map’s hotel, “I might as well say how important today is, because it’s the third anniversary of my suicide attempt, and even after a neighbor found me as I hung swinging from a pipe in my garage and cut me down—he was always coming over to borrow tools—my neck and throat were so damn bollocked that I spent weeks in hospital, three bloody weeks, just agony, and I kept cursing my fucking neighbor, but the day I started planning how I’d kill myself again, a school friend came around to visit, I hadn’t seen the man in years, and he brought along his sister, eight years younger than us but she was lovely, and last Christmas in Majorca we got engaged, so let me say, mate, that if a day comes when you want to hang yourself, well, remember Der here at the wheel and think again,” and as they drew close to Map’s hotel, Map said, “When we get there, please park this cab and climb right out, I want to hug you,” and hug they did, these two near-strangers who held each other and ignored the hotel doorman who’d never seen a taxi journey end this way.

			DEREK COMES ALIVE: THE SEQUEL 

			After Map recounted the Derek story to his old friend Jem’s new wife, a Brazilian woman Map was meeting for the first time, she burst into tears and rushed to the restaurant bathroom, which confused Map until his friend said, “Laura’s brother took his life last Easter,” which made Map feel terrible, of course, but when she finally returned to their table, her cheeks still wet, Laura touched Map’s arm and told him, “Don’t say you’re sorry, it’s not your fault, you didn’t know, and anyway your story’s made me love my brother even more.”

			“IT’S ALL A JOKE”

			Buried by an avalanche in the Rockies while driving alone in his Nissan, Tom made his peace with impending death by drinking from the beer keg he’d been bringing to his friend’s house for a party, and when the need came, he managed to crack his window just enough to pee outside, which melted the snow packed like a wall there, melted it sufficiently for him to—Eureka!—claw at that snow with his fingers, and so that’s how it went—drink, piss, claw; drink, piss, claw—until the rescue chopper found Tom, a drunk man staggering on hills of snow and laughing as he bellowed at the pilot, “Not one drop left for you!”

			VOICI LES CLES: A TRIPLE PLAY

			Once upon a time on the wall of a Miami Beach pizzeria there was a delicately painted mural in which gorgeous people in evening clothes sipped champagne, but two of these people, a pair of young men who stood together, had not been colored in—unlike the mural’s other figures, they were merely outlined in black and white, like ghosts who’d crashed this many-hued party.

			—

			“That mural’s artist was my friend,” I told the pizzeria’s new owner, “he was a charming Argentinean guy named Raul, and if you promise me you’ll never get rid of the mural, I’ll tell you all about it,” to which the owner said, “I promise”—although he knocked down the mural’s wall a few years later when he expanded his establishment.

			—

			“Raul was a waiter in this space in ’92 when it was a café called ‘Gertrude’s,’ and he was thrilled when Gertrude herself asked him to paint the mural, but he died soon after finishing it—and, yes, he did finish it, because he failed to color in those two ‘ghosts’ on purpose, he left them incomplete on purpose, those young men being Raul and his boyfriend, both killed by AIDS.”

			A CUSTODY BATTLE ACCOMPANIED 
BY THE MUSIC OF BURT BACHARACH 
AND HAL DAVID

			Each time my parents fought over me, their only child—slapping, scratching, clawing, and kicking at each other while I stood watching, thumb in mouth—“Raindrops Keep Fallin’ on My Head” and other lovely Bacharach/David songs would be playing on our turntable, or our car radio, or the jukebox in a diner, which makes me think that the music gods meant to console me, to stopper my ears with sweet sound, to give those ears something to focus on instead of “What a fool I was to marry you” and “Boys need their fathers as much as their mothers” and “You’ll get custody of him over my dead body, you bastard!” 

			EDEN OR BUST 

			When I phoned the hospital room of my favorite college professor, who lay dying, an unfamiliar voice answered; and when I said, “Uh, hi, is Harold Poor there?” the voice said, “You must mean the previous patient, well, I’m sorry, he expired”; and once I worked out what “expired” meant, I remembered the last time I’d spoken with Poor, when he told me of a road trip his family made, driving into Florida during the Depression, and how the sudden appearance of trees hung with magical-seeming orange balls made Poor, a Bible-fed child, believe they’d found their way back to Eden.

			I’M GOING TO HELL FOR THIS ONE

			Because the business-suit-wearing Jesus freaks kept trying to convert her even after Pryna politely asked them to leave her be, she decided to have some fun, informing them that she “plays for the other team” (“You mean you’re a Satanist?” “Please, the correct term is ‘Luciferian’”); urging them to switch sides (“Our parties are more fun than yours are, believe me”); assuring them that Luciferians no longer sacrifice living beings (“An animal rights wing in our coven put a stop to that”); and warning them that her “team” would fare better come Armageddon (“Our guy is gonna whip your guy, then nail him back on the cross where, this time, he’ll stay put”).

			THE NERVE OF LIFE TO CRASH OUR PARTY

			What are we to make of the six-year-old girl who, when her father denied her a overpriced stuffed animal, complained to him, “But you don’t get it—I too have a life,” and what are we to make of her ten-year-old brother who consoled the girl by saying (loudly enough for Dad to hear), “I can’t wait till we can put him in a nursing home”?

			NAP ANYA, AHOY!

			I love a woman who caresses trees and runs with fireflies and walks for miles on stormy nights, and who cares about insects as much as she does elephants, using Scotch Tape to repair torn spiderwebs, and who refers to her humble birdbath as a “health spa,” and whose great wish is to live with creatures that need her help, and who met a deaf creature once, an Uber driver, and taught herself to sign during their ride so she could thank him in his language, and who misses her long-gone dog as if he left her only last week, and who would like to have her ashes scattered in every wild place she’s known or else just have her body left out in one such place so that this place can gradually integrate her like the way she’s come to love me.

			SHORTIES: A PU PU PLATTER 
WITH GUMBO SOUFFLE

			When Gary’s döppelganger finally caught up to him, Gary was losing at a game of go in an opium den called “Plotz,” where the döppelganger said, “As you can see, I’m now a woman—call me ‘Garita’—and I have a surgeon standing by who’ll help you make the same change I made, which I insist on.”

			—

			“No, I am not picking my nose,” the child told her mother, “I’m massaging my brain, and these boogers I’ve been pasting on our sofa are not boogers—they’re my bad memories.”

			—

			I met a man on St. Mark’s Place who was displaying his pet python, and when I asked him why it seemed so docile, he said, “Every morning we take a hot shower together.”

			—

			On their first date, Map boasted, “Osiris ate the sun, then shat me out,” but Pryna, not impressed, replied, “Running out of water when she formed me, Isis mixed her tears into the clay.” 

			—

			On a crowded street in Zurich I walked past Thuy Anh, whom I’d known at grad school in DC before her boyfriend murdered her, and once I turned and caught up to Thuy and said, “How can you be here, here in Zurich, when you’re, like, dead?” she told me, “There’s this secret relocation group—it’s like the Witness Protection Program—for those of us who died young but aren’t afraid to give our lives another go.”

			—

			Sometimes you feel like that funk guitarist who took so much LSD that his dead mother leaned out of her coffin to speak to him, and he answered her, and now he’s living in the Pukersdorf asylum where their conversation goes on and on.

			—

			Standing by his side, I cheered on my son as he played pinball, and sure enough, he went on winning, racking up an impressive score, and so the seasons passed, as did the years, and then the years turned into decades and both of us grew old together at that machine, in the arcade that was now, apart from us, empty and still.

			—

			“No, dear,” Pryna told me, “by ‘give you head,’ I meant I’d lick, and suck, and nibble on your mind.”

			—

			“Good luck,” I said after giving some coins to a grinning homeless man who sat atop a tower of garbage, but my words made him stop grinning and “Hey,” he called after me, “I don’t need you to wish me that, man—I am lucky.” 

			—

			Of the thousand sons of Somnus, god of sleep, only Morpheus, who engineers our dreams, can appear to us in human form, so he must have been that plump guy with the goatee who elbowed you in your most recent nightmare and said, “All the strangers you see in dreams except for me are other dreamers.”

			—

			What if Alexander the Great got separated from his army during a battle and found himself alone in some grove where it dawned on him that every tree here had a unique yet finite existence and where, once he realized that this truth applied as well to all his soldiers, he sat on a fallen poplar’s trunk and wept?

			—

			“And where are you from, young man?” the esteemed Judge Waltz’s widow asked a first-year Yale Law student at a banquet, and when he answered, “Ohio,” she looked embarrassed for him and leaned forward to whisper, “Please, here in New Haven we pronounce it Iowa.” 

			—

			“I guess that wasn’t exactly a happy landing,” said my father in 1940 when he washed out of pilot training by crashing his plane during his first flight, but the instructor seated beside him gave him one last lesson by saying, in a thick Alabaman accent, “Bud, any landing you walk away from is a happy landing.”
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