







Praise for Morbid Curiosity Cures the Blues

“It’s a cliche that truth is stranger than fiction, but this compendium of real-life accounts of the bizarre, horrific, and just plain freaky proves it. Heartfelt, heartaching, and heart-attack fare all, these stories will haunt you long after the last twisted confession is told.”

—John Everson, author of Sacrifice and The 13th

“A wild, exhilarating ride into the darker side of the human experience.”

—Monica S. Kuebler, Rue Morgue magazine

“Nietzsche famously said that if you stare long enough into the abyss, the abyss stares back into you. Well here the abyss is poking back at you with a very sharp stick. Morbid Curiosity Cures the Blues—a testament to all that ever was great about the underground press—will crack through your armor, pry under your scales, and break through your numb envelope of reality to remind you what you’re really made of. You’ll shudder and cringe and laugh along the way, but the sheer gravity and humanity of every true story in this book will more than satisfy your morbid curiosity: it will change how you see the world for good. Well, until you die, anyway.”

—Michael Arnzen, Bram Stoker Award–winning author of The Goreletter

“I would be remiss if I did not point out that, at least according to St. Augustine, ‘curiosity’ is a grave sin. But I think in our age, a burning desire to acquire new knowledge and experiences is not our besetting sin; instead, we seem more prone to a kind of spiritual ennui, along with a flaccid and lazy intellect that does not inquire further and does not know real awe, joy, or anguish. And for that mental dis-ease, the always odd, often irreverent, frequently touching tales in this volume seem a delightful corrective. More than mere ‘curiosity,’ they are filled with a sense of wonder, of receptiveness and yearning for some hidden, better, higher meaning in our lives. This book makes you think as well as laugh, and that combination is as rare as it is enjoyable.”

—Dr. Kim Paffenroth, Associate Professor of Religious Studies at Iona College and author of Gospel of the Living Dead, Dying to Live, and Valley of the Dead
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Morbid Curiosity Changed My Life

“In a time of universal deceit, telling the truth is a revolutionary act.”

—commonly attributed to George Orwell

I grew up on a farm. As a girl, I caught snakes bare-handed and watched my dad dress slaughtered rabbits. I wasn’t allowed to get attached to the farm animals, because they were around only to appear on the dinner table. When I graduated from my small-town high school, I attended two years at the local branch of the University of Michigan. In Flint. In 1981. Between the auto industry closing factories and the crack epidemic, there were vast stretches of the city where a farm girl could be pulled over by the police, just for driving while white. It took me a while to realize that I had to get out.

When I first moved to San Francisco in 1988, my husband Mason Jones and I attended a slideshow about the early days of RE/Search Publications. At the time, RE/Search was notorious for the books Incredibly Strange Films, which introduced filmmakers Russ Meyer and Herschell Gordon Lewis to the larger world, and the Industrial Culture Handbook, which featured the noisy, challenging electronic punk of musical terrorists Throbbing Gristle and Cabaret Voltaire. RE/Search was the cutting edge. I hadn’t yet realized they were San Francisco–based.

The highlight of the evening was editor V. Vale’s home photos featuring William Burroughs, machine apocalypse artists Survival Research Laboratories, and every punk band who’d ever played San Francisco. Afterward, copublisher Andrea Juno (AJ to her friends) announced that they were close to finishing their next book and could use some help. I wouldn’t have had the courage to step forward on my own, but Mason volunteered us.

This was how we found ourselves going out for a vegetarian dinner in Chinatown with Vale, AJ, and Catherine Reuther (RE/Search’s assistant editor). The three of them comprised the company’s entire staff. We discussed publishing, starting with Vale’s punk rock zine Search and Destroy, and dissected the small press world of the late eighties.

On our walk back through North Beach to their apartment, we stopped off at the RE/Search Typography office. Their books were not selling well enough to support anyone yet, which came as a shock. I had assumed that if we’d been able to find the books in Michigan, RE/Search must have been a huge organization.

On a small table, AJ laid out some page proofs that would become their next title, Modern Primitives.

She was struggling to lay out photos of a pierced labia. The plan was to have the books printed in Hong Kong, then shipped to the United States for distribution. AJ worried that if the Customs Office deemed the book pornographic, they might hold it up at the Port of Oakland. She wondered if she “split the split beaver” over facing pages, could it offend anyone? Could anyone find it prurient?

Here I was, a Michigan girl not long off the farm. It had never occurred to me that someone might wear jewelry in her genitals. I felt lightheaded as I stared down at the photographs.

Then AJ said, “If we have a split beaver, don’t you think we ought to have a split penis, too?” She placed another page on the table. The photograph of a bisected penis dominated the text.

Morbid Curiosity magazine was born in that moment.

Of course, it took some time to work up to publishing my own magazine. Volunteering for RE/Search was a good education. It taught me how much of running a small publishing company involves carting around boxes of books, making trips to the post office, transcribing cassettes, maintaining a mailing list—basic clerical tasks, necessary to sell books.

In 1994, Mason and I founded Automatism Press and published our first book, Lend the Eye a Terrible Aspect. Grander in concept than execution, Lend the Eye was a collection of short stories, nonfiction essays, and artwork by underground artists from across North America. Mason’s musical connections (he’d founded the Charnel Music record label in 1991) allowed us to solicit pieces from Dead Kennedys’ former front man Jello Biafra, industrial musician Deborah Jaffe of Master/Slave Relationship, animator Stephen Holman (the Phantom Investigators cartoon on the WB), and Canadian prankster and performance artist blackhumour. RE/Search introduced us to spoken-word author Don Bajema (Boy in the Air) and Elizabeth Borowski, who debuted her excruciating Personal Tarot in our book. Science fiction author Gregor Hartmann had been a coworker of mine at Pacific Bell. Writing for zines put us in touch with Mark Lo of the estimable File 13. Lend the Eye introduced me to contributors who later appeared in Morbid Curiosity up to its very last issue.

The Lend the Eye project came together more easily than we expected and left me eager to do a second book. When he was dying of AIDS, San Francisco photographer Blair Apperson gave me a shoebox of snapshots he’d taken in graveyards from the Caribbean to Yosemite. Originally, I planned to write the text for the book and simply showcase Blair’s photos, but as I discussed the project with people, everyone had a cemetery story to tell. I found I wanted to explore the ways people related to graveyards: either places near where they grew up, destinations they’d sought out on vacation, or sites where their family members were interred.

When I finally finished the book, Death’s Garden: Relationships with Cemeteries contained more than two dozen essays about graveyards from Argentina to Wall Street. The authors considered their own mortality, the loss of family and friends, the transience of fame, and the nature of death itself. Contributors included legendary spoken-word artist Lydia Lunch (Paradoxia: A Predator’s Diary) and performance artist Pleasant Gehman (The Underground Guide to Los Angeles), and featured a gorgeous cover by artist Jane Handel (Swimming on Dry Land: The Memories of an Ascetic Libertine).

Death’s Garden struck a chord. It sold out within nine months. Even though the book has been out of print since 1997, it was mentioned in a 2004 issue of Artforum. Death’s Garden remains a sought-after collectible on eBay, going for many times its cover price.

Its completion left me casting around for a new project. The part I’d liked best about assembling both books for Automatism was reading submissions. I loved going to the post office to find entertaining, detailed, and emotionally wracking manuscripts from complete strangers.

So… how could I arrange to receive confessions from strangers? What kind of magazine would I have to publish? The title of the project was never in any doubt: Morbid Curiosity was the only one I ever considered. The title captured my motive in assembling the short memoirs and summed up the feeling I wanted to inspire in potential readers.

With a preacher’s zeal, I feel that curiosity is the single most important attribute with which humans are born. More than a simple desire to discover or know things, curiosity is a powerful tool, like a scalpel or a searchlight. It allows us to look at something as abstract as behavioral patterns or as grand as history: to study it, dissect it, marvel over its component parts. Curiosity changes us. It is also a way to effect change, perhaps even on a global level.

While I’ve yet to turn up a definition of morbid curiosity per se, the American Heritage Dictionary has some interesting things to say about the concept morbid. From the Latin morbus, disease, which in turn comes from the root mori, to die, morbid is related to or caused by disease, a state that is psychologically unhealthy or unwholesome, characterized by preoccupation with unwholesome thoughts or feelings. Unwholesome, we are told, means injurious to physical, mental, or moral health, suggestive of disease or degeneracy, and offensive or loathsome.

The OED (my bible) says that morbid is chiefly applied to “unreasonable feelings of gloom, apprehension, or suspicion. Hence of persons: addicted to morbid feelings or fancies.” Usage dates back to 1656.

To my surprise, I discovered that morbid does not imply an obsession with death. It doesn’t necessarily have anything to do with death, only with sickness and “unwholesomeness.” From the quotes collected in the OED, morbid suggests a condition from which one is likely to recover.

In 1750 Dr. Johnson, that feel-good rascal, wrote, “Every man comes into the world morbid.” If that’s true, how can a universal state possibly be unhealthy? To me, curiosity—even about “morbid” topics—is ultimately life affirming.

The goal of Morbid Curiosity was to explore the unsavory, unwise, unorthodox, and unusual—all the dark adventures that make life worth living. I made it my mission to convey that all curiosity is absolutely necessary.

When I began the magazine, my chief concern was how I would fill its pages. I contacted everyone who had submitted to the earlier books we’d published and asked them to pass the word. Then we set up a rudimentary Web page. Stories tumbled in.

I thought it would be best to start with a conservative print run for the first issue. Those thousand copies have been sold out for years. A year later, I bumped up the amount printed of issue #2. Those also sold out. The third and fourth issues followed suit. It’s rare for a week to go by that I don’t get another letter begging me to reprint the early issues so fans can complete their collections.

I appeared to be on to something.

• • •

So what was Morbid Curiosity magazine? I tried to create a forum where people could step forward and tell their own stories—not in the sense of a Jerry Springer freak show, but because “normal” people don’t often have the opportunity to examine and discuss their lives. The magazine turned out to be cathartic both for authors and the audience, because readers definitely got a sense of “There, but for the grace of God …” I adored the confessional nature of the stories I read for the magazine.

The “reality” of TV reality shows is that they choose people because they aren’t representative of you and me. They’re prettier, or more messed up, or don’t have any sense. Contributors to Morbid Curiosity were students and computer programmers, artists and file clerks, professional writers and people published for the first and only time. In other words, they’re just like you and me, trying to make sense of events that changed their lives.

That said, there were many times I accepted a story for publication while privately wondering why the author would choose to share that particular aspect of himself. Of course, those were the people who astounded me by reading their confessions at a Morbid Curiosity event. I applaud and am inspired by that level of courage.

Over the course of its life, Morbid Curiosity developed several running themes. For a while, every issue had a dead pet story. Several issues visited concentration camps. Many contributors mourned their relatives. As the magazine (and its contributors) grew up, submissions shifted from doing drugs to surviving medical procedures—to such an extent that I dropped the Illicit Substances subject header for Medical Adventures. By their nature, good drug experiences are hard to record; they are fleeting. Most medical interventions unfold over hours, days, or months. There’s plenty of time to think. Or… it could just be a factor of the encroaching middle age of Morbid Curiosity’s contributors.

One of my favorite sections of the magazine was called Childhood’s End. Initially, I planned to limit that section only to stories about childhood, but the definition expanded to include any growing experience. Unless you’re Ray Bradbury or Michael Hemmingson, the thrills and terrors of childhood can be tricky to recapture. And growing up, if done right, is a series of epiphanies and narrow escapes. The Childhood’s End stories featured in this book include everything from sexual awakening to visiting mom in a mental hospital, from growing up in the bathtub of the dead to surviving having your face slashed at a bus stop. They’re stories of the moments that created the people who contributed them.

Another section that was fun to put together was Far from Home, which originally contained travelers’ stories, but swelled to include adventures outside one’s comfort zone. I usually allowed each issue to sort itself by theme and mood, then gathered the stories loosely together, as one would a bouquet. Sometimes, I strained my metaphors. It couldn’t be helped.

Curious Behavior was the catchall heading. In most issues, it was the biggest section of the magazine. Stories there might range from drinking blood to surviving a carjacking. Those stories tended to be the funniest, especially when read aloud.

For the purposes of organizing Morbid Curiosity Cures the Blues, I created the Gainful Employment section. Tales of bad jobs, crazy bosses, and unreasonable expectations for low pay recur throughout the magazine, but only after I started to sort things for this anthology did I realize how many I’d published. It’s almost enough to convince you to become a stay-at-home mom.

The final section of each magazine was Beyond Death. Those stories explored what it’s like to stare death in the face, but they were also about people who tried to peel back the curtain to see who was manipulating the machinery beyond. Hugues Leblanc wondered what lay inside the crumbling coffins in the local graveyard, so he looked. Leilah Wendell wondered what it would be like to make love to Death. Trilby Plants and Jill Tracy, among others, shared messages they received from beyond the grave.

Each issue of the magazine ended with an essay I called the Epitaph. Often these essays were entirely unlike anything else that appeared in the issue. Usually they conveyed something that I wanted to remain stuck in the readers’ minds when they put down the magazine.

Three years after the magazine’s final issue, the problem was not too few contributions, but so many it was hard to winnow them down to fit into this collection. I would have loved to include more of the earliest pieces here, but I’ve lost touch with their authors. That seems to be how things go. Some people appeared out of the ether with a story to tell, then vanished, never to be heard from again.

Which, I suppose, was the best aspect of Morbid Curiosity, the part that drew readers back issue after issue: the contributors’ burning desire to share their experiences. The best stories were the ones where the author had some guilt or terror that could only be expiated by confessing it in a public forum. I love the stories that reveal the authors, that make me feel as if I know these strangers because I’ve seen their adventures reflected in myself.

This collection you hold in your hands represents some hard choices on my part. Each issue of Morbid Curiosity contained about 60,000 words’ worth of essays. In the magazine’s 10 years, that totaled more than 300 stories; over 250 authors, artists, and reviewers; and 600,000 words—all of which had to be pared down to a reasonable-sized book. (This isn’t the phone book, after all.)

Some of the contributors complicated the selection process by submitting more than one strong essay. It was hard to choose Brian Thomas’s piece about exploring Auschwitz over his touching burial of a very special feline or his work with the prop corpse who turned out to have a real human skeleton or his visit to Poland’s Black Madonna or his night sleeping in the coffin or his excursion to buy a shrunken head in Venezuela. Claudius Reich’s story “Why We OD” was a very strong contender, but in the end I had to pick his near escape from a pub bombing in London. And selecting that one meant I couldn’t have his tale about hitchhiking with the “Crazy Mofo” through Oklahoma or what it’s like to work with the San Francisco Needle Exchange or to grow up in a graveyard. In the pages of Morbid Curiosity, Dana Fredsti explored the origins of her fascination with darkness, hunted ghosts, learned to surf, starred in a B-movie, and petted a tiger. However, her experience in the Sunset Boulevard bikini bar remains my favorite meditation on the differences between the sexes that I’ve had the opportunity to publish.

Hardest of all was limiting myself to a single essay by Sacramento blood artist M. Parfitt. She was the only person to contribute to every single issue of the magazine. Her piece “Why,” which ended the first issue of Morbid Curiosity, is such a perfect summation of what I tried to do with the magazine that I had to include it in this book. Still, I struggled with the decision. How could I pass up her eulogy to her muse and companion, Wilbur? Or the “Secret, Dirty Places” of her childhood? Or her discovery of the artistic possibilities of her monthly “curse”? Or dancing on the little girl’s grave? Or her fascination with public toilets? Or shaving her legs for the very first time?

In the end, I wanted to incorporate as many contributors here as possible, to showcase the widest variety of the voices who’ve spoken in the pages of Morbid Curiosity. I wish I had the space to include everyone. That said, these are all stories that I would have loved to read anywhere. I’m thoroughly jazzed to have had the honor of publishing them again.

I find the world endlessly fascinating—from the ways people hide and reveal who they are to the elegant mechanisms of the human body to the mysterious workings of nature. I hope Morbid Curiosity will inspire you to look at the world with new wonder—despite discomfort or difficulties or the fear of what you might find.

Yours in search of satisfaction,
Loren Rhoads
San Francisco
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Ephemera from the editor’s collection



Why

by M. Parfitt

People ask me why I do what I do, why I use the materials I use to create my stuff. What could possibly inspire me to make art from hundreds of photos of dog crap, a quilt from used sanitary napkins, or a collage from bloody squares of gauze? The answer is simple. I blame my brother.

Back when we were kids, Joe and I delighted in offending each other. We mixed leftover food into concoctions that were deadly science projects. We tortured insects. We made spears tipped with dog droppings and flung them at each other in wild backyard battles.

I filled jars with water, grass, and bugs, then left them to ferment for months, only to uncork them—and release a mighty, noxious stench—when Joe least expected it. He chased me through the house with snot-covered fingers. We constantly tried to outdo each other with grossness.

Eventually, he won. He created something so disgusting, I had to admit defeat. And to this day, it makes its way through my subconscious and into my work.

The thing was so simple! A sheet of notebook paper, folded again and again, then opened to reveal a grid of individual squares. In each square, a carefully smeared booger or line of snot. Across the top, the neatly printed words: BOOGER SAMPLER. TAKE ONE.

In itself, the piece was shocking, sickening, a true masterpiece of warped imagination. But it led to a revelation which, for me, has justified all the pieces I’ve made since.

The revelation was a surprise to both of us. My brother, amazed and a little embarrassed by what he had created, put the Booger Sampler in his homeroom desk at school. During the day, class after class filed in and out of the room. Student after student sat at the desk. The next morning, back in his homeroom, Joe fully expected the vile thing to be gone, victim of a zealous janitor or horrified kid.

Reaching in his desk, he found the Sampler where he had left it. He pulled it out. He looked at it. And there, along the right-hand side of the page, a square had been carefully torn out. Somebody actually TOOK ONE.

The lesson I learned from the Booger Sampler was this: there’s an audience for everything. No matter what it is, someone will like it. Someone will appreciate it and understand it. That’s the connection all artists hope for. So when I put my stuff out there for all to see, I know I’ll probably offend some folks, but I also know that someone will see my work and connect with it.

Just like the lucky kid who, twenty years ago, reached into a school desk and discovered a treat.
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Illustration by M. Parfitt



You Lock It Behind You

by Lee Smith

Things were going downhill fast. My dad had been a heavy drinker since he was seventeen. Recently my mom had joined him, probably out of self-defense. My first girlfriend, Peggy, and I were in the backyard one day when a truck pulled up and repossessed our furniture. After that, Peggy’s mom thought that maybe Peggy was too young for a boyfriend. It didn’t really matter, since a month or so later, we lost our house and I never saw Peggy again anyway.

We would never own another house. Instead, we shuffled through a succession of trailer parks, dingy apartments, relatives’ basements: staying for a month or two, then moving on.

When we first moved into the little rented house, I wished, I pretended, I prayed that it meant the hard times were over. We were living in a house again, and surely that meant something. But house does not equal home, just as prayer does not equal a wish granted. My prayers hung in the air, unable to pierce the overcast sky as easily as the razor-edged sleet that pelted us when we carried our boxes in on moving day.

My mom had a minimum-wage job loading Magic Reveal-O Seek and Find books into cartons. That frigid winter, the warehouse doors were constantly open so the cartons could be loaded onto waiting trucks. Mom packed and she stacked, over and over, all day long, until she got pneumonia. We weren’t eligible for welfare or food stamps since my mom refused to toss my dad out. So she got pneumonia and kept right on working. Mom’s checks covered the rent. Period. Not a penny more. Dad hung out at the Lazy W Bar, and I made water pancakes.

Day after day, I found myself making pancakes without butter, without oil, without eggs. We had no syrup, either. It was bitterly cold inside the gloomy— mostly empty—rented house. It was 1972. I was thirteen.

When the gasman came, I was home, sick. I knew who he was. I knew what he was there to do. I didn’t answer the door when he knocked because it really wouldn’t have made much difference. I hid against the dining room wall, listening as he turned the squeaky valve. The furnace coughed and banged and went out for good. I put my coat on over my pajamas and slipped my feet into my toeless, pink tennis shoes.

It’ll be okay, I thought. It’ll be okay.

The pink tennis shoes had gotten me beaten up at school. “Fag,” somebody yelled. The next thing I saw was stars.

I was pretty used to getting beaten up. It happened a lot. I didn’t fight back. I just let them hit me till they got tired of it or till some teacher came to break it up. “You didn’t even hit them back,” the gym coach said to me once. The sound in his voice wasn’t surprise but disgust. I didn’t tell him that when I fought back it was worse, that the beatings just lasted longer. I didn’t tell him anything. I didn’t say a word.

That was my MO: they could hit me, they could spit on me, they could chuck a hunk of that black ice that forms above the tires in the Midwest winter out the window of a moving car and knock me flat, busting my lip and blacking my eye, but I would never, never speak. Never tell them that my tennis shoes were pink because they got washed with a red shirt and we couldn’t afford new ones. Never tell them, when I struck out on my turn at bat, that my dad was a drunk who never taught me to play baseball. Never tell them anything. I’d just stare at them. Hard. Right in the eyes. Stare like I was boring a hole right into their souls. A few times, that actually worked.

Once, a bunch of kids were getting ready to jump me. I turned and stared right at this one boy. He flinched. He tried to look away, but couldn’t.

“Leave him alone,” he shouted and pulled away the kid who was getting ready to hit me. “Let’s get out of here. I can’t stand the way he’s staring at me.” The boys backed off, incredulous that one of their own could be such a pussy. “I said let’s go!” he shouted and they all ran, a couple of them calling over their shoulders that they’d get me later. There was always later.

Now the pink tennis shoes had holes where the toes used to be, but they were still warmer than nothing. The house was getting cold fast. When it got dark, I put on a pair of dirty pants and found a couple of dimes in the pocket. The nearest phone booth was about a mile away. If I walked there, if nobody from school spotted me, if my sister was at home… “If” is about all you’ve got when it’s cold and dark.

As I walked, I thought about everything.

It was a couple of weeks before Christmas. In biology class, we’d made wreaths. I had gathered a bunch of dry oak leaves, ones that had been completely leached of their gaudy fall colors, and fastened them to a black coat hanger. In between, I stuck in some jet-black berries I’d found growing on a bush down the street. My teacher was aghast. “I can’t hang this up anywhere. It looks like it was made for a funeral. Take it home!” I thought it was kind of beautiful in its own way. I stuck it in the trash on the way out.

I reached the phone. My sister was home. She came and picked me up—a lucky day, no doubt about it. Later, after we’d had some supper, my brother-inlaw drove me home. I was a little surprised when he came in behind me.

“Sit down here.” He pointed to the couch. I looked at that nasty old couch and couldn’t remember where it had come from. My mom sat in the only chair in the house, on what I guessed was her fifth beer of the night. She was hacking something fierce.

“When’d you eat last?” the brother-in-law asked.

“An hour ago? At your house?” It wasn’t really a question—just a kid’s attempt to forestall what he saw coming.

“Before that.”

“I ate before I came to your house.”

“What’d you have?”

“Pancakes.”

“What’d ya have yesterday?”

“Pancakes.”

“The day before that?”

I didn’t say anything.

“Go get your stuff,” he said. “Schoolbooks, clothes, everything.”

Between coughs, my mom got out, “Now wait just a goddamned minute!”

“I said go!” He shoved me toward my bedroom. My brother-in-law was a Cro-Magnon and very fond of sneering. He could sneer at you and make you feel like a bug.

I went into my room. I pulled out a couple of cardboard boxes. There were always cardboard boxes around. When you move a lot, you don’t throw them away. I put in my schoolbooks and clothes. They only half-filled a lightbulb box. When I came into the living room, my mom was crying.

“It’s okay, Honey. You’ll be back soon. You’ll see. Everything will be fine.” She kissed me on the forehead.

When we were in the car, he said, “We’re gonna go buy you some shoes. I don’t wanna be seen with you wearing those fuckin’ faggy pink shoes.” A CroMagnon with a heart of gold.

Christmas came and went. I asked about Mom and Dad. My sister said, “They’re fine.”

Spring came, slow and rainy and gray. At Easter I got a new shirt and tie. I’d never tied a real tie before. My father had a thing for clip-on bow ties, god love him. The Cro-Magnon tied it around his neck, then pulled it off and shoved it roughly over my head. “Who the fuck doesn’t know how to tie a goddamned tie?” he said. He called me “Clarabelle,” which, I learned later, was the name of a clown on a television show.

I still asked, “How are Mom and Dad?” and still the answer was, “Fine.” Nothing more. Just “fine.” Like they were lost in some faraway wilderness and the messages that made it out could only be one word long: “Fine.”

One day I came home from school and they weren’t so fine. My sister was on the phone. “Whattaya mean, she’s been asleep for three days? Nobody just sleeps for three days! Does she have a pulse?” Then she saw me and shooed me away. As I walked down the hall to my bedroom, I heard her say, “You gotta take her to the hospital.”

She came into my room a while later. “Mom swallowed a bunch of pills about three days ago.”

“Is she okay?”

[image: image]
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She looked away. “I don’t think so.”

“Is Dad gonna take her to the hospital?”

She didn’t answer. She just got up, put on her coat, and left.

I didn’t know what else to do, so I made dinner: grilled cheese and tomato soup. The CroMagnon would be home soon and I didn’t want him to get mad because dinner wasn’t waiting. When he came in, I had just put plates down in front of my nephews.

“Where’s your sister?” he asked, that pissed-off sound creeping into his voice.

“Mom’s …” I looked at my nephews, “Mom’s … sick and I think she went over there.”

“Goddammit!” he screamed. “I told her! I told her I’d let you come here only if she never saw them again!” He smashed the glass he was holding into the sink. Which was good in a way, ’cause at least it’d be easy to clean up. He got on the phone, calling one of my other sisters. I went to the sink to clean up the glass. He grabbed me by the arm and shoved me away.

“What the hell kinda boy are you?”

I didn’t say anything. But I thought it. I thought: I’m the kind of boy who cleans up.

He hung up the phone and sat down at the table. He chewed his sandwich and laughed his little sadistic giggle that went everywhere the sneer was sure to go.

“They’re taking her to the hospital. Locking her up.”

I didn’t say anything. I was confused. They “put you in” or “admitted you” to a hospital. They “locked you up” in jail. Were they taking her to the hospital or jail? The Cro-Magnon had his once-in-a-lifetime flash of insight: He got that I didn’t get it.

“Locking her up in the nuthouse,” he said and giggled his little sadistic giggle. “When you try to kill yourself, they lock you up in the nuthouse and they can keep you there forever.”

That night, once my sister got back, he took me over to my mom and dad’s house. “Get the resta your shit,” he said. “They’ll be bootin’ your dad’s ass out in a coupla days.”

Spring was all around outside, but inside it was still winter. I went into my old room. There really wasn’t much to get. When you move three or four times a year, you lose things. Little pieces. A picture. A book. A transistor radio you won for being “Lucky Caller #3.” You drop it. You leave it behind. It vanishes.

I looked over at my bed. There was a pile of paper. I picked it up to stuff it in the box. My mom’s handwriting. Little notes, one written each night since I left. “Hi Honey! Just thinking about you. Things look bad right now but we’ll be together again real soon.” One from Christmas Eve: “I sure do miss you. This is the first Christmas you’ve ever been gone. We got a Christmas tree! They was throwing it out at the Lazy W Bar and your dad asked if he could have it. You would have laughed watching him and me trying to get that thing to stand up! See, it didn’t have no stand and we tried to put it in that old pressure cooker and it kept falling over. Sure wish you’d been here to see it.”

I sat with the notes on my lap, feeling empty. Feeling alone.

But I wasn’t alone. The CroMagnon yelled from the other room: “Get a move on! I ain’t got all night!”

When I started to stuff the notes into the box, one fell away. The last one, as it happened. “You’ve been gone so long. I guess maybe it’s better for you this way. But I don’t know what I keep going on for. Without you, it just doesn’t seem to matter too much.”

I felt a pain somewhere around my heart, like somebody was squeezing it in their hand. Squeezing it till it stopped. Squeezing it till there was nothing left but a handful of needles and sawdust.

“I told you to get a move on!” yelled the Cro-Magnon.

I folded up that last note and put it in the box with the rest and nobody—nobody—ever, ever saw them.

A few days later, the CroMagnon said, “Come on.” He walked toward the door. We got in the car. We drove across town and out the other side. Out to where the woods were green and thick and the houses stopped, up a winding road in the most beautiful spring sunshine. We turned a corner and a group of buildings seemed to rise out of the hills. Old buildings. Slate gray. Gothic, like something out of a horror film. The sun seemed to grow dimmer the closer we got, until it was a faded, hazy, weak yellow. He stopped in front of the biggest building.

“Go on.” He reached across me and pushed the car door open.

“What?” was all I could say.

“This is where your mom is. This is the nuthouse.”

I got out of the car. He didn’t. I held onto the door. This was not someplace I wanted to be.

“Go on in,” he said. “Tell ’em who you are. They’ll take you up to see her.”

I waited for him to get out, but he didn’t.

“Go on! You ain’t scared, are ya?” He sneered and giggled and put the car in gear.

“Aren’t you comin’ in?” I asked.

“I got somethin’ to do. I’ll be back later.” He stepped down on the gas. The door pulled out of my hand and slammed shut and he was gone.

I looked up at the doors, like a big mouth waiting to swallow me. I walked up the steps and into the lobby. A woman sat behind the desk, thumbing through a magazine. She said into the magazine, “Visitin’ hours is over.”

“I’m here to see my mom,” I said.

Now she looked up, leaned across the desk. “I done tol’ you, visitin’ hours is over. So just go on home.”

“He left,” I said, not explaining who “he” was.

“Left?” she echoed. “Left?”

I nodded. She grumbled something unintelligible, sighed angrily, and stood up. “I ain’t no babysitter!” she said. “Okay, fine. He left. So what am I suppos’ do with you now?”

She looked at me like I was a soured mop left in rancid water. “Don’t know why it’s always me!” she said to no one in particular. “Always damned me has to do ever’thing!”

She came around the desk with a bunch of keys. “He left! Well, just fine and dandy! I cain’t be watchin’ after you!”

I told her my mom’s name. She looked at a list.

“Ward C’s what you want.” She held up the keys one at a time. “This here one opens that door there. You lock it behind you. Go down the hall to the left. This here key opens the door at the end of the hall. You go through it. You lock it behind you. You go up the stairs. This here one opens the door at the top. You lock it behind you …” On and on she went: turn left, turn right, go up, go down, this key, this door, lock it behind you. I looked at the door.

“Go on!” she said. “You a big enough boy ‘he’ can just leave you here, you a big enough boy you can go in by yourself.”

I opened the door and went through.

“Lock it! Lock it!” she screamed from the other side.

I locked it. My heart was beating so hard, I could see the red of my blood pounding in my eyes. I turned left. I went to the end of the hall. It was dim and quiet, not a soul in sight. It was all right. I was all right. Everybody was locked behind doors. I was safe as long as I opened the right doors.

I got to the top of the stairs, locked the door behind me. Where did she say to go next? Left? Right? I couldn’t remember. I started to sweat, cold and burning like battery acid. I could go back. Give back the keys, go outside, wait. Then I imagined the Cro-Magnon sneering, “You fuckin’ little chicken-shit pansy!”

“Just shut up!” I said out loud. “Just shut up and do it!”

I wandered down the hall to a door. I stood on tiptoe and looked through the wire-mesh window. Zombies moved around the room, going nowhere. One man reached into the diaper he wore under his open gown. He pulled out a turd and mashed it in his hand. He started to scream. I moved away. I wandered for a long time. Up and down. Left and right. I always locked the door behind me.

I found myself in the basement. The iron doors were old. Behind one, a man was screaming. There were no windows on these doors, no windows to see why the man screamed, which made it worse than the others. Then, right at my ear, from behind and very close, a man asked, “What the hell you doin’ here?”

I turned around. He was big. He looked mean. Finally, I croaked out, “Ward C.”

“Ward C? What about Ward C?”

I realized he was dressed all in white. He was an orderly. He worked there. He wasn’t one of “them.”

“You shouldn’t be down here,” he said, “and you ain’t nowheres near Ward C.” All in a rush, I told him everything: the Cro-Magnon, Christmas, the gasman, my mom, my dad. Everything. He just looked at me standing there, shaking.

“Where’d you get them keys?” he asked, in the gentlest voice I’d ever heard. I told him and he nodded. “Come with me,” he said and put his hand on my shoulder.

We walked up and up and he stopped me in front of a door.

“You really shouldn’t go through this-a-way,” he said. “But you be okay long as you stick right close to me. Don’t pay no attention to what none of ’em says. Don’t talk to none of ’em. Don’t even look up. Just hold on to me and keep your eyes down on the floor. I get you through. Open the door.” We stepped through. “Lock it behind you.” I did.

I knew then what the word madhouse meant. The sound of hell: Screams. Crying. Cursing. Animal grunts. A man darted out of nowhere and grabbed my arm. I flattened myself against the big orderly.

“Get your hands off him now!” he yelled.

“I just want to touch him for a minute,” the man said. “Just a minute.”

I didn’t look up—he told me not to and I didn’t.

“I just want to touch him for a minute. He’s so pretty.”

The orderly shoved the man aside. I heard him land, hard, several feet away. The screaming grew louder, deafening.

“We got to move fast now,” said the orderly and we ran to the door at the other end of the room. He took the keys, opened the door, slammed it shut, and locked it.

“That scare you?” he asked.

I just looked up at him. I couldn’t speak. My mouth moved like a fish, dying on a muddy bank.

“You okay now,” he said. “This here Ward C. This where your mama is.”

He took me down the ward to a little office, sat me down, told me to stay. In a minute or so, he came back with my mom.

She didn’t really walk, just kind of shuffled and swayed, listing side to side like she was drunk. She burst into tears. “My baby. My baby,” she said over and over, slurring the words. “My baby. My baby in this place.” She cried and cried and hugged me close and petted my hair.

“He cain’t stay but fi’ minutes,” the big orderly said.

She rocked me in her arms and cried. Rocked and rocked.

“You’ve gotta get better, Mama,” I said. “You’ve gotta get better and come home.”

She kissed me on the cheek. The orderly pulled me away gently. Our hands slid down each other’s arms, lingering for a final second, touching fingers like Dumbo and his mom touched trunks in that final moment, when she’s in the mad-elephant cage and they take him away.

The big orderly took me all the way back out. As I went out the front door, I could hear him screaming at the woman at the desk.

The Cro-Magnon was waiting. “So how’s the nuts?”

I didn’t say anything. I just stared at him, hard. Stared until he took his eyes off the road and looked at me. I stared right into his eyes with the most concentrated hate I had ever felt. He didn’t say anything and looked away first.

She did get better. A month or so later, my sister and I went out to see her. We stopped and got Kentucky Fried Chicken. We took Mom outside and sat on the grass, eating, feeling the sun warm our backs. It was easy to pretend, there among the trees with the birds singing, that everything was all right.

Then a man jumped out from behind a bush, right into the middle of our picnic. No one breathed.

“Oh, boy!” he said, his voice full of childlike joy. “Chicken!”

Then he realized—it crossed his face like a storm—that it wasn’t his. He couldn’t have any. He started to cry and tore at his T-shirt, ripping it, shredding it, while he cried and moved away.

My sister stared down at her food. I looked at my mom. She stared at the guy, still looking long after he’d disappeared over the hill. Then she looked at me and I saw it. In her eyes, I saw her realization that even if everything got better, even after they let her out, she would always be one of “them.” Whatever she had thought of herself before was gone. From now on, she was one of “them.” I wanted to tell her that I understood. But her eyes darted away, embarrassed, guilty, and the moment passed.

It was quiet in the car on the way home, the kind of quiet that pushes in on you. My sister switched on the radio. “Oooga Chaka! Oooga Oooga! Oooga Chaka!” sang Blue Swede.

My sister looked at me, puzzled. She pounded on the dashboard with her fist. “What the hell’s wrong with this goddamned radio? It’s been acting up all week!”

She pounded and pounded, pretending not to know that’s how the song went. She was trying so hard, trying to make everything better for just a second. I knew that’s how the song went and she knew I knew. But we laughed. We laughed so hard that she had to pull over. We laughed in that hysterical way that someone might if they’d just seen a headless body fly out of a car wreck. We laughed like one of “them” might laugh. And it was okay, because we were “them” or would be one day—me first, when I saw the devil taking a shower in Florida, and later her, when her son ran away from home. We were “them.” And it was okay.


HOW THIS CAME TO BE WRITTEN

by Lee Smith

When I was a freshman in college, I was cast in a production of One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest. As part of the rehearsal process, the director arranged for us to tour Central State Hospital. It was one of the oldest “mental institutions” in Kentucky, dating from shortly after the Civil War. The place was a neo-Gothic horror and I shuddered as we were ushered in. Looking around at my compatriots, I realized that none of us looked too enthusiastic about being there, so I shrugged it off.

Our guide showed us some windowless cells in the basement, closed with huge iron doors. He opened a door and shined a flashlight in, revealing manacles on the wall. “But we’ve come a long way since those days,” he said. “These rooms haven’t been used in sixty or seventy years.”

Without the sentence even forming in my mind, I blurted out, “That’s a fucking lie.”

No one was more surprised by the outburst than I. Why had I said that? And why was I suddenly pouring sweat, my heart racing? A glare from my professor made me apologize. I finished the tour with my eyes on the floor.

Twenty years later, I awoke in the middle of the night as if from a nightmare and wrote “You Lock It Behind You.” My parents are both dead, so I sent a copy to my oldest sister.

“Oh, my God,” she replied, “how could you remember so clearly? We all thought it was a blessing that you had forgotten all those years.”

You lock the huge iron door behind you, but what’s inside does not die. It simply waits.



The Barbie Wrecking Yard

by Michael Hemmingson

I was ten. I went to stay with an aunt and my cousin Veronique for a few weeks while my parents went somewhere. I took my G.I. Joe, my Evel Knievel, and my Six Million Dollar Man.

Veronique, who was eleven, laughed and said, “You have dolls.”

“These aren’t dolls,” I said.

“They’re dolls,” she said, “like my dolls.”

I asked what kind of dolls she had.

She took me to her room and showed me. She had Barbies, multiple Barbies. I’d never seen so many Barbies in my life. And accessories up the wazoo: dresses and shoes and gowns and cars and makeup kits and hats and bikinis.

“Where’s Ken?” I asked.

“Barbie doesn’t have a boyfriend.” Veronique added, “But she is looking for one.”

I never had any intention of allowing her Barbies to intermingle with my heroes. I had the action-size G.I. Joe of old, not those tiny things they sell now in conjunction with the cartoon. This G.I. Joe had a fuzzy beard and muscles, and came with an archaeological kit that would have made Indiana Jones proud. Evel Knievel had a white outfit and cape and his own motorcycle. The Six Million Dollar Man had a hole in the back of his head, which allowed you to look out of his magnified bionic eye. He also had a removable panel on his arm that revealed painted-in cybernetics.

“These are silly,” Veronique said, inspecting my toys.

“They’re not silly,” I said.

“They are,” she said. “Boy silly.”

“And your Barbies aren’t?”

“I wonder,” she said, eyeing the three, “which one would Barbie fall for?”

“Fall?”

“Love,” Veronique said.

I squirmed.

“Oh, come on,” she said. “I bet they want a girlfriend.”

“No,” I said. “No, they don’t.”

“I think they do,” my cousin said. “Now the Six Million Dollar Man—he has a girlfriend, right? He has the Bionic Woman. Evel Knievel—he’s married, and he’s just a fool who breaks his bones all the time. G.I. Joe, now—he’s single, right? And he’s a real man—he’s macho, he’s adventuresome, he’s not always around to bug you. I think he would be perfect for Barbie.”

“No,” I said.

“Yes,” she said.

Veronique had a playhouse in the large backyard of my aunt’s house. This was where Barbie and G.I. Joe had their first date. Veronique lit candles and set up small plates on the table. Barbie wore an evening gown, cut low, with silver slippers. She smiled throughout the entire date. G.I. Joe didn’t like her at first, then started to. At the end of the date, we made them kiss.

“Ooohhhhh,” Veronique giggled, “those whiskers tickle, Joe!”

Over the next few days, Joe and Barbie saw more and more of each other.

“Ohhhh, Joe,” cooed my cousin. “I think I’m falling in love and soon you may ship out to your next assignment. What will I ever do?”

The next morning, Veronique told me, “It’s time.”

“Time?”

“For Barbie and Joe to show their love for each other.”

I didn’t get it.

“They’ll make love,” she said.

I still didn’t get it.

She leaned close and whispered, “They’re going to fuck.”

My jaw dropped.

Naked, Barbie was pink and shapely and had breasts. “She has no hair in the you-know-where,” Veronique said, “but that doesn’t bother me. Maybe she shaved it like this one high school girl I know does.”

I struggled to undress Joe, feeling funny.

“He has no pee-pee!” Veronique exclaimed.

I blushed, feeling hot.

“Either does she.” I nodded at Barbie.

“She does, too!”

“Does she pee?”

“She does!”

“This is stupid!” I said. “This isn’t real!”

“It is!” Veronique sobbed.

I don’t know what made us do it. We didn’t discuss it. We undressed and compared ourselves to the dolls.

“I have a hole,” Veronique said, “and she doesn’t,” touching Barbie between the legs. “Feel.”

I felt Barbie. Smooth, cold plastic. I felt Veronique. Warm, a little sweaty.

“Put your finger in that hole,” she said.

This wasn’t the first time a female cousin suggested this to me: I was an expert by now.

Veronique tensed, let a breath out as my finger slid partly into her. “Barbie definitely needs one of these.”

She grabbed my cock. “It’s so soft,” she said. “Joe needs one of these.”

My cock started to grow. I didn’t like this at all. We got dressed and pondered what we should do.

Veronique went into the house and got a pair of scissors. Using one sharp end, she carved a whole between Barbie’s legs. She was just full of ideas. She ran to her room, got a chunk of Silly Putty from its plastic egg, rolled a small phallus, and placed it between Joe’s legs. “I hope it stays put,” she said. Then we tried to make the dolls connect.

“We have to sound enraptured,” she told me, “like on TV.”

We made grunts and moans for Joe and Barbie.

“Does Joe want a cigarette?” my cousin asked when it was over.

“Joe doesn’t smoke,” I said.

“Barbie needs one badly,” she said, “but I guess it isn’t good for her health. ‘Oh, Joe, I love you! Promise you’ll come back alive and well from whatever top-secret mission you go on!’”

They kissed.

My two weeks there were almost over. I couldn’t wait to get back home. I hated my cousin. I didn’t like what she made me feel. Lying in bed, I realized my hate was giant.

That night, I dreamt of gathering all her Barbies and Barbie accessories and taking them out to the huge yard where there was this special machine that tore them up. It was The Barbie Wrecking Yard. As I murdered her dolls, I laughed and danced. I heard a loud stomping sound. I looked up and saw a nine-hundred-foot Barbie, fully naked, with a hole between her legs, coming my way. She wasn’t smiling. She looked angry. She was here to get vengeance for the dead Barbies. I started to run. The nine-hundred-foot Barbie was closing in. Strange fluids spewed from her breasts and the makeshift hole between her legs. I woke up screaming, my penis erect, sticky strange fluids on my thighs and pajamas.


“We Girls Can Do Anything”


1959 Barbie debuts at the American Toy Fair in New York City.

1961 Barbie has her first facelift, gives up her black eyeliner, stops plucking her eyebrows so sharply, and bleaches her hair, releasing it from its ponytail into a bubble cut. Ken is introduced as Barbie’s “handsome steady.”

1963 Barbie’s best friend Midge arrives. She has a “fuller, freckled face,” so she’s less intimidating and sexual than the blonde bomb-shell.

1964 Skipper, Barbie’s little sister, becomes the perfect babysitter.

1966 “Color Magic” Barbie comes with a solution to change the color of her clothes and hair. Francie, Barbie’s mod cousin, appears in a polka-dot top and gingham bikini bottom. Who thought those would look good together? Apparently, Gidget inspired her personality.

1967 Mattel announces a Barbie trade-in: an old doll plus $1.50 got you a new doll. An African American version of Francie is introduced, but discontinued shortly afterward due to poor sales.

1968 Christie, another African American friend of Barbie’s, finally integrates America’s playrooms.

1969 Barbie’s fan club reaches 600,000 members, second only to the Girl Scouts.

1971 Barbie goes under the knife again. Now, rather than glancing side-long, she can look the world straight in the eye.

1974 Barbie has her Sweet Sixteen party, even though she’s only fifteen.

1975 Barbie attends the Winter Olympics as a skier, skater, and swimmer(!) and takes gold medals in each sport.

1976 At the national bicentennial celebration, Barbie is entombed in America’s Time Capsule. For the occasion, she wears a Betsy Ross dress trimmed with lace. Resurrected, Barbie changes her hairstyle for a feathered Farrah Fawcett ’do. Ken also has a makeover so that he looks more like Robert Redford.

1977 More plastic surgery makes Barbie’s “golden smile” permanent.

1985 Yuppie “Day to Night” Barbie carries a calculator by day and wears designer gowns at night.

1986 Barbie becomes an astronaut.

1988 Barbie completes her MD.

1990 Mattel hosts a Barbie Summit in New York City, inviting thirty-nine children from around the world to discuss war, world hunger, and the environment. Black and Hispanic versions of Barbie appear, proving that “many girls may have the same name, but … can still be individuals.”

1992 “Teen Talk” Barbie enrages feminists across the United States by informing girls, “Math class is tough.” The Barbie Liberation Organization swaps voice boxes in some Barbies for G.I. Joe voice boxes, so that Barbie announces: “Vengeance is mine!” Editor’s note: wish I had one of those.

1993 “Troll” Barbie commits a fashion faux pas. Despite this, Barbie sales reach one billion dollars.

1994 In the 1960s, the average household owned one Barbie. In 1994, according to Mattel’s annual report, the average American girl between the ages of three and ten owns eight.
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