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The Oklahoma and Western
You can't get visible in New York, and San Francisco just doesn't cut it any more, so you serve time in this junkyard. I live here now so I won't have to in the future. At first you think Jesus, what a circus. Walking to the studio on Sunset Boulevard, doorways mutter to you, "Hey man, I can fix your mouth, your nose, your arm ...." Hands reach out and grab you. "Give me five bucks, daddy. My old lady needs a glass eye." A fifteen year old walks by in drag with the latest hairstyle-burned down to his scalp. At the corner a pale man with sloping shoulders gives you a manifesto: "The Right to Be Dying Humans." You pass signs: Institute of Oral Sex / Sheer Erotic Education / Degrees Given. Across the street: Wrestle Nude Women / The Real Thing. As you approach the studio, sirens begin to wail across the city. It's summer, no rain, and each day the sun rises to poison. It's setting now somewhere over the ocean, the gauzy-whitened eye of a dead fish.
But you get used to it. You join the sideshow. The other day in the supermarket, my own little girl started a big fight with me. In this place they open meat, bread, pickles, mustard, and make sandwiches right in the stores. A guy with a poor boy was watching us. The argument was nothing new-we'd been having it off and on for weeks-but it was a new twist, because this time Katie had decided to resolve it by exposing me to the public. She got that damn squinched-up look on her face and said, "Daddy, you smoke narcotics. I've told you it's bad for you, and now I'm going to tell everybody in the store." She immediately started pulling people on the arm, saying, "That man over there, my daddy, smokes narcotics. That man over there, my daddy, smokes narcotics," which aroused only minimal interest from anybody except the guy with the sandwich, who had hair down to his elbows and a luminous glaze in his eye. He came over to me and said, "Hey brother, haven't you found Jesus yet? You'll never OD on him." And I had to stand in front of the meat counter arguing with him that I don't smoke marijuana, dammit; it's bad for my ambition; I just smoke tobacco, and I can't help it if Jesus wouldn't like that either. I was telling him the truth. I smoke nothing but air and Tareytons now. Pharmaceuticals and coke, of course, people are always giving them to me. I seldom buy the stuff. If you've got talent and something going, they'll feed it to you like a queen bee. At the big parties, it's kind of a thing, you know, when somebody takes you off into a bedroom and says, "Shut the door." Snuff, snuff. "You know Freud did it for seven years," somebody always says, "and Hitler ... a-a-achoo!" Before the circle breaks, you'll all be standing there with that metal taste down to your stomach and a kind of pleasant new freeway with no cars on it, leading from your sinuses up through two hundred miles of brain out the top of your skull, and energy pouring down your throat, down your shoulders and arms like ice water, and maybe for just a second you glance around at each other and there's a brotherhood, a softness anyway, before you all grow back your alligator hides and rattlesnake neckties.
I got started in music up in San Francisco in the good old days. I was up there for three years trying to make a band out of a bunch of bums. Then I wrote some stuff for a famous group up in Mendocino-famous on one song-but they were already losing it, acting senile except for maybe five minutes a day when all their chemicals flowed smoothly together. Now they're all dead, divorced, burned out, and sued. They had one song, just one, that was beautiful, and when I catch myself singing it my hands start to sweat. Back when I wrote for them, they drank pure carrot juice for breakfast, made from Scandinavian carrots in a twelve hundred dollar juicer, and then began a rigorous day of fifteen to twenty joints apiece, all prerolled in a silver king-size cigar box with a cameo of Batista on the lid, all the white stuff they could find and assorted pills to take the edge from Ups, give the Downs a little gusto and invest the Just Rights with full-bodied pleasure. All in all, it was a relaxing kind of San Francisco suicide, performed among the finest recording and speaker equipment available, turned up so loud that the ranch house and the green hill itself shook. I'd give them a song; they'd get it down after a few tries and then listen quietly to the tape; their heads all bowed in priestly contemplation, while the speakers battered us like an aspirin commercial.
* * *
I went to work for a rock-and-roll magazine in San Francisco writing reviews-I'm literate, too, or at least used to be-but most of the people I knew then have since been fired or quit. That magazine is a tomb with a bunch of good-looking, ambitious mummies walking around in it. The offices are like going back to your hometown grade school after fifteen years of growing up. Yes sir, real exciting there at the journalistic heart of R & R-lots of sound, fury, smoke, dope, deals, and wheels-the Wizard of Oz behind his little curtain operating the boom-boom gadgets. There's one guy now who keeps the place from falling apart, and he's got a cork up his ass like a Wall Street accountant. He's mildly dudish, leathery rich hip; he tells jokes like he never expects people to laugh at them, and he's as dependable as a cow. He clunks around the offices in expensive boots, eyeing people like a Presbyterian minister in a home for unwed mothers, keeping it together, keeping psychosis below organization level, and meeting stomach-grinding deadlines, dishing out the hippest sludge in the business with excruciating regularity. A decent straw boss, but a lousy job of work.
San Francisco would not do, so I did gather my household together and moved southward to the Pit, where the winds blow shrouds of desert sand and internal combustion over our house, covering everything, sifting through the windows and dusting even the keys of my closed piano. From this place thirty miles in every direction but the sea, houses elbow each other for room, muttering to themselves, gossipless, and there is no rain to wash the soot from their itching skins or the shit from their yards. When I work at night in this living room, my possum, pet from back home, stays up with me. He appears in one comer, then another, staring clear rings through the room. I got him on a visit back home last summer. He has a pink nose, an ugly dead-skin tail that he drags behind him, and very dark eyes, and sometimes when I'm working late at night he winks at me. Katie gets up in the middle of some nights. Not that the noise bothers her; she could sleep with a guitar plugged in her ear. She just enjoys the company of Possum and me, busy at our appointed labors. Sometimes she holds the animal down for staring contests. She puts her nose right up to his and tells him how much he stinks. And she hassles me about Hollywood, how she wants to be an actress and all. She claims that all her friends are famous but she. I tell her all in due time, but of course that just irritates her. We're from Oklahoma. There's railroad blood in us. My grandfather, who mostly raised me, was a mechanic for the railroad for forty-one years, and his father was cut into three pieces by a night train outside Atoka, before Indian Territory had become Oklahoma. I have a tintype miniature of Great-Grandfather, taken when he was a young man: his eyes unambiguous and clear as murder, a practical-joker's half smile curled against his face. In the early days he made big money near Whitefield cutting black walnut for gunstocks and furniture, and when the trees ran out he went to work for the railroads, which had been spreading for years across the territory of the Five Civilized Tribes in official reparation for their part in the Civil War. Great-Grandfather was a crew boss to start with and soon higher. He had a good job and family. Then one night in 1893 he got drunk and walked six or seven miles down a spur line with a coal-oil signal lamp, and for no reason anybody could figure, stood in the track and tried to stop a train-in country, Grandfather used to say, where you flat didn't interfere with an engine unless you had something pretty big to do it with.
Ghostly rail, jack me up and feather me down, make me rich and famous so I can leave this Pit. Rich and famous-and I really will be. Does that tick you off? Kind of like the other side of Lennon's primal scream, ain't it? I don't believe in Beatles. That was more outrageous than all the rest. Only I haven't made it yet. Not quite. I'm on the way though and not even scared any more. The crossties are laid, the rails in place. Sometimes I sit up like this and waste time making lists, writing notes and strategies and titles to hits. A good title is half the trip, as you know, like the name of a group: "The Ozark Mountain Daredevils." Those guys have got it made with that name. They could beat on a washtub and sell records. I write eighty to one hundred titles in a night, smoke forty cigarettes, and love myself to death. I mess with my guitar, and sometimes, a good many times, I light up and howl. Kris and Katie are used to it. They could sleep through a Stones concert. The possum slopes around and keeps me company through the night, and we get along just fine. I bought him for $3.50 from a shy Choctaw kid at a filling station not far from Atoka.
Possums aren't too smart, but they have good instincts. Once some big people were over here listening to new stuff, and he crawled up the side of the chair and sat on my shoulder while I sang. His claws were like razors, but I didn't let on, because I knew that sight was better than a full-length hype on my fascinating Okie background. A coarse ball of bristly fur on four delicate pink feet that each walk separately and with creepy smoothness, as if out of some night forest where children walk in dreams, and those sloe depthless eyes looking at nothing in particular-a galvanic image, if I do say so myself-perched there on my shoulder, as I plucked and sang for the hotshots.
People have tried to call me "Possum," but I won't let them—too familiar. You've got to pick up every stitch. I used to be a thief: drove all over eastern Oklahoma in my ’55 Ford, singing along with WNOE, and stealing money out of pop boxes outside filling stations and stores. By myself with a decent set of keys, I made fifty bucks every working night. I was a hood, I guess. I bit a guy's ear off once, which is another thing they like to hear about out here. I told that story to the president of a record company once, and he offered me my first contract. That was in New York. I had sent him a tape, and he called back and asked me to come up. "I like the cuts," he said. "Fantastic lyrics, but you're going to need good production. And I want to see if you have charisma." I was asleep, kind of-he had awakened me with the call and I said, "You don't have to fly me to New York to find that out. I can tell you over the phone. I have charisma. I got it out my ass." He flew me up anyway, and somehow we got around to biting the guy's ear off back in Oklahoma, and that was when he offered me the contract. This wasn't any cheese-faced promo man but the president of what was then the biggest label in the business. I told him maybe. Everybody back here said I was out of my mind, that I should suck up that contract like a Popsickle. But I was lucky I didn't. He got fired six months later over a payola scandal, and I ended up with a better contract here.
My label is the biggest in R & R now. The president is twenty-nine years old, and he's made a million dollars for every one of them. He's a criminal, but I kind of like him. He likes me okay, too, but if he didn't think I'd make him some money, he'd have his secretary cut my nuts off. I went to see him a year ago to talk about an advance, a modest $4,300 to be exact, and he said, "Goddammit, people are always asking me for money. You people think I'm a vending machine of some kind? Write him a check, Jane. How much did you say?" I told him I didn't want a single stinking cent of his money and started to walk out, but he leaned over his desk and said, "Yes, you do. You want it now," and he pounded his desk (thunk) "and you'll want it again," (thunk) "and again, and again," (thunk) "and again!"
He was right. Sometimes he can be real friendly. He once told me the key to our relationship. We were at a topless organic bar, where executives go to drink apple juice and make fun of tits. "Look," he said, "there's one thing you have to do for me. Just one thing. You have to make yourself indispensable. You can cuss me; you can make outrageous demands; you can fool with my secretary; and as long as I need you enough, I'll take it. That's it, baby."
He works twenty hours a day, makes an endless number of telephone calls-a hundred thousand words-every one of them designed to make money. He pays $160 a week to talk to a psychiatrist, and he uses no drugs except prescribed downers to get to sleep. When they ran low on record vinyl because of the oil embargo, he fired almost half of the nontechnical employees and every unestablished artist in the company except me. I'm the only gamble on the label now. Before that, he held my first record up for fifteen months, and I learned pretty quickly that the key isn't exactly what he said. The key is to make the demands and cuss him now if I have to, to show him every way he looks that I could give a damn whether he keeps me or not and with all the slouch I can muster. It takes a painted face to attract that bastard and keep his attention, because he lives somewhere out there in a pure blizzard of money. Reaching him takes everything you've got and just a little bit more. You have to tickle, move and surprise him, amaze him with your crudeness, wit, subtlety. And when he talks back you listen carefully, because a machine in the back of his head is arranging those words to conjure the maximum amount of dollars. You can always trust him if you know that.
It's not I who makes me indispensable, but his idea of me. He didn't spend a red cent promoting my first album-no telephone calls, no tour, no gimmicks, no coke to the big stations. He just put the album on the market and waited for it to sink. But I've got friends and a telephone myself. The reviews were decent but not hot. They were mostly impressed by my backup people-one of Lennon's old drummers, two of the biggest women in town, and a bunch of others who wouldn't even take money for helping me—most of them-because they could have wiped their feet on me and they knew it. They like me.
Because I'm pretty elegant as Okie stars go: I have a possum, a wife with Indian blood and a mind like a giant Wurlitzer jukebox with water bubbling up the sides in five colors, a whole show to fill the room with sound and light. I can make your pulse rise. Imitations? I sing early Dylan better than Dylan. I can sound like guitars, drums, and horns with just my mouth. The musicians love that most of all, because in the studio I can show them a song part fast. I can make your favorite singer, the one with the full crystal voice, sing for me alone and desire me for a closer friend. Not that she's eyed me that way quite yet, but when she does I'll just have to make her desire me more. After all, I'm a married man with an eleven year-old kid. I'll sing, I'll snort, I'll swim in the nude with her, but I won't get close enough to let her hate me. Business aside, I wouldn't want that to happen anyway. She's nice. At the studio she sometimes works with all the lights out and just a candle on her piano. She does cast that spell of sorrow and lost innocence. She's not engineered. And she's a regular cannibal at business. She learned a long time ago that in this place you're either a mere head or a hunter, and the mere heads lose every way. She drives her own Rolls; no chauffer.
I still drive a Dodge Dart, which makes me kind of quaint around here, but then again that's why they still love me, because I'm a down-home boy who's got it but ain't made it yet. After you're up there, they suck your blood and wait for you to make mistakes or to kill yourself like most of the really big ones who don't turn into zombies at thirty-five-like Dylan if he hadn't broken his neck and walked out of the hospital believing in the Old Testament.
When were we innocent? In the sixties? Back in the holy days when the best group in San Francisco made it without one single hit? When they hung out on their farm smoking dope grown specially for them by a contractor in Mexico, obeying their leader like Stalin, shooting their thirty-aught-sixes and automatic pistols for entertainment, and giving that endless train of sweethearts a free ride on the roller coaster of quick fame? Or Janis Joplin, who never claimed to be looking for anything but the ultimate spasm, hurting for her audiences like someone much older, her mind a bed of snakes and her life a mess to obliterate, singing her throat raw, boogying loose at full tilt for a hit sweeter than the needle? Or Jimi Hendrix dominating his guitar at Monterey Pop with "Wild Thing," playing it upside down and backwards, as if there was something just ever so nicely obscene about the way he used his instrument to death-tamed, broke, pissed on it with lighter fluid and brought it to flames-the band still going behind him as he hunched and sneered over its destruction and yet still loved it, feedback from the flames growling, barking through the speakers like a live thing in agony and then falling to silence, ending the song in ashes, wistful disgust.
Innocent? Was I innocent driving my '55 Ford through the hills of eastern Oklahoma singing along with WNOE and looking for pop boxes to break into? I guess I wasn't. When you get married at sixteen and have a kid a month later, it's hard to stay innocent. I wasn't just a juvenile delinquent but a married man, a thief, and I was lucky I didn't get sent to McAlester. But that's a whole different story. Kris is a quarter Cherokee, and she hung in there pretty tough. We smashed lamps on the floor, knocked holes in walls, and chased each other around with knives. One time we were driving somewhere, and she kicked me in the leg so hard that I had to stop the car. I tried to strangle her, and would have done it too, if a blood vein hadn't burst like red lightning across her eye at the same instant she cracked me breathless in the ribs. More than once, I hated Kris enough to dream of poison, and I could hate little Katie just as much. Alone with her, I would sometimes let her squawl in dirty diapers to get back at her for being born. I would squawl back, mocking her in the futile wish that she could feel my spite. I was a bad father. I still am. Very unprofessional. But she's alive, as pretty as her momma and twice as mean, going to a fancy Hollywood school, and our family will stay together unless one of us dies. Even back then, I knew we had to stay together no matter what, no matter if our duplex became a prison of outrage. And I drove away from that house every night through the quiet hills in my skin of steel, dreaming of fortune in the light of my radio, learning to sing with Elvis and Fats and a dozen others whom I remember to this moment better than any house or room.
Katie is eleven now and we're only twenty-seven, which will be nice in a few years. You've got to be ignorant to have kids, just like you've got to be ignorant to get married or be a star. If you understand all the implications of it, you'll never do it. I have friends now approaching thirty who still don't have a kid, and their ideas about families are getting more and more complicated. By the time they have one, their heads will be worn out and grey worrying about it. The first step is ignorance; ambition itself is ignorance, and without it nothing gets done.
Kris and I get along better now. She's into speed a little bit and pretty well off my back about L.A. Speed is her trip-strictly pharmaceutical, though-none of that homemade crap, and with a time-release downer that makes eight hours as smooth as glass. She never takes more than one at a time. Bad? Hell yes, it's bad. They even made a bad movie about it a few years ago. It can kill you. But L.A. will kill you faster, and we're in a race to beat it. I take a lot of stuff myself, like I said before, but once I get out of here with a reputation and buy some land back east, I'll be independent of the scene, the ten thousand bloodsuckers and their drugs, and able to work at sessions in Nashville or anywhere. That sounds idealistic, doesn't it, but watch me.
I spend hours making calls and waiting for people, just waiting for technicians, promo men, musicians, everybody, to make up their minds about things. With a lot of them you learn to act totally insane. It's the only way to get their attention. You exaggerate, you call them names, "You stupid son of a bitch, that's not what I want." You'd be surprised at how often that works. If you're not ready, though, I mean on top of the situation, they'll hype you out the door. How do you get ready day after scorching, rainless, smog-itching day? You take what you have to, you paw and snort, you put on your crazy face, and come at the bastards like Attila the Hun.
Maybe that's just my way of doing it. But that's what we're here for, isn't it? Here in this midnight ball on the San Andreas Fault, where we work in masquerade in windowless studios, passing around a prophylactic heavy as a cow's udder-part of someone's tax return converted to powder-breathing it for thirty-six hours until our nerves are white and brittle, and we are working like blind masters to get down harmonies that will make you feel so good; in this Fat Tuesday where leather coats, hands covered with jade rings, pants stitched by psychotic fags with heavy reputations, blouses clinging wetly to prodigal skin, where English cars guaranteed for life, cedar sauna baths, and all the rest stand perfected in George Washington's shrewd gaze, saying yes we're making it, motherfucker, but watch out, we're outlaws, savages, we're ugly or too beautiful to care, we can't be trusted, our faces are cut free, our moves agile as silver-eyed wolves, and if we suffer it's from too much of every wish.
And can you lose it in the factory of dreams? I worry about that sometimes. But no, I'm not. I'm up and coming in the year of our Lord 1974, and when you hear my music you'll love what you think I am. You and the teenies both, because not even a genius can get off the ground now without the teenies and their billion dollar hunger for hits under three minutes with good titles and catchy choruses. But you too will love me, because I'm already smuggling art across in my lyrics, producing to hit but writing to last.
Kris is my best ear. I sing and watch her face. She always says it's good, fantastic; but I can tell by her expression when it's really money sound, especially those Cherokee eyes, which never lie unless she's peaking out on something, at which times she likes everything-my songs, the sound of the washing machine, a pallid sunset against the kitchen window .... Me, I like less and less out there, the ten thousand bloodsuckers and their impediments one after another, and I'm learning to cut through them like butter.
Last year I went to a lot of Hollywood parties and hung around with stars. I even went to see a Beatle once. He was slouched down in a lounge chair almost horizontally and had a tired look on his face. When I was introduced, he waved bleakly and murmured, "Aello. I'm a Bea-le." I was walking the ceiling on a couple of weeks of speed and talked a lot. I got worked up telling him my theory about "A Hard Day's Night," a real theoretical oration that must have lasted twenty to twenty-five minutes, criticism as well as praise. He just sat there, looking at me steadily with a weak smile, occasionally agreeing. When I finally got through, he said with surprising vigor, but somehow like a college professor feigning interest in a book report, "I want you to know that I quite agree with what you've said. Quite agree." Then he slid from his chair, levitated himself, hobbled across the room like his legs were asleep, bumped into a glass table, turned profile to me and said thoughtfully, still in a friendly tone, but vaguely troubled, "Kind of like the Jap stock market ... ain't we? ..."
Then there was the time the famous sex starlet patted me on the privates. My former manager took me over to visit her. He's only a couple of years older than I, went to Harvard, writes western and horror movies, and talks constantly about sex. He insisted that I take my possum. He acted like we were going to some kind· of private showing, which in a way it turned out to be. At the front door, she was raw to the waist, wearing a bikini bottom, and nursing a baby. She said, "Hi, this is Baby, maybe God, we're not sure yet." So I introduced my possum as Possum, maybe Elephant, he ain't fully grown yet. Ho-ho. Ahem. Her nose was red, and she had the sniffles from doing coke. It was in a Chinese sugar bowl on the living-room table, along with a couple of rolled, pinned bills to snort it through, a one and a hundred. She explained that the sugar bowl had come from one of Chairman Mao's factories, and she offered us some coke. It was sweet, without too much speed; the kind that lays you back for a while before the edge comes on. She put the top back on the sugar bowl and nursed her baby. I told her I hoped Baby made it to God, but wouldn't it be kind of strange when she got older and you were sitting at dinner. Pass the green beans, please God. Or when she got to be a teenager, and you made her do the chores. Take the garbage out, God. She sniffled and smiled at me across space, like I had just spoken a sublime mantra. Her face reminded me of 1968, San Francisco, only rich and famous, and Baby suckled her most noisily.
I sat for a while trying to think of something to talk about besides the possum, which was hard to do with all this maternal ecstasy filling the room, here on the very bosom that the workers of America, the tired and weary workers, the impatient teenagers, and yes, even the frustrated executives and their pickled wives have spent millions to see on the screen. I told her that back where I came from, people in the hills still thought there was something evil about possums, being ratty looking and nocturnal and all, and there was a superstition that the male possum had a forked penis that he stuck into the female's nose to inseminate her. Her eyes got real big and interested, so I talked on about the possum's thirteen-day gestation period, the shortest of any mammal, and how the infants crawl out of the uterus on their own, hardly more than worms of scum but with good front claws to hang onto momma's nipples—thirteen nipples, twelve in a horseshoe shape with one in the middle-safe there in the pouch until they grow into strong little possums. She didn't believe me, and I explained that possums were related to kangaroos-they were both marsupials, the lowest form of mammal. She was still incredulous. Finally she gave me her baby to hold and got out an encyclopedia to look it up. It impressed the hell out of her when she discovered that it was true. She sat down beside me on the couch, her face strangely lit up and glowing. "That's really amazing. The lowest form!"
I was getting nervous. She's a blonde, so unlike Kris, and you know how that can be. She leaned over and played with Baby in my lap without taking her back, and I really started getting uptight. My manager leered at us from across the room, and Possum had ceased exploring the rug and wandered beneath a chair. His scaly tail stuck out. I could smell the milk on her breasts as she leaned over me-the kind of odor, I must admit, that could make an old rock-and-roll rooster clear his throat and cockadoodledoo once more. Pretty soon, it seemed like I had to keep that baby over my lap. Of course, then she took her back, and I lost it entirely, went hot in the face, and stared down like a true Okie with my mouth open at my pants, which were standing up like the Washington Monument. I said something stupid, an attempted joke that I have since forgotten. Then she did it. She reached down, patted my pants gently three times, and said, "That's okay. It's organic."
When we left the house, my manager split into a grin. "Need some crutches?" I told him to shut up. In his Porsche he choked out laughing, glancing at me back and forth like he always does. "You know the word on her. Her own agent's been talking all over town that she's had it. Sixty thousand dollars on coke last year, and five or six visits to the cracker box. She blew a bunch of tests ...." We whined down through the hills in second gear, and I drifted away from what else he said. Railed to the ears, I was weirded out, because the actress had not been kidding, not Mae Westing me, but stupidly serious with her assurance and vague smile, distant in all her famous flesh and snowy as the ghost on a busted TV.
The energy in me was bitter. Business flashed into my mind, and I had the not unusual urge to go somewhere and eat the blood-suckers alive, pull them apart with my teeth if necessary, to get them moving on my record, which had then been rusting for nine months. But my stomach heaved with thick automatic laughter, like drunkard's vomit, and in a funny way I didn't give a damn. Possum blinked once slowly, putting his claws through my shirt to grasp on through the curves, and I held him against me.
* * *
I don't cultivate stars any more. I won't even go to a Dylan party. I've missed two of those, and five years ago I would have stood myself up against a wall and riddled myself with hot slugs for missing a chance to observe Dylan get into a taxi at fifty yards. I know something now. I'm smarter than Dylan, can sing better, and write better lyrics. Ain't that the shits. So I have to keep it together. The burden of genius, you know-it's hard on your nerves. I stay home at night working, watching these earthquake-cracked walls, and Possum sniffing through the rooms on his silent, businesslike rounds. I've written three songs in the last week, and one of them is very good, I'd almost say classic. The company has an acetate with ten cuts on it, including six potential singles. It's in New York now. They have to agree with L.A. on what to make a hit out of, because nowadays it takes even more money and favors from both coasts to get a single out there, and without a single, no album sales, etc., etc. For a while people believed in music enough to advertise it by word of mouth, and the new FM stations played whole albums and shucked the cream puff entirely. That sold good music. Now FM is back to commercial, mostly canned, tapes complete with DJs and music from L.A., New York, Philadelphia. But I don't care, I'm making my music, it's good and getting better, and not long from now I'll be off the ground. The vampires are moving faster for me now.
I usually go to bed before sunrise so I don't have to see it, but yesterday Katie got up early and came in while I was still working. "Dad-dey," she whined like a sleepy baby and grabbed onto my arm. I sang her a new song about railroads, the railroad blood in our own past, the continental line that tied this country together and webbed it with steel, and her great-great-grandfather drunk one night and cut to pieces on a spur of the Oklahoma and Western. I sang of him walking through the cool night and counting oak rails for miles, lost to who knows what purpose, like a boy at play, behind a face, though, that could never look boyish, but, like any man's face eighty years ago, was bitten by need, and drunk, as he dangled the signal lantern down the track; I sang of the mystery of him standing his ground and swaying the lantern in a ruby arc for the pot-bellied iron he must have known wouldn't stop, and the dim white eye bearing down on him in a fury of steam. I sang it to her in that moment before day when the nighttime has dried, and she rubbed her eyes and listened to some of it before going into the bathroom. I went to the door and sang the rest to her, and when she finally came back out, she was awake and acting haughty. I asked her how she liked it..
Instead of answering, she said, "I want to make ads. All the other kids at school get to. There's a stupid boy in the fourth grade who makes them for Nabisco. Every time I look, he's on TV. Will you get me a good agent?"
"Agent? What do you want to sell-gasoline? Foundation garments? You don't even have your breasts yet. You can't get an agent till you have them."
"No, silly. Shampoo or something. Maybe Pepsi. I'm better looking than that boy for sure. Get me an agent."
Muttering, I wandered back into the living room, where day now threatened through the curtains. "You're catching on, baby." I played a few chords of "Oklahoma and Western," but my guitar had gone to sleep in my hands.
The Bad Cat
LATE in the afternoon of her seventy-first birthday Dr. LaVerne Sparks looked out her kitchen window and, seeing movement behind the snow-covered woodpile in her backyard, put down a marker that she had been using to label tin cans full of oddments and went to the utility closet. There she unwrapped the Winchester carbine her father had taught her to shoot in 1914. From an oily box kept since her father's death, she extracted three shiny bullets and loaded the rifle, not at the moment remembering that they were new, purchased six weeks before and transferred into the box, but feeling them as his bullets-the single carton he had left when he died. She felt his presence strongly as she cocked the gun, remembering the smell of dirt, tobacco, and sweat on him as he stood beside her and with grinding impatience demonstrated how to load and shoot the rifle. When she finally hit the tin can she did not understand why he knelt, took painful hold of her shoulder and said, "We will have to provide." And she did not yet understand that the wildness in his face had come from the doctor who had just visited and had given Solomon Sparks the first and last physical examination of his life. She thought only of escaping his grasp and the expression in his face, not her father's but some crazy man's, some Methodist's at an outdoor meeting staring dizzy rings at her, saying, "You will not forget. You will not. There are no sons," then walking away from her and standing at the edge of the newly plowed field as if he had suddenly forgotten what he was doing.
She did not remember that they were new bullets, which had cost her more than a week of embarrassment, carrying the old rifle in a cloth wrapper around the city-so changed since her retirement from the university that several times she got lost and was forced to ask gas-station attendants to call cabs for her. Once she forgot her address and entirely lost her composure. If her younger sister discovered that LaVerne was wandering the streets carrying an old rifle, she would take her without further ado to St. Louis. She was just waiting for an excuse. And so before her final expedition for bullets, in case she should again forget herself, LaVerne taped a label to her wrist that said Call Cab, 911 Bright Street. Clerks were suspicious when she unwrapped the rifle and asked for shells to fit it. They referred her to worried-looking managers who denied having such shells and recommended other stores, the names of which she wrote in the bold rectilinear script she had struck across blackboards for forty-five years in the school of agriculture. She was proud of the script. It still came easily.
Although at times her memory was vivid and insistent, spreading beyond a comer of her mind into her eyes and fingertips, it was no longer reliable. At good moments she knew this, and so with the script cared for herself, labeling household items, and arranging them carefully, even things she knew should not have to be labeled, like the clock-a strip of tape pointing to 6 saying Sunday Bess Calls, a reminder to prepare for the weekly examination that her younger sister gave her by telephone from St. Louis. And with the script she noted the names of hardware and sports stores recommended by the uneasy clerks and managers, hoping they noticed, saw it as an instrument of clarity.
She finally obtained bullets from a man who did reloading for gun hobbyists, having prepared beforehand and neatly delivered to him the third lie of her life-excepting those she had told before her father's death and now told her sister every week to escape being sent to St. Louis. She had first lied regarding her age, in 1918, to a bemused dean of agriculture at the University of Missouri. He was disturbed partly by her youthful appearance and partly by the fact that she had walked the gravel turnpike twenty miles from Rocheport alone, but even more because she was a woman and he, against all regulation and sentiment, for no good reason either political or personal, was admitting her to the school of agriculture. The second lie was a continuation of the first: the age she noted on a teaching contract offered by the same dean four years later. And this, the third, was spoken simply, a few words that she had memorized for the man with bullets: "It is for my husband. He is a gun hobbyist."
Gripped by the memory of her father's potato-rough hand, her fingers trembled as the lever clicked shut, and she crept back to the window. Jewel purred loudly, nervously pacing the kitchen, and stroking against LaVerne's ankle. There was no movement visible now, although she seemed to discern tracks in the new snow leading from behind the woodpile to the house. The setting sun cast a deep orange light across the snow. "Fire before night," she whispered to herself.
She shifted her attention to the basement, where he had been coming into the house by night and recently by day. At night he waited until she had turned off her bedroom light and gone to bed. Usually he awakened her from the first drowse of sleep-the time, like waking, when her mind plunged through a miracle of crazy pictures-awakened her by the clinking of a spoon on Jewel's plate. Then he would move quietly across the hardwood floor, less in steps than the lifting of steps, sometimes into the hall and toward her room, through the doorway and to the foot of her bed. If already asleep, she felt his presence as a dream or a thing surrounding her dreams. At other times she was fully awake, hearing the slightly asthmatic rattle of his breath and imagining the slow blink of his yellow eyes. She would lie rigid in his presence rather than get up, for she had vowed not to do anything sudden or out of the ordinary that might -result in a broken hip or leg. More than once she had lain without moving while he attacked Jewel,
It was the stench in the house that had finally driven her out for bullets-not for poison because Jewel might be the victim rather than the black tomcat, nor help from students who lived in the neighborhood because among them were foreigners and strange young men with beards-not these, but bullets for the rifle she had learned to shoot sixty years ago and never yet had reason to use. The stink was from the black tomcat. She scrubbed the floors with chemical disinfectant and shut Jewel's basement window, galled by this necessity since it was her custom to allow the animal free access outside. She had never doted on Jewel; they retained a distance that seemed mutually acceptable, the cat assuming the role of pet only at feeding times, when begging was necessary to remind the woman of her existence and need. The woman liked the animal as a farmer may like a worthless dog, less to fondle or prattle at or even watch than merely to coexist with, taking some enjoyment in the presence of other warm blood.
It irritated LaVerne when the cat rubbed against her leg. "Stop," she whispered, now listening at the basement door. It was irritating, too, to think of the basement, where several weeks ago the black tomcat had broken Jewel's shut window-as she imagined, hurling himself yellow eyes and face first through the solid pane of glass so that he could continue to bother her, an act confirming his strangeness, perhaps aberrance. Hearing the window break, she had taken the rifle and new bullets to the basement, there sat down in a lawn chair, which she had bought upon retiring and never used, and waited for the cat to show his face. The window had been broken from inside, indicating the tomcat had been locked in the basement when she shut Jewel's window three days before-locked in, not out. Waiting with the rifle, she imagined the cat pacing in darkness three days, ferreting for sustenance that did not exist in her clean basement, finally pushing, scratching on the place of light; then she saw-imagined-him back up, gather himself, and ram his whole weight against the glass, shattering it. No cat should do this.
Later she searched among shelves of labeled equipment for caulking compound and glass to fix the window. She found glass and a cutter but was unable to find the compound, and her determination to patch the window flagged· as she began to lose herself among labels. Discovering boxes and cans of equipment that needed rearranging, she took them out and sat amidst the clutter with her tape and marker, intending to reshuffle it, once again to know exactly what was in her house. There were labels that puzzled her, boxes of things she did not remember putting away. On a shiny tin can the script—hers, unmistakably—read: Decorations, 4/10/68; inside were pinecones, nothing else, and she dumped them into the trash. A larger can, empty, was labeled Cherry Pie, 1/25/70. She ripped off the tape. The entire method of arrangement seemed strange, in fact impractical, and so she began anew the task of ordering things, moving from closet to closet and shelf to shelf, unpiling and emptying boxes and cans in the floor.
With cabinet nails that had been in storage since March 1942 and planks separately labeled 1 inch x 6 inches x 4 feet, she built new shelves in the utility closet. In the basement she pulled a standing shelf away from the wall so that it could be reached from both sides. She made lists and pored over them trying to establish the best plan, sitting at her old desk with sketches and outlines; the ink on her nib pen repeatedly drying as she tried to envision a perfect order-the more stubborn her determination, the more impossible the task. It was too much finally, not in physical quantity but in the meticulousness of her demands, and after several days of losing herself in traps of minuteness, falling into black holes between holes between things that had floated into nonsense, fearing that the cat would return and walk among her exposed things, sniff them, step on them or even worse, she abandoned her project and put things away as best she could.
There was no sound in the basement. She leaned the rifle in the comer, went out the back door and down the steps into the snow. Less concerned about small illnesses like colds and flu than certain larger things-accidents-LaVerne often, as now, neglected to put on her coat. At the woodpile she picked out three good logs, knocked the snow off, and carried them inside. She carried the weight easily. Back outside, she chopped kindling with a well-sharpened hatchet, her vigorous blows echoing into the silence of new snow. It was a blessing when snow made the student-infested neighborhood clean and quiet. Stopping and listening, she observed tracks around the house and followed them to the broken basement window. On all windows but this one she had placed storm fittings. She had leaned the last fitting against the wall and left the broken window open. Now she knew why. Carefully she bent over, gazing into the dark basement, and put the storm fitting into place. If he was in there now, he was trapped.
Back inside, she listened at the basement door, then shut it. After laying and setting a fire, she placed the screen in front of it and went into the bathroom. It was her birthday, and Sunday, and her sister would be calling around 6 P.M. She turned on the tub water and began taking off her clothes. A bath each Sunday relaxed and prepared her for the examination. Not that she was nervous—she was never so much that as steadily tense, vigilant-a quality that in recent years had forsaken her, or turned bad, as boundaries and delineations and even words themselves sometimes evaporated, and the vigilance lost center, turned in circles, becoming a blank dizzy tightness that wanted somehow to shatter. She always felt that way when her sister called and so took the soothing bath beforehand. In order to pass she had to keep her senses about her, answer the questions properly, and perhaps inquire about the grown nephews whose names she had taped onto the wall. It was just a friendly call. But she knew the stakes; her sister had made that clear.
She hung out a fresh towel and saw that the shade was securely drawn. She could not be too careful of her privacy, for strangely dressed young people walked across her property at all hours, presumably university students but often of such slovenly appearance, poor posture, and ragged clothing, that they seemed less students than poor farm children, offspring of sixty acres and antiquated techniques, of farms that refused or were unable to afford the benefits of science, like her own father's-children like those with whom she had gone to school in Rocheport before and during the Great War, who came to school streaked with mud and stinking of animals, went to sleep in class because they had been up doing chores since before sunrise, whose teeth turned green and sometimes broke off into their food. As a teacher she had fought rural mismanagement for forty-five years, and it disturbed her to see college students in the guise of poverty, all the worse since it was false. Dirty, unkempt young people loping across her yard were like ghosts out of that old time—false ghosts mocking the resolution and task of her life.
She ran hot water until the temperature was suitable, then carefully stepped into the tub. Warmth settled into her hips and legs as she lay back against the curve. Through the open door the living-room fire crackled. Jewel appeared, eyes wide, tail high, and began rubbing back and forth against the door frame. "Away!" She flicked water at the cat and it scampered out. She liked privacy in the bath. Hooking a green rubber hose onto the tap, she adjusted a moderate flow to keep the water warm, a gentle ruffle of pressure against her where the hose happened to rest.
The first noise in the basement did not register with LaVerne, She had already become unmoored, as she often did in the bath, without pause or transition breaking into pure reverie, a state no longer willed nor purely enjoyable but habitual, as if entering the tub turned some switch in her mind. It delighted and scared her, like the dreams she had had as a child before her father's death. She often thought of him-the image of him, as now, skating beside her down Penson's Creek at night, one month and two days before he was to get up from breakfast coughing, go outside to the woodpile, lean against it, and hemorrhage through the mouth-skating with the ease that he had learned as a young man in Chicago, a clerk who dreamed of mansions and empires and of courting rich young ladies, before he dropped it all and came back to a small farm in a dying town in mid-Missouri to live out his life-skating with his hands clasped behind, swaying rhythmically even as he rounded curves in the crooked frozen creek, his moon shadow a vague blur across the ice. He had bought the ice skates in Columbia, a full day's journey to and fro by wagon. Hers were two sizes small, but she did not complain. She jammed them onto her feet, amazed that he had gone off and bought them, had stomped in the front door at suppertime and handed them to her, demanding that she put them on. He paced the living room and coughed while she tied the laces. In twenty minutes they were out on Penson's Creek; her knock-kneed and stumbly, afraid that someone might see her; him worriedly explaining and demonstrating the basics of skating. She picked it up quickly, carried by the force of his will to have her suddenly know how to skate, whisking up behind and holding her, virtually lifting her from the ice and moving with her until her ankles were solid. Past the edge of town the creek widened and flowed through bottomland toward the Missouri River. Her father pointed at a slash of moon on the ice ahead of them and said, "Catch it!" Hurrying to keep up with him, she forgot to be awkward, leaned with him into the numb air, chasing the running white moon's reflection, no sound in the widening creek but the keening of their skates and his harsh breath. She strained to catch the moon, but then only to keep up with him, as the creek broadened and neared the river. It cracked around them and he headed her off. "Can't go no farther," he said. "We're too close now." They stood for a moment listening to the flow of the ice-choked river. Her father began to cough, and they headed back.
This time the noise was too loud not to register. She sat up very straight in the tub, the dream on her face becoming puzzlement. The sound repeated, echoed, as if to bring her back to now. Something very bad was happening, something breaking. She looked at the white enclosure around her, the fluid. Heat pressed uncomfortably against the inside of her thigh, where the green thing lay, still confused, she reached out and turned knobs. Heat bloomed out of the green hose. Dark holes began to flare around her. She was standing. A thing ran across the floor in the other room.
She was dressed in something. She had a thought: I am dying. She held onto that thought but did not believe it. Now was the trial. She stood in the living-room doorway, looking at a thing above the fire. She looked at it until she understood what it was. It was her pet on the mantelpiece. "Jewel," she said. The couch spoke softness to her. Her legs were weak. But now was the trial that she had faced before, how many times she did not know, as around her little holes of darkness continued to burst. She stood in front of the wall clock in an effort to remember something, but its ticking seemed to slow down, its hands to slip. She acted.
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