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John Carr Walker
Since January of 2010, when I founded Trachodon, a print magazine of lit, art, and artisan culture, I’ve heard three questions over and over: 1) Are you out of your mind? 2) Is there a nice, quiet place I can take you until the trip wears off? 3) What is a Trachodon, and why are you naming your lit mag after one?
For now, I’ll tackle the third question.
Trachodon was a dinosaur that in all likelihood never existed. People thought it existed: extensive fossils were discovered in Montana, and a skeleton was even assembled and displayed publicly in New York before the taxonomy was called into question. Eventually, it was considered nomen dubium—a dubious name. In other words, what they thought was, wasn’t.
I suppose I’m a sucker for honest public mistakes. There’s something innocent and idealistic about forging ahead with what you know now. The foundations of knowledge are built on things that seemed right at the time. After all, second-guessing is the start of serious inquiry, and there can be no second-guessing without first-guesses first.
In the case of Trachodon, however, too much had already happened to lay the name to rest, dubious or not. One of the first complete skeletons to be found and assembled on American soil, the fossilized remains caused a stir far beyond the realm of serious paleontology. The beast, as originally hypothesized, was an enormous vegetarian with gnashing “cheek teeth” and a duck bill, at once nightmarish and cuddly—the kind of dinosaur you wouldn’t mind having a beer with, but not one you’d want to meet in the pub’s back alley. There were Trachodon toys, and they sold up there with T-Rex and Triceratops. By the time science called foul, the story had grown too large to be derailed by mere facts.
I’m an even bigger sucker for stories, particularly when damning the vicissitude of facts. Trachodon was no longer a mere dinosaur, but had in fact become a story. It had gone from noun to narrative. A series of events to a collection of scenes.
As a writer and editor, I know that stories, whether fictional, factual, or poetic, aren’t so much made as they are allowed to become. In my case, one word gave me the name for my lit mag, suggested its aesthetic, defined its mission, and embodied the kind of process—that is, hard work meets cosmic accident—in which I take such delight. I want Trachodon the magazine to tell a nice parallel story to Trachodon the dinosaur. I want it to be this weird, sort of impossible thing. Something that’s up for debate because it’s always leaning a little toward the unreasonable. And, maybe, to be something that’s never quite finished. Being a print journal in this day and age gives us a head start on the unreasonable. But all I can do now is work toward whatever this dinosaur will become. Consider this your invitation to join me in seeing where the story goes from here, be it honest public mistake or mythological force.
Jo Ann Heydron
I stood behind the espresso machine, filling orders and trying to get Daniel Vo to ask me out. Ray Charles sang “Georgia on My Mind.” Starbucks was promoting his CD that week. To keep Daniel talking, I said, “I wish we could play our own music.”
“I like this song,” Daniel said. “It makes me feel good.”
“Why? I mean, is Ray singing about a state or a woman?”
“No idea. But he sure likes it. Her.”
In a few minutes our shift would be over. So would my sister’s, in the stockroom of the drugstore across the parking lot. She’d wait next to my car, and, if she’d had a bad day, beat on the hood.
I sneaked a peek at Daniel at the register. We were supposed to dress all in black, but he wore new red and black-checked Vans. “Great shoes,” I said.
“You want some? My uncle always gets a few free pairs of the special colors. What size are you?” He sidled over and placed his shoe flush along my black high top. The knuckles of our little toes touched through the canvas. “Looks like you’re about two sizes smaller than me.” Now he would ask me out. He had to. But a jolt of electricity shot up my leg, and I pulled my foot away. I couldn’t help it. Daniel blushed, amber to peach, stepped back, and gazed out the window.
My sister tramped toward us, leaning into the November wind, waving her hands, and passing my car. She clapped once, shrugged her shoulders, pointed sideways, and burst through the door. “Today I’m 25!” she announced.
Our Starbucks was shaped like a piece of pie, service counter at its narrow rear, tables and a few armchairs arranged along a wide arc of windows. At the crust edge, Lynn stopped inside the door, her six feet shooting up like the trunk of a pine, her body so thin and her skin so pale that she looked anorexic, though she ate mountains of food. Her latest hairstyle involved ten plastic, little-girl barrettes—one pair each in red, purple, yellow, blue, and white, each pair book-ending her center part. I helped her with the last, white pair, but no matter how hard I tried to leave some slack in those frizzy hairs at the nape of her neck, she always shrieked. She liked shrieking.
“There was a cake for me at work, Jessie. It was pink! The cake and the icing. So I said, ‘I hate pink.’ My boss said I could take off. That means go home. But I told him it wasn’t time yet.”
I ran around the end of the counter, but because Lynn was a head taller, I couldn’t shield her completely. “Mom’s at home making your birthday dinner, your real cake,” I said. “Go on to the car. I’ll be right there.”
“Happy birthday, Lynn,” Daniel called out. “You’re three years older than I am.” He’d met my sister once or twice before, said hello, and ignored her. Most people believe that’s the kindest thing.
“I’m three years older than he is,” Lynn said, glancing at me to see if that was something to be proud of. I leaned my head to the right, my signal to turn down her volume. She said more quietly, “Twenty-five years is a quarter of a century.”
“So it is.” Daniel walked toward us with his hands stuck under his apron and into the pockets of his jeans. He did that when the espresso machine broke down, or the next shift was late, or there was a pop quiz in the history class we were taking at the community college.
Lynn pulled a quarter from the pocket of her brown cords. “And this is a quarter of a dollar!” She was blinking. Her hands trembled. Her right hand flapped toward her shoulder, paused there, and fell hard to her side. It flew up again, then down, the rhythm erratic, then regular. This involuntary motion would calm her down—eventually. I knew better than to interfere.
The quarter sailed into the air. Daniel yanked a hand out of his pocket and caught it. Lynn snorted, giggled, then fell silent, hypnotized, it seemed, by Daniel’s nose stud. When her hand slowed, Daniel grasped it, dropped the quarter into it, and closed Lynn’s fingers.
“No, Daniel.” I stepped between them.
He wouldn’t look at me, but he let go of Lynn’s hand. “How about a pumpkin scone, Lynn?” he said over my head.
“Thanks!” She smiled wide, her teeth crooked and gray.
The five-to-midnight shift hadn’t arrived, so when Lynn sat down with her scone, I started washing dishes. Hot water relaxed me the same way Lynn’s hand motion soothed her.
Daniel stood beside me, quiet.
“Did you finish your paper on Stalin and the kulaks?” I said. He wasn’t going to ask me out, not today.
“What’s a kulak?”
“My sister might have hit you. When you put the quarter in her hand. When someone she doesn’t know touches her, sometimes she gets scared and hits.”
“But she does know me. Your mother brought her in the day she got the job at the drugstore.”
Lynn and my mother had stayed only a minute, Lynn too excited about her new job—sorting merchandise, checking that barcodes were readable, shelving—to sit still. She’d been miserable at home alone since her adult day program closed.
“I watch how you are with her after work,” Daniel said. “How you give her a chance to talk before you start the car. I hear what you say when you call her on your cell.”
“I’m eating my scone,” Lynn called out. “It’s de-lish-us.”
“Jessie,” he said, “would you want to go to a movie? Maybe Friday night?”
I backed away from the sink, dripping sudsy water on the floor.
“It was all right to ask, wasn’t it? I know I’m your boss, but—”
“Yes,” I said. “Yes.” I grabbed a pen and a Post-it note from the counter. “Here’s my number.”
“It’s on the shift roster. What movie do you want to see?”
I handed the wet, ink-smeared square of yellow paper to Daniel. “This is my cell number, just in case.”
~
The old Sentra my dad gave me coughed at the stoplight. Across the street, Daniel’s uncle’s shoe shop, recently painted, dressed up a rundown shopping center.
“I love her,” Lynn said, pointing to the life-sized Virgin of Guadalupe on the door of Mary Queen Nail Care.
“I know you do,” I said, dreading Saturday afternoon mass. Lynn always lifted the kneeler up and down with her toe. She tried to strike up conversations in the communion line.
I parked the car in front of our apartment building and Lynn and I climbed the back stairs to the third floor. Mom waited at the door, all three hundred pounds of her.
“Happy, happy birthday,” she said.
“They had a cake for me,” Lynn said.
“What a surprise!” My mother winked at me.
“The cake was pink, Mom.” When she called the stockroom manager, she must have forgotten to mention the color taboo.
For dinner Mom served roast beef, mashed potatoes, starchy gravy, and soggy green beans; but for dessert, German chocolate cake made from scratch. In past years, by the time we’d lit the last candle, Lynn had started blowing the others out. This time she waited, then blew all the candles out in one breath, no spitting. I raised my hands to clap, but decided against it. Sometimes praise hurt her as much as criticism.
She opened Mom’s present first, a blue and white polka dot blouse with a big bow at the neck, and a loose white cardigan. Our dad sent an enormous make-up kit shaped like an artist’s palette. Lynn had asked for it, and he must have known that Mom wouldn’t buy it. Lynn had requested a cell phone, too, but we all knew that she’d call us constantly, tell us every single thing that happened. I gave her a coin sorter.
“Oh my goodness!” she said.
“She doesn’t know what it is,” said Mom.
I grabbed a few coins from my purse and handed Lynn a dime. “Drop that in the slot on the top.”
Lynn deposited it, and, two satisfying clicks later, it fell flat into a clear, dime-sized column.
“Try a nickel now,” I said.
“She knows her coins,” Mom said. “She can count money. Can she even get her money out of there?”
“I like it,” Lynn said. She stood up and threw her arms around me, knocking my forehead against her collarbone.
I cleared the table while Lynn played with the coin sorter. Mom settled in her recliner with a bottle of sweet sherry and turned on the TV. She’d lived in our two-bedroom apartment for thirty years, first with Dad, then alone with us, her bare feet and bright red toenails crossing and re-crossing the dirty green carpet. I would be out of here in ten months. I’d already been accepted at Berkeley for next fall.
“This has been a good birthday,” Lynn said. “I love my presents.”
I thought she’d mention not getting the cell phone, but she didn’t.
“You should call your father and thank him for the makeup,” Mom said.
I poked my head back through the kitchen door and crossed my eyes. Lynn giggled. Mom tended to breathe on us while we talked to Dad, then grab the phone away. After she hung up, she couldn’t remember what he said. He’d been gone since I was eight, but she still hoped he’d change his mind and come home.
“I’m good at my job,” Lynn went on. “And I have a new boyfriend.”
“Well, Lynn, that’s exciting,” Mom said, peering around the side of the recliner, her puffy forehead striped with worry.
“Jessie knows him,” Lynn said.
“I do?”
“He’s Chinese,” she added.
I returned to the sink and filled it with hot water. “No, Vietnamese.”
“Oh!” said Mom. The TV buzzed off and I heard her heave herself out of the chair.
“He has a gold . . . earring,” said Lynn. “No, it’s a nose ring. No, it’s not a ring, just a tiny round button. He has a gold button in his nose. Doesn’t that hurt, Jessie?”
“Maybe at first,” I said.
“How do you know he wants to be your boyfriend?” Mom asked.
“He smiled at me. He said, ‘See you soon.’”
“He says that to everybody,” I said.
“He bought me a pumpkin scone.”
“Lynn, he really just gave it to you for free.”
“He held my hand. Jessie, you saw.”
I walked to the kitchen doorway and stared at my sister. “I did, but—”
“You don’t want to believe it.”
“I think you misunderstood what Daniel meant. That’s all I’m saying.”
“Jessie, I can tell when a boy likes me. You’re just jealous. You’ve been out on maybe two dates in your whole life. I go steady. I kiss boys.”
I pictured, sweet as the sugared coconut on Lynn’s cake, the lift of my arm, the back swing, the low-pitched clap when my hand hit Lynn’s cheek, the blaze of red I left there. Because she was right. At her day program, and even in special education in high school, boys, men, had cozied up to her for a day or a month. She kept her distance at first, but she liked being touched enough that she gradually figured out how to handle it. First she okayed a shoulder tap, then a fingertip brush. Holding hands followed easily, almost on its own. Putting an arm around her was hard be-cause she was so tall, and kissing her was even harder. But three or four guys had managed it, and that was more than I could say.
My cell phone rang. Lynn handed me my purse.
“I thought I’d use this number you gave me,” Daniel said.
“How can I help you?” I said, like I was at work. I headed for the bedroom and closed the door.
“Uh . . . did you think about which movie you want to see? How about Benjamin Button? It’s playing downtown.”
“That sounds great. I can’t wait.” I sounded ten years old.
“Well . . . do you want to go tonight instead? I have that history paper to write for tomorrow, but—”
“No, I’m really looking forward to it is all. The movie.” The floorboards in the hallway creaked. Lynn was outside. “I have to go.”
“What?”
“Don’t worry,” I said, and hung up.
Lynn opened the door. “Who was that?”
“Someone in my history class. She’s a little harebrained.”
She opened the top drawer of the desk we shared, drew out a notebook with a yellow fur cover and a shiny golden angel glued in the middle, and leafed through it. “How do you spell that?”
“H-a-r-e,” I said. “A hare is like a rabbit.”
She wrote the words and handed me the notebook. Lots of hards were listed on the H page: hard-core, hard-nosed, hard-line, hard-boiled. Then something that everyone had said in high school—hook up. I’d been afraid it would get Lynn into trouble. I turned the pages. At the top of each one, Lynn’s printing was stiff and heavy, some letters just big ink spots. Toward the middle, over the years, she’d switched to longhand. Her grip on the pen had relaxed. My own writing was loopy, then angular and disjointed, my grip tightening.
Defining harebrained was a struggle. I couldn’t write dumb because we didn’t use that word. Not because it described Lynn. It didn’t, although kids at school had thrown it at her like a rock. I wrote, “Not thinking straight, sort of crazy,” and handed the notebook back.
“Like me,” she said.
“Nothing like you.”
“Are hares crazy?”
“I don’t know. Someone must think so.” I reached across the two feet sepa-rating our beds and closed the notebook in her hands. “Lynn? What do you like about Daniel?”
“About who?” Lynn asked, throwing off her clothes and pulling her nightgown over her head. Her breasts were shaped like tear drops. I looked away.
“Your new boyfriend, Daniel. What do you like about him?”
“Oh, Daniel. Lots of things.”
“Well what, exactly?”
She hung up her shirt, folded her pants away in the chest of drawers, and tossed her underwear into the hamper. “I’m tired, Jessie.”
“I like his hair,” I said. “His buzz cut grows out like grass—thick, black grass. When he runs the register, the air from the ceiling vent parts it. Then the part changes direction when he turns his head.” Watching this was like scanning an orchard from the freeway, glancing down one diagonal row, then another.
Lynn lay down facing me but closed her eyes tight.
“I like how nice he is, and funny,” I said. “You’re older than he is, Lynn. Mom says that the boy should always be older than the girl.”
“Jessie, you don’t care what Mom thinks.”
“Daniel knows how to do things, like snowboard. You and I don’t.”
“Jessie, be nice. You should be happy. You’re going to be a doctor.” Mom told everyone that I was going to be a nurse—you don’t want to brag—but Lynn was sure I’d be the best doctor ever. “And I’m going to marry Daniel. Jessie, I’m sleepy.”
I tore off my clothes, threw them in the corner, and climbed into bed. On the nightstand I kept a picture of my father and me taken the summer I was 14, when he asked me, only me, to stay with him at his place at Lake Tahoe. That first afternoon, after we’d floated near the shore on air mattresses, not talking, having no idea what to talk about, he asked some stranger to take a photo of us. The man backed up so far that what he really photographed was a gravelly beach with some yellow plastic in the foreground, and the blue, blue lake. My father and I were two miniature figures with our feet under water, exactly the same height, holding hands. I thought now that he must have taken my hand. I couldn’t remember reaching for his, what it felt like, whether it was rough or smooth, cold or warm, or what I was thinking while I stood there next to him.
I turned out the light and thought about the moment I pulled my foot away from Daniel’s. I held my small breasts in my hands.
~
“Are you okay?” he asked at work the next morning.
“Yes. Sorry I was weird on the phone. I don’t have much privacy.”
About 8:30, our history teacher, Professor Belnikov, picked up her latte. She took a sip at the counter—a bad sign.
“You are not giving me two percent milk.” She tossed one end of her gold brocade scarf over her shoulder with a tsarist flourish. I told her, not for the first time, that we stocked only half-and-half, nonfat milk, and whole milk. I’d given her blended milk, which was nonfat mixed with whole.
“Why didn’t you tell me that when I was ordering?”
Daniel sped over from the display case, where he’d been unloading bottled water. “Maybe because she’s already explained it five times.”
I tried to catch Daniel’s eye. This woman was going to give us grades. And I was pretty sure she acted high and mighty because she was scared—like the kids at my high school who buried their knives an inch deep in the courtyard planters for easy access when someone else’s weapon appeared. I’d been safe enough in high school, a skinny white girl with straight A’s and a giant, uncool sister who waited for her after school. Once, I found Lynn lying on the ground next to the dumpsters, nacho cheese all over her clothes. I couldn’t get a straight story from her, but the next day Yesenia Torres sat down beside me in the cafeteria and apologized for her two brothers. “I told my mother what they did. She reamed them new ones.”
“Would you like another latte, Professor?” I asked.
“Not unless you are suddenly having two percent.”
“How about a free brownie?” I asked.
“You Americans and your chocolate,” said Belnikov. “I want a muffin. And hot tea.”
“What kind of muffin?” said Daniel.
“Your tone does not escape,” she said.
“Me. Escape me.”
“Poppy seed,” Belnikov said, adjusting her brocade. “I will be examining your work, Daniel Vo. I will be checking for editing by someone who writes better English than you.” She glared at me.
I popped a muffin in a bag and ran hot water into a cup, but by the time I turned back to the counter, she was hammering out the door on her high heels.
“I bet she complains,” Daniel said. “I bet we hear about this.” He moved closer.
As if it were the easiest thing in the world, I leaned over and kissed Daniel on the lips. I wasn’t scared at all.
~
When my shift ended, I ran to the car, waved to Lynn as she rounded the corner of the drugstore, and shouted, “I have class tonight.”
“But Jessie! I wanted to—”
“I’m in a hurry. I need to get home and eat something.”
She reached the car, then stood rooted on the passenger side, eyeing Starbucks’ front door. I started backing up.
Jumping in, she said, “Jessie! You’re hurrying too much.”
At home I made myself a cheese sandwich and sat down in Mom’s chair. It smelled like baby powder and sherry.
Lynn stood wringing her hands. “Where is Berkeley, Jessie?”
“Fifty miles northeast. I showed you on the map, remember?”
“Will you take my barrettes out?”
“You can do it.” I scooted to the front of Mom’s chair, not knowing what I would say. “The thing is, Lynn, that Vietnamese people don’t really date non-Vietnamese. Sometimes they want to, but they know their parents will get upset, so they don’t.” Which wasn’t true, not always. “Daniel’s very traditional, even for a Vietnamese guy.” Which wasn’t true at all. “So I’m sure that he couldn’t have meant what you think he meant.”
Lynn yanked a barrette out, some hair attached.
Mom pushed the front door open, a grocery bag in each arm, and stopped short. “What’s wrong?”
“Jessie says Daniel doesn’t like me. Or I shouldn’t like him.” Lynn’s head bounced on her neck.
“Take these bags into the kitchen, Lynn.” Mom dropped them on the sofa and walked into her bedroom. I knew I was supposed to follow her, and after a few seconds I did. She closed the door. “What on earth?”
“Daniel asked me out,” I said.
“When? Today?”
“No, yesterday, for tomorrow night.”
She didn’t hesitate. “You can’t go. It would hurt your sister’s feelings.”
“I am going.”
“Jessie, I feel for you. Believe me, I do.” She kicked off her shoes and tossed her polyester suit jacket on the armchair next to her bed.
“Maybe you should go out,” I said. “Maybe you should pay attention to your own life.”
She sat down on the bed. “Let me talk to her first at least.”
“No. You’ll just make things worse.”
Lynn opened the door. She’d bitten her bottom lip bloody. “Stop arguing. I hate it when you argue.”
Mom removed her glasses and lay down slowly, pulling up the quilt she kept folded at the foot of the bed. It was almost dinnertime, dark outside. The ceiling light was bright. “Turn that off,” she said, but she didn’t tell us to leave. She had never once done that.
~
Just as Belnikov started calling roll, Daniel slid into the seat next to me.
“I have a problem,” I whispered.
He smiled, ready to tease.
“Not a big problem,” I said. “I need to meet you at the theater.”
“Why?”
“My sister.”
“It’s no big deal. Everybody’s got someone like that in their family.”
“Like Lynn? I don’t think so.”
“My grandma—she suddenly decides that she has to have sparrow meat, so my uncle sends me out with a net and a cage.”
“That’s not the same thing.”
Daniel straightened up in his chair.
“Since yesterday,” I said, “she’s been thinking that you want to date her.”
He lifted his backpack into his lap, unzipped it, and stared into its open mouth. “But I didn’t say anything that—”
“I know.”
Belnikov called his name. I answered for him.
“I’ll figure something out,” he said. “We have to take care of this, right at the beginning.”
The beginning. That sounded so wonderful that I almost said okay. But Daniel had no idea how stubborn Lynn was. “Just meet me downtown,” I said. “Please.”
“Pass up your essays,” said Belnikov.
When class ended, she asked Daniel to stay a minute and waved me off.
~
Friday night, I was dressed and ready to go. Mom had left her bedroom door open. She lay on the bed reading a romance novel. When I walked past, she said, “Where are you going?”
In the living room Lynn studied me while I put my coat on. Her face and body were utterly still, shut down, walled up.
The doorbell rang. I opened it, expecting a kid selling candy bars, but it was Daniel, wearing an old suit jacket over a lime-green T-shirt and carrying two shoe-boxes.
“Daniel?”
He pushed past me. “Hi, Lynn. I brought you and Jessie something.”
Lynn hid her face in her hands, then raised it, pink with hope.
“Jessie, sit next to Lynn.”
“What are you doing, Daniel?” I said.
He picked up one end of the coffee table and swung it away from the sofa, then the other end. Mom lumbered into the room.
“Hi, Mrs. Lawrie.” Daniel said. “Don’t worry. I’ll put the coffee table back.”
“Mom, this is Daniel Vo, from Starbucks.”
“Jessie!” Lynn hissed. “Let me introduce him!”
Daniel shook Mom’s hand over the sofa, then stood waiting for me to sit down.
When I perched at the other end of the sofa from Lynn, he knelt in front of me and opened the top box. Inside were red- and black-checked Vans.
“Oh!” I said, sliding down onto the cushion, untying my high tops and tugging them off, glad that I’d put on clean socks. He wrapped his fingers around my right ankle and lifted my foot. I forgot all about Lynn. “Perfect!” I said, when he’d slipped on both shoes. “I love them!”
Mom started to say something, but Daniel stood up fast and stepped forward, so that his feet settled next to mine on the carpet, our two pair of red and black Vans side by side, facing in opposite directions. “What do you think, Lynn?”
“I think. Do you know my size?”
“I had to guess,” Daniel said, “but I’m good at sizes.”
He knelt again, took a deep breath, and opened the second box.
Inside this one were enormous pink-and-black-checked Vans. He lifted them out.
“Why don’t I get red ones?” Lynn cried. “Why do I get pink? I hate pink.” Her right hand flew up. Mom caught it and held it tight.
“Let her go, Mom,” I said.
“I thought the pink ones would be just right,” Daniel said, glancing at me.
Mom said, “Young man, I think you’d better—”
“No, don’t go, Daniel!” Lynn wrenched free of Mom and stood up. She laid her right hand over her heart and covered it with her left.
“Thank you for the shoes,” Mom said. “But this isn’t a good time for you to be here.”
“I was just about to leave, Mrs. Lawrie, with Jessie,” Daniel said. He turned to me. “We’re still going out, right?”
“How can I leave now, Daniel?”
Lynn leaned over and shouted in my face, “I hate you, Jessie!” She released her hand and gave me a half-hearted slap. Mom gasped. Daniel stepped closer, then back.
“If you’re going, just go,” Mom said. She could have meant out with Daniel, or away for good.
“Lynn,” I said, “let’s go into the bedroom and talk.”
“No.”
“Come on, Jessie,” Daniel said, holding out his hand.
I reached for it, meaning to say goodbye, but it was so warm that I held on. He led me toward the door.
“She’s never even kissed a boy!” shouted Lynn.
He opened the door and shut it behind us. “I thought bringing the pink shoes would help put Lynn off me. You know, without having to say anything.”
“It’s true, what she said. Or it was. Yesterday was my first kiss.”
Wind gusted down the corridor, blowing his hair up and toward his face, pushing him one step closer to me. He checked his watch. “We missed the start of the movie.”
“Let’s wait for the next showing,” I said. There was no hurry now.
Chris Dombrowski
Back in 2003 after I’d given the 6th graders poetic parameters once a week for a few months, a tow-headed girl named Raven spoke up—she sensed irony when she saw it: “Shouldn’t we give you an assignment now?” I knew better than to talk back to a girl named for a bird. Wicked little professors, their requirements were as follows:
The poem should include
1 million words
25 pictures
1 set of eyeballs
Steve McNair
Every 6th grader’s name
No rhyme
At least one villain
Toast w/ peanut butter
Blood
One big moldy green apple
100 pages of nothing
Spaghetti
Obeying the cicada’s sacred calendar, I waited seven years to begin my work. Despite my trepidation, I found the poem arrived with relative ease, even organically, as the hippies used to say. I consulted a young Harvard grad gourmand on food questions and he aided making a brioche of sorts with each of the items that I spread liberally between stanza breaks. The blood being blood was easy enough to find but I had to skirt health codes to have it (elk’s) mixed into the printer ink. Numerous Poets Laureate who consulted on prosodic issues will remain nameless though it should be noted that George Herbert’s treatise on concrete poetry served invaluable. The rare luck of elision allowed me to assume the three sets of eyeballs yours, mine, and the ineffable’s. This left me only Steve McNair, who at the time of the poem’s original assigning was in the midst of an MVP season as a quarterback for the NFL’s Tennessee Titans, but was killed during the poem’s composition by his girlfriend Shahel Kazemi in an apparent murder-suicide. There were no tocsins, only headlines, and from a perhaps prophetic former student, one last implied requirement with which I must forge on: The poem should raise the dead.
Chris Dombrowski
What Do You Want Your Computer To Do?
Shut down? Restart? Translate
Sanskrit? Go away? Calculate
the rate of inflation in Kuala Lumpur
as compared to Kalamazoo? Peel
your orange? Change your son’s
dirty diaper? Sketch the oscillating
pine bough shadow on your desk? Restart
the dialogue between your long dead grand-
father and his poker partner overheard
in last night’s dream? Translate the Sanskrit
of your old dog’s parting expression? Estimate
the retinal repercussions of staring this long
at an LCD screen, the rate of ensuing blindness?
Predict and print out the particular shade of darkness
you are headed for? Record your one untainted memory
of yourself, age 8, on the ice-beaded sunlit backlawn
staring into each pierglass-caught blade of grass? Will this
to your son? Look up the location, longitudinal and latitudinal
coordinates, of the beach where you and she lay down together?
Determine the temperature and humidity of the air that night, the
direction of the wind? Emit this wind from the screen? Yes.
Amy Tavern
Part Of The Process: one year of a jewlery-maker's transformation
In August 2009 I took an important risk: I deepened my commitment to my artwork by choosing to discontinue my production jewelry collections, my main source of income. I spent the fall filling holiday orders and started to spread the word that this would be it for these pieces. Then on January 31, 2010 I removed all the designs from my website and said “thank you very much” to everyone who had supported me.
A year prior to making this move I began a three-year artist residency at the Penland School of Crafts. The program allowed seven professional artists to develop their work in a supportive environment while providing low-cost housing and studio space. Obviously, my residency is the perfect time to take such a chance. My financial obligations were a fraction of normal, and, most importantly, I’d been given the unique gift of time. I wanted to take full advantage of this fortunate situation and eliminating production work has freed me to focus on making more technically and aesthetically challenging one-of-a-kind pieces.
My first year at Penland was largely composed of exhibitions and shows that were already planned, as well as keeping up with the regular day to day operations of my business. I was as busy as ever and it felt like I was living my life the same way I was before, only now I also carried the title and commitments of a Penland resident artist. Most of the time I worked on new pieces one show at a time, shipped the work by the deadline, and immediately moved on to the next commitment with little thought about what I had just made. There was no time for contemplation or further development of any new ideas that had emerged. Simultaneously, I was filling wholesale and mail orders as well as discussing my work in critiques with different jewelers who were at Penland to teach workshops. As show deadlines passed, as each order was filled, and as I talked to more artists, I realized that my one-of-a-kind jewelry—the work I came to Penland to make—was suffering under the constraints of my production work and busy schedule. This pattern became increasingly frustrating as the year unfolded.
I found it took two separate mindsets and studio practices to make these vastly different kinds of jewelry. I had spent the last seven years honing my skills as a production jeweler aiming for speed, efficiency, and accuracy while designing at-tractive, affordable pieces, but I found I had also come to the end of my desire to make collections. I was uninspired and bored and these negative feelings were permeating my new work. When it was time to make jewelry for a specific show the process was slow and often stressful. My ideas were few and far between, I was easily distracted, and felt unmotivated or overwhelmed. I had developed self-imposed expectations to produce jewelry quickly and when I had nothing new at the end of the day, I felt guilty, as if I should have more to show for my efforts. Although I was always able to make work that I was pleased with, by autumn it seemed imperative to let go of my production habits and head in the opposite direction in order to truly develop my art jewelry.
~
The Penland School, situated on top of a mountain in Western North Carolina, was alive with activity from March to November, then retreated almost completely from December through February. The remote location and the winter months could be lonely for some. For me, it was a time to thrive in quiet reflection, rest, regroup, and recharge. After my first anniversary as a resident artist, I began to outwardly define my creative process. I used these months to examine my work very closely through a selection of specific, self-motivated studio practices that revolved around thinking instead of making. This was a solitary time for me and it was absolutely wonderful. I would bundle up and head to the studio each day or curl up on the sofa with my cat, play some favorite music or enjoy the silence of the space and time, then do any number of exercises to help generate ideas and creative thought.
I embroidered, stitching away for hours at little abstract compositions composed entirely of Colonial and French knots. Later I started playing with paper, manipulating it in different ways to explore shape and form. These two processes, embroidery and paper-play, produced an accumulation of samples to organize and analyze. I read as well, mostly books about historical or contemporary jewelry, and I started writing about my work. Everyday I spent one hour on focused reading, writing, and thinking, dividing the time into four 15-minute increments. For the first quarter I read from various books on mindfulness such as Wherever You Go, There You Are by Jon Kabat-Zinn. Next I meditated, often concentrating on the sounds around me to clear my mind. Automatic writing, a stream of consciousness style of prose, followed this, usually about my work or studio practice. I completed the cycle by reading a book about jewelry, like Rings: Jewelry of Power, Love, and Loyalty by Diana Scarisbrick. I felt incredibly good when I did this practice. It was a rich hour of my morning and helped set the tone for the day. The writing portion enabled me to consider my work in ways I never imagined. Sometimes I responded to something I made the day before or I wrote about why a particular day was so productive; other times I wrote about something I was stuck on or where I wanted my work to go. I had never taken the time to process my work like this before. Not only was I learning about my jewelry and myself as an artist, I saw this practice and my other non-jewelry pursuits as a way to honor my work as well.
To complement this hour and my other creative activities, I also made lists of inspirations to understand where my ideas were coming from. Some days I wrote down my goals and plans. I sketched daily, little drawings and doodles of cones, abstract shapes, lines, and patterns. I documented in photographs the many collections and arrangements that fill my studio space. I also took days off to read fiction and magazines, watch movies, and simply putter around my apartment.
The months passed quickly and now, as everything comes back to life with spring, I feel as though I am emerging too, full of new information collected during those cold months while I was deep in thought. I know this was an important time to think rather than make, but it made me miss my jewelry and I can tell it is time to return to my bench.
~
I have started making jewelry again, only instead of simple jewelry I make again and again, I am creating more one-of-a-kind work for jewelry galleries and other pieces that are more learning samples than truly wearable. One of my specific residency plans was to start a daily practice of one-hour projects as a method of “sketching” ideas in 3D. My first foray into this plan is called “Memory/Play Jewelry.” The “memory” coming from the history of the different materials I am using, while “play” refers to the experimental quality of the exercise. I have a few guidelines such as taking one hour to make a piece or using only non-precious materials already on hand. When a piece is finished I hang it on one of the big white walls in my studio so I can see it and its counterparts frequently throughout the day. This project gives me permission to experiment with materials, form, and composition, and challenges me to explore the addition of memory, personal history, and sentimentality as content in my work. All the materials I’m working with were collected over the years and come from specific moments or people in my life: leather scraps from a recycled art supply store in Vancouver, BC, a gift of antique paper beads given to me in high school from a dear friend of my mother’s, fabric bought last year for a sewing project. I enjoy putting different times into one piece, to combine memories from disparate sources, and to bring together unrelated moments. On a personal level I am giving these materials that represent my life immortality by turning them into tangible objects. I hope people who see this work wonder about the materials I use. I want them to notice that they are non-traditional and perhaps question where they came from. I also want them to reconsider what jewelry can or should look like.
It is now nearly nine months after my decision to divorce myself from produc-tion work and the challenge of finding my artistic voice is just beginning. It was a difficult and daunting choice, but time is proving it to be the right one. I understand now that for this particular transformation to occur—changing my identity—the main components of creating art, making and thinking, must be separated. Devoting the winter to focused thought helped to establish a foundation and has led me to the next phase in which I’m making work again and processing information through the making. I believe I may follow a similar cycle of creating as time goes on in my residency and beyond--thinking about my work, creating work to echo the thoughts, and then thinking further about what the finished work means.
Although I am making work again, it is not often easy and I find myself strug-gling much like I was the previous summer. I realized just the other day that in choosing to discontinue my production work and all that it entails, I also gave up my identity as a particular kind of maker. This loss of identity now manifests itself by causing me to feel a little lost in the studio. I feel awkward sometimes and the finesse I once had only exists momentarily. I have made a few pieces I am excited about that look great, are well made, and provide a departure point for more new work. However, I have also made a number of things that I don’t like; there is something “off” in each piece—I can easily recognize what in some cases, while in others I can’t quite put my finger on it. Despite this, however, I know this is all part of the process and this time around the struggle has meaning. I’m going to feel insecure and question the validity of what I’m doing and I’m going to make things I just don’t like. In many ways, this is exciting: I see the unsuccessful work as a necessary and inevitable component and each is an opportunity for growth. The delicate balance between these opposites is vital.
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/31407 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!