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PART ONE

 


Ich nenne euch bei euren alten Namen / I
call you by your old names

Ich aendere meinen Tonfall nicht / I do not
change my tone of voice

Einstürzende Neubauten, from "Dead
Friends (Around The Corner)"

 


This is a gateway moment, a threshold you've
been right up to before and all but crossed, and yet here you
remain. Oh, it's certainly looked different at other times, could
almost have fooled you with how close it resembled the real thing,
but no...

This is not the crowd in which you were
supposed to be included, if that choice was ever actually yours to
make. This is not where you were supposed to be by this time
in your life.

You recognize this for what it is, the end of
an era as you put together the little pieces you kept of all the
fallen-apart things that once fit together as different shapes but
now are all mashed up and reassembled as something....different.
You wish you could say it was better than what you started with,
what you were supposed to have carried with you as your reward for
hard work and merit, and you suppose it's probably gonna be okay,
it's all gonna even out and add up in the end, but yeah, it's not
really, it never does...

But whatever. It is what it is.

You stand in line now, like all the rest of
you guys. The saying is normally supposed to go 'like everybody
else' but it's not everybody else. You belong to the subset, the
out-crowd, it's where you belong. You thought you'd gotten out of
it before but it's where you've always been and where you always
will be, most likely. Think about how nice it would be if you
didn't have to get used to it. Now put that thought away and resign
yourself to the fact that you are here.

You'd rather not think about it.

The lady in front of you coughs and shuffles
her feet. She wears taped-together sneakers, the ends of the toes
frayed and curling up. You remember her from last week, roughly
this same time of day, a little further up ahead of you in line,
shouting something at someone who'd bumped into her. The old black
man dropped the bag of groceries he was carrying for the little old
Russian ladies, took his hat off to wipe his forehead and told the
screamer to get back to her place in line. Remember how she took up
her place again, quietly and not even once lifting her eyes up off
the ground? Remember that. There's something electrical there that
will serve you greatly in times to come. She got back in line
without another word, no argument, no muttered curses, just dropped
back into place like she'd never left.

And it's obvious where this thing is going,
or it should be. By now, you've been over and over this terrain
with enough coverage that you should be intimately familiar with
it, and you know that you stand at the border without coming or
going, the world arranging itself around you and coming into
alignment.

This is something bigger than you're used to
thinking about. You might have to stretch yourself in uncomfortable
ways if you want to be able to wrap your head around it. And
yet...

And yet, and yet, and yet. It's a terrible
way to feel, to see this circle closing and know that you're in the
middle watching the wheel turn around you and maybe the world is
lining up these experiences for you and maybe you're leading
yourself into them like a sleepwalker living out the same nightmare
over and over, night after night the same dream repeating with
slightly different details but the same mortal ending.

You take another two shuffling steps forward.
The line's going pretty slow, does it always take this long? You'll
have to rearrange your schedule around this, if it's always going
to take this long.

The wooden bench is old; well-worn like you,
it looks like it might dig a splinter into the back of your thigh
if you slide down along the wrong part of it. You slide down along
it anyway, when the line advances another slot. They're taking
people in maybe one every three or four minutes, there are probably
twenty people ahead of you, not many of them together... It's going
to take you an hour, minimum. At least the bench is under the
awning so you can get out of the sun, have a bit of a rest and fan
off the heat. It takes it out of you, any more, the heat.

Doesn't hold a candle to the heat in Iraq,
nothing you've experienced in your life prepared you for that. It
was like a dry sauna that you couldn't ever step out of. With
bullets and fucking mortar shells flying at you. You don't forget
about that.

But neither do you let yourself think about
it. That was another life ago, you saw it happening but it happened
to someone else, someone who felt differently about things. You
remember that guy and you don't begrudge him his necessity, but
you're not that guy any more. Let it go.

You were a puzzle-piece that never fit the
pattern, not growing up, not in the Army, not in the music-scene,
not in any corner of the world, and definitely not in your own
head. It was a mercy to let that guy go.

The only thing that guy did for you was to
help bring Jenni into the world. The girl's mother might have
turned out to be a total bitch but at least you got Jenni out of
the deal. Was it worth it? You don't want to think about that.

You can't help thinking about it. You think
about it all day, most days. The girl reminds you of her, more and
more all the time it seems. She looks too much like her mother, and
there are certain fucking annoying habits she picked
up from her, too...

Move up another couple feet—you're almost to
the head of the line now. Jesus, have you been sitting here
dissociating that long? You've got to get your shit together.

It's starting to become a thing, the spells
of absent-mindedness and lost time— you're losing yourself into
little parts you can't get back, drifting away from who you truly
are. But really, that's okay. It's time to forget. Long overdue, in
fact. You are nothing if not ever-changing, ever-becoming, always
remaking anew.

You can always look at your phone. When you
don't want to deal with what's directly in front of you, you can
always tune into your phone. The 'Science and Discovery dot Com'
website always has the newest breakthroughs and someone, somewhere,
figuring something out and maybe there is a little bit of hope in
your universe. Maybe someone can figure out what's so wrong with
everything.

Now here's a story you can sink your teeth
into: "Invisible Magnetic Field May Be Smothering Our Nearest
Supermassive Black Hole, And It Might Be Keeping Our Galaxy From
Collapsing." At last, some reassurance in your little nightmare to
take some of the sting off. Jeez Louise, it's not like the world
isn't already dangerous enough, at least some space dust appears to
be showing us that we won't all fall into the nearest black
hole.

So much of what's going on in your little
personal world is so horrible, so heart-breaking and miserable,
that you look as far outward as you can so that you don't have to
be confronted with the ugliness up close.

Our black hole shows lines of magnetic
current wrapped around it like a twisted donut rolling in on
itself, and these fields appear to be strong enough to pick up
material and stash it away in orbit outside of the hole's event
horizon. The hole's attraction is so strong it keeps everything
away from itself, isn't that ironic? These articles are bringing up
things that lie a little too close to the surface, maybe you don't
want to sink your teeth into them after all.

It wasn't always like this. In fact, it
hasn't been very long at all. It wasn't only but a few years ago
you were still telling yourself you stood a chance of cashing in on
your punk-rock fandom, maybe still get to take that little vacation
down to South America and retire on easy money. You were told it
was cheap to live there, if you had good old American money printed
in the USA to spread around the locals would treat you like royalty
and you could spend your days laying out on the beach sipping
mocktails under the sunset.

Ahh, punk-rock. Or hardcore. Or whatever
they're calling it nowadays. It was going to take you places.

That was a nice dream, it kept you going for
a while. For a good long time, actually.

You hate how often you have to correct
yourself. Well actually, really, to be fair... If you haven't been
able to be honest with the real world, you told yourself, at least
you could be honest inside your own head. How's that been working
out for you, you wonder? Wait for the answer, it'll be a doozy.

South America was a nice dream, built on the
hopes you'd piled up over the course of your misadventures in
music. A band behind you on stage, your band, playing the
kind of music you liked, and a crowd to scream your name.
Yeah ok, the band's name but you came up with it, you were the
star. And that fame would bring money and with it enablement. That
was true power, being able to buy your way into any spot, to do
anything you wanted to do. You needed money, and you needed a face
people remembered. For a while you had both, or you thought you
did. There you go again, always correcting yourself. South America
wouldn't have cared if you did it right the first time, or if you
did it right at all. South America would have taken good old North
American dollars and left you the hell alone to do it until you
worked it out.

Now you're through the door and in front of
the desk. The lady takes your token, a letter with your name on it
proving you live at a certain address. She looks a day shy of a
hundred years old and there is no pity in her eyes, no judgment of
you for being who you've become. You still feel like you're under
the spotlights but here you really just fit right in.

At last, you're no one special.

You are handed food: a can of baked beans,
two cans of golden hominy, a loaf of unsliced bread, a dozen eggs,
a half-gallon of milk, a canned ham. They let you pick out your own
vegetables from the bins, the number allowed per household marked
on brightly-colored paper tags on clips at the front of each bin.
Your family consists of two, and the other one doesn't know you're
here. Maybe they don't want to know. You don't care about that
right now, you feel it there in the back of your head like she's
staring over your shoulder, but you have to ignore it so you can go
on without killing yourself. It's gotten like that. She would quip
something judgmental and hurtful, and you would yell at her to go
to her room, and she would slam her door with a 'bang!' and it
would be a night like any other. Everything else in your world has
fallen away but this one constant, and you can feel her slipping
away with every passing tantrum, and every harshly spoken word in
return. You put the package of off-brand graham crackers into your
reusable cloth shopping bag and thank the volunteer on the other
side of the counter, and then move to the next station. You are
given a plastic bag of uncooked rice. You are thankful.

You've got to remember to ask Jenni to take
the dog out for a walk when you get home. The dog doesn't get out
nearly enough, it's got to be going crazy with the late-spring
restlessness. You all are. Buster is the most visible manifestation
of this blood rising, barreling into anyone as they come through
the door, the way the dog tries to make a break for it any time
he's given the chance. Buster openly shows the nervous energy
that's in the air. You love the dog for being true to its feelings.
Violet hated the dog. Whatever, Violet was a bitch.

You unpack your groceries and spread them
across the countertop, sorting them as you go into piles of stuff
to put into the cupboards, stuff to go into the fridge and those
things too quickly spoiled that they need to go straight into the
freezer until it's their time to be eaten. If this were a metaphor
for the human condition, you suppose you'd be in the group going
into the freezer, or maybe better yet one of the mummies in the
cupboard, stuffed with artificial preservatives and slowly drying
out in the dark. Again, self-correcting—but you notice that it's a
special kind of correction, an orientation to the worse. You need
to get your milk into the fridge before it gets warm. It's never
good when that happens. You close the door on the milk and the rest
of the stuff you got from the Food Bank, and the gateway
closes.

 


-

 


When Jenni gets home from school it's the
same as usual: she slams doors, throws her bag against the wall and
turns the music up so loud you can barely think. Delicious irony
there, how music used to build you up and now it only tears you
down. You don't find that too surprising, though, considering.

You don't like to dwell on your failures with
the girl, but it's still there. You dwell on failure a lot, and
she's one of your major screwups.

She used to be so sweet, not like her mother,
Violet, but you didn't think about it at the time. You just
accepted it, took it for granted if you want to beat yourself up
about it. What's not to take for granted if that's how it is?
Things are the way they are and most of the time they tend to stay
that way. That's the beauty of object permanence, familiarity,
steadiness and constancy. You just wish the girl had stayed the
same way she was when you finally got to take her home for real,
you wish she'd kept the same sweetly-smiling face she'd worn when
you'd gotten her away from Violet. It makes you shudder to think
about how that woman mistreated her own daughter, what she let
happen to her and for what? Death would be too good for a person
like that, the kind who lets innocence be trampled on by the
invasive. Violet can burn in hell for eternity, you think to
yourself and you're sure that Jenni probably has similar thoughts
about yourself. It's not your fault, that woman broke the girl
before she got into your hands and there was nothing you could do
about it. You couldn't stand by and idly watch because you had no
idea what was going on, and because of the goddamn protective
custody agreement and the sonofabitching restraining order. No one
knew. The whole time, no one had any idea what was going on. You
have to believe that. The poor girl.

So you take it like a chump when she spits in
your face and calls you a motherfucker and says she wishes you were
dead. You turn the other cheek when she calls you a loser and says
the world would be a better place without you in it. You know she's
projecting, that she pushes the self-hatred outward and puts it on
you, when she tells you that God wouldn't consider it a sin if a
person who knew that he had no chance in the world but for
suffering and more suffering chose to end himself, that suicide in
that case wouldn't mean damnation. What the hell kind of thing is
that for a girl to say to her father, much less an adult? But there
are bigger questions even than these.

She's evasive, but she knows there's no
reason to be. You've never told her what she could or couldn't do,
you never ruled over her life with the iron gauntlet like every
other single dad you've met, you told yourself you were going to be
better than that. And you kept true to your word, you guided her
when and where she asked for it and you mostly otherwise stayed out
of her way and let her become a person. Thing is...

The thing is, you don't know who that person
is, or who they've become. You wonder if what you think of as
'love' for her is really just a kind of clinginess. Yuck.

She's rarely home anymore, and when she is
she almost never comes out of her room to hang out, and when she
does she's mostly on her phone, but you try to make the most of
these moments, you really do. Of course you love her, and of course
you wish she wanted to spend more time with you and at the same
time that little so-and-so can really drive you up the wall.

Little things drive you up the wall. She is
not a little thing. She is supposed to be the most important thing
in your life and you're watching her slip away and you're kinda
okay with that. Time was always going to hold that one over you, no
matter what you did. But this situation, these circumstances of
this ever-changing moment, that's the little thing.

You hear her making noise from the other room
but it's ugly noise, strident and warning of hostility. Something
in the sharpness of the clatter, the thudding resonance of her
footfall. More irony: what you call 'music', the noise you used to
make with your bandmates and what would eventually get you to this
point, was in no way what you might consider 'pretty' or pleasing.
Those noises you made were harsh and angry, too. Maybe Jenni didn't
get all her antagonism from her mother's side after all.

Hardcore punk-rock was your life, before all
this. It gave you a flag to bear when you were young and had no
idea who you were other than the survivor of a harsh world that
wanted you dead; it gave you a uniform and a badge of identity.
Listening to the music gave you somewhere to put all the negative
emotion that threatened to pull you under, and playing the music
for others gave you a voice so that you didn't have to be a ghost
any more.

You were so used to being a ghost before that
first time you got on stage, being invisible was a second-nature
survival skill, it came automatically like breathing or wanting to
be loved. That's a natural instinct, right? More natural than
trying to disappear. Say what you want about adversity building
character, there are some hardships that come at just the wrong
time and do the most damage possible, and those ones take a part of
you. These missing parts look like your love of humanity, your
enjoyment of life, maybe they look like your ability to recognize
right from wrong or maybe they end up looking like your ability to
find a reason to go on living. You've seen it before, and hey you
maybe see it every morning when you look at yourself in the mirror.
Maybe these are the things you see when you notice the empty spaces
where they used to be, that special talent possessed by so few of
being able to notice a thing by its absence. Maybe these are the
things you lost and didn't have for yourself, so you tried to
create them for others with your songs. Maybe that was what the
world recognized in you and decided it wanted more of.

For a time, your band was the biggest thing
on the scene; the people couldn't get enough of you, they came from
miles away to see you play and they were willing to pay whatever
the venue asked for admission. You didn't feel at the time like you
deserved it, but you gave them your best anyway.

The music Jenni's playing in the other room
is almost as loud as you remember from the clubs (not the arena
venues, there was nothing that compared with that racket,
and you sang with earplugs in and of course all you could hear was
the sound of your own voice but wasn't that what it was really all
about?) and oh God is her taste in music terrible. Is that what the
kids are calling 'music' these days? It sounds like robots taking
turns murdering each other. With dildoes.

You're scared. You're afraid, really afraid,
of what the future looks like it holds for you guys. She can't help
the things going on here, in this miserable life you've created for
the two of you with your ineptitude. You know it's your fault that
you're where you are now, that it was all your shortcomings that
resulted in you ending up where you are now. Yeah, sure Violet
played her part but you recognize that as a cheap dodge. She wasn't
even around for the latter part, which you screwed up all on your
own.

Two-hundred thousand dollars. You screwed it
up over two-hundred thousand dollars. It seems like a lot of money,
it seemed like even more then. It sure would come in handy right
about now, and you wish you hadn't passed it up but you're kind of
proud that you did. Now that makes a lot of sense. The record label
would have offered you more and left you the creative control if
you'd just held out for a little bit longer, you were sure of it at
the time. Too bad you thought so much of yourself that you waited
yourself right out of that opportunity, too bad that you thought
you could shake the tree and get more out of it, too bad you
thought...

These things are all your fault, every step
of the way thinking you were doing the right thing. How did it turn
out to be so easy to be so wrong? And the worst part about it is
the disappointment you live with every day from Jenni. Not doing
enough to keep Violet satisfied didn't seem so bad because she was
supposed to be an adult and able to make her own contribution too,
but Jenni was just a kid. Your kid. You were supposed to
take care of her. You were her world, the only support she could
lean on anymore after losing her mother, and you couldn't even do
that. Hell, you couldn't even take care of your own damn self.
Talking to yourself in the Food Bank line like you're still
answering interview questions, like you aren't yesterday's news. A
record label offers you two-hundred thousand dollars for the rights
to re-engineer and re-release your entire back catalogue, and you
think you can do better. It was one of the many worst mistakes in
your life.

Violet. Violet was another, even though she
did give you Jenni, you can't help but think it despite the shame
the thought brings. Good, it should bring you shame. You know that
Jenni is the only good thing you've actually done with your life,
the only right decision you've made in your long history of
colossal failures.

Hmph. That would have been a good band name,
'The Colossal Failures'. Not bad at all.

Jeff was a weird one. He was a madman on
bass, and he wrote most of the music, and he was only part of the
way there. He'd be in the room, hanging out or talking and laughing
and still not be really present. Part of him was always somewhere
else. In one way or another, everyone in the band was like that,
but with him it was pretty extreme. You only ever caught a few
glimpses of the real him when he was playing his guitar, and he was
brutal. Something in him was on fire and he kept it hidden in the
dark. You all knew each other since you were just little kids like
six years old, and you could swear he didn't have the harelip when
you first became friends. You remember the summer he disappeared
and you know that's when he got it, but he insists that it was
always there and that you're mistaken. Whatever.

Jeff was the one who killed the band, the
first time around. Sure, it was a bunch of things, all lining up at
just the exact wrong angles at the worst possible times in order to
achieve maximum effect, but yeah he was the one who took the
actions to bring about the end. Pin the tail on the goddamn donkey,
point your finger at the
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