
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
Wasted and
Wounded

 


Narrative in
Tom Waits’ Songs

 


 


 


by

 


Barry
Pomeroy

 


 



 


 


 


© 2018 by Barry
Pomeroy

 


All rights
reserved. Copyright under Berne Copyright Convention, Universal
Copyright Convention, and Pan-American Copyright Convention. No
part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system,
or transmitted in any form, or by any means, electronic,
mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, without prior
permission of the author, although people generally do what they
please.

 


For more
information about my books, go to barrypomeroy.com

 


ISBN 13:
978-1987922585

ISBN 10:
1987922585

 



This collection
unearths the stories that run parallel to those of Tom Waits’ early
songs. They do not retell as much as push the envelope wider,
strain the meaning of a few lines, and stretch the place the song
occupies so that the river rats and abandoned dogs, crying children
on the street and shifty-eyed suits, salesmen with their patter and
hobos with their rags, can shoulder out a space. Searching for the
American dream and distracted by a promise, a woman tosses pennies
into liquor bottles in a half moon bar, a fast car leaves the
parking lot with the radio on full, even while a knife fight wounds
the street and an old man pumps quarters into a one-armed
bandit.

 


The songs tell
the story of a man who carries the Midwest on him like a ring he
can’t get off, who rattles on the wide streets of the American west
like a tin can tied to a junkyard dog and crowds in the eastern
cities where the brownstones spill out onto the broad steps of long
afternoons. Refusing to be caught by the despair of the endless
nights, he jockeys for dollars with the sell-outs, fishes for the
glisten of silver among the litter in the alleys, and sleeps under
the bridge on a rainy night.


 


 


 


 


 


Wasted and
wounded, it ain't what the moon did

Got what I paid for now

See ya tomorrow, hey Frank can I borrow

A couple of bucks from you?
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Introduction




I first
encountered Tom Waits’ music listening to late night radio in the
70s. When I was a child I lived in a house that was startlingly
absent of music of any kind. My foster parents had a piano I was
not allowed to touch because I would damage it, so it hulked in the
corner of the living room growing year by year more out of tune,
and only very occasionally people they trusted more would try to
coax a tune from the forbidding box. I recall a man playing a
guitar in the kitchen, and someone rattling spoons at the table,
but other than those rare moments, for my knowledge of harmony I
had to rely on the arbitrary and repetitive calls of crickets and
birds.

My early
experience with radio was equally limited. My foster parents had
one of the early solid state radios that ran on several D-cell
batteries. Declaiming waste with every breath, they only used it to
access the news and weather. On the local station the reports were
divided by a segment on sports, which they endured and ignored; we
knew as children that the radio would be turned on at dinner time,
and we would listen to the local station outline crime and politics
until that segment of the news was overtaken by sports goals and
games. Once my foster parents heard the weather report, their first
inclination was to switch the radio off in order to save batteries.
As children, because our only access to music was those rare
moments after the weather report, we often fought the decision. My
foster father would say, just as we showed interest at the opening
bars of a popular song, “Turn that noise off,” and we would sigh
and complain that we never heard the rest of the song. The car
radio was equally inert and silent, likely at least as much from a
fear of distraction as a parsimonious concern about the use of
extra gasoline for frivolity, so we grew up almost entirely without
music. For us, the radio was an occasional glimpse into a world
beyond the countryside, although that glimpse was rare enough that
if we said the outside world did not exist, few would have been
surprised.

Once I was
older I bought a cheap solid-state radio of my own, tethered to the
wall by an AC electrical cord that meant I wasn’t wasting
batteries, and drank my fill of fuzzy stations from far away and
commercial radio closer at home. I didn’t have the money to buy the
music I was starting to become interested in so I kept the cassette
deck always queued and ready to record. I would listen carefully to
the opening bars of a song to see if it was worth the flying leap
for the deck, two fingers poised for the record and play
buttons.

I recorded
part of a novel the same way from a radio show which read popular
stories for their listeners. In subsequent years I listened to the
excerpt many times on my strange mixed tape, and because of that I
can still quote from it. Many years later I was reading for my PhD
and had the uncanny feeling that I knew the novel although I was
certain I had never read it before. Once Ramsay was introduced as a
character, I recognized where I had met him before. The rather
unspectacular novel had a few poetic passages and my recorder
happened to capture one of them.

It occurs to
me, telling this story now, to do a quick internet search based on
my memory of the quote. In less than ten seconds I found the name
of the novel and the quote’s context, although many years ago this
was not an option:

“I have not forgotten
your crazy saint. I think you are a fool to fret that she was
knocked on the head because of an act of yours. Perhaps that was
what she was for, Ramsay. She saved you on the battlefield, you
say. But did she not also save you when she took the blow that was
meant for you?

“I do not suggest that
you should fail in your duty toward her; if she has no friend but
you, care for her by all means. But stop trying to be God, making
it up to her that you are sane and she is mad. Turn your mind to
the real problem; who is she? Oh, I don’t mean her police
identification or what her name was before she was married. I mean,
who is she in your personal world? What figure is she in your
personal mythology? If she appeared to save you on the battlefield,
as you say, it has just as much to do with you as it has with
her—much more probably. Lots of men have visions of their mothers
in time of danger. Why not you? Why was it this woman?

“Who is she? That is
what you must discover, Ramsay, and you must find your answer in
psychological truth, not in objective truth. You will not find out
quickly, I am sure. (165)

This method of
capturing audio meant that my music collection was both eclectic
and truncated. I often missed the opening bars of a song, and if
the DJs were overly keen to set up their next tune, I would lose
that as well when I cut the banter from the recording. Perhaps
because much of what I recorded was butchered in this fashion, I
often had no idea who was responsible for what I heard. Such
information was of low priority, for I was not able to buy their
music anyway, so like a peasant in a medieval town agape before a
passing minstrel, I would listen without troubling myself about its
origin. Because of this, I often did not hear the entire song for
many years.

A further
restriction on the music which influenced me was the availability
of radio stations. There were many top-forty stations, and
sometimes I would listen to the top one-hundred countdown, and my
receiver could also pick up some talk radio drifting across the
American border. Other than those more commercial alternatives, I
had two real options. I could listen to the esoteric material sent
out by the campus radio, but it was over thirty kilometres away and
had such a poor signal that even when I ran a wire up the wall for
an antenna it was filled with static. Usually it was only clear
enough for good listening late at night, and even then, if a storm
was in the offing, the signal would quickly degrade.

The other
option was Canada’s broadcasting corporation, or CBC. The mandate
of the national radio meant stations were located in more remote
areas, and played some Canadian content and local material,
although that varied considerably late at night when older people
were asleep and few younger listeners would complain. As well, the
station carried a show called Brave New Waves, which started in
1984 and was meant to explore the changes happening in music around
the country and internationally.

Late at night
CBC radio would let their hair down and play music like I’d never
heard. I recorded famous classical orchestral movements alongside
instrumental pieces that sounded like noise combined with
instruments and dripping water. Perhaps this habit of collecting
esoteric material meant that I was more open to Tom Waits when I
first heard him, so my penury and the lack of music in my childhood
might have been a blessing.

On the night
that my radio was invaded by Tom Waits’ spoken word piece “Frank’s
Wild Years” I missed the beginning of the song / story. As well, I
hadn’t heard the introduction which would tell me who was
responsible for the song, even if the broadcasters had bothered.
Therefore, I didn’t know I had just met Tom Waits, but the song
stayed with me, and was added to the archive I was compiling on
cheap blank cassettes.

Years later,
when I volunteered at the campus radio station at university, my
friends and I would while away our time in the record library by
listening to albums on the turntable kept there for the purpose.
The gold mine on the shelves, old albums and recent EPs, were a
source of evocative cover art and artist names we didn’t know and
hadn’t before heard.

I discovered
Van Morrison, Leadbelly, Pink Floyd, the Grateful Dead, and many
others by pulling a record off the shelf and looking at the cover
art, the lineup of instruments, and the date of its production
before placing it on the record player. That’s how I found Tom
Waits’ Swordfishtrombones. Later, by the time I discovered
Rain Dogs, I was hooked. When I heard those albums, and then
his earlier work, I realized I’d been listening to Tom Waits for a
while.

I discovered
an interview with him speaking about Rain Dogs and heard a subtext
in his answers that opened a vista I didn’t expect to see. The
obsequious interviewer was a California personality, glossy and
slightly rattled by Waits’ answers, or non-answers to his
questions. His discomfort pointed to the innovation the album
represented and encouraged me, unschooled in music as I was, to
realize that I was listening to someone who was not a
representative of the pop music of the time.

I heard years
later in a documentary on Waits that Swordfishtrombones was
the most experimental album to perhaps ever be released, and
although I was musically naïve, I couldn’t understand how it didn’t
represent the way music is thought of and produced. As each album
came out I approached them with no expectations of similarity, and
I wasn’t disappointed.

In terms of
Waits’ lyrics, since I am not a musician and know as much about
music as a cat about astrophysics, I recognized the stories that
Waits told. I had met the people he spoke of, heard their cracked
voices, learned about their broken lives, and gave them a space in
my life that otherwise I might not have allowed.

My last
project using Tom Waits’ songs as an inspiration was Going to
Ground, a novel where I imagined him—or more correctly a
character based on his songs—traveling across the Canadian
landscape in search of a home. He has inherited his father’s 71
Impala rag top, which had been bought when Tom was born. He works
as a grafter, splicing unlikely combinations of fruit twigs onto
orchard trees but staying unattached himself. The novel opens
during a dry season in the orchards, and the trees he’d nursed to
health have turned to witches brooms, gone wild on slopes where
there had been apples and pears. Once he hears that his mother left
a trunk for him before she died, he sets out on one last trip. The
novel tells the story of a drifter yearning to come in from the
cold, someone who left home too early and fear it’s too late to
return.

This latest
Tom Waits-inspired project is more directly based on his songs. I
am writing a short story about each of his songs in the order that
they were produced. My stories are not meant to retell the song, or
even expand on it. Rather I am trying to capture a parallel story,
one glimpsed in the peripheral vision, just out of sight of the
song’s narrative. This first volume from the Tom Waits’ Music to
Stories series uses the songs to riff on a larger story I see as
struggling to free itself from the shorter and possibly more
limited form.


 Closing Time

 


Ol ‘55

 


Negotiating
the highway was a matter of trust. His car needed to thread between
the other cars and semis and depend on them to stay in their lanes.
The nearly invisible lines that delineated his lane from another
were sacrosanct. Even if his hand wavered, he pulled the car
through the swooping freeway turns by inserting its thick body
along a path that some highway planner had laid out years before,
curves where he pointed toward the coast and then inland, as if the
car couldn’t decide what direction might be best.

He’d left just
as the sun was rising over the highway, his pulse still racing from
the night. Lucy had stood in the door and waved, and he’d gunned
the engine in response. She’d been too far away to see his grin,
but he’d lifted his hand after the shifter dropped into second and
then, the old engine throbbing, turned the corner.

He’d not meant
to do more than drop in on her, explain where he’d been the night
before that he hadn’t made the invite, but she’d pulled him in
through the open door and hooked her foot to slam it behind
them.

A mini honked
as it passed him, but he couldn’t tell if it was at his 55 olds or
the grin that the morning sun and not enough sleep hadn’t wiped off
his face. He waved, his hand barely off the hot plastic of the
steering wheel, and watched the tiny car shoot between a truck and
a moving van, like a busy fly on a summer day.

The wind
pushed at his hair, and the odd sideways breeze tugged at him as if
he was running a comb. A perfect day. He felt as though he could
close his eyes and let the car drive, as though he could stretch
out on the bench seat and let the car find its own way home.
Perhaps it wouldn’t take him home, the dripping in the sink, the
crooked bathroom door, or to work, where he’d crouch over a sink
and look at his face in the mirror, trying to see the same face
that she’d stroked. He lifted his hand from the shifter, feeling
the stubble of a late night, the stubble of an early morning, and
never needing to shave again. The car would take him somewhere up
the coast. It would follow the 1 along the shore, swoop through the
tight curves, belly out on the swales and lift on the sagging
springs when it crested a hill. He could drive forever.

The back of
his hand felt her fingers still. He’d stopped in the doorway, his
hand on the casing, and she’d reached out, touched him a moment,
and then turned back into the house which in his memory seemed now
like a tunnel. The bright sun was beginning to glare, but his
sunglasses were lost in the dash where he couldn’t muster the
energy to dig for them. The brilliant rays cut across his vision
and reflected the chrome and mirrors onto the hillsides as they
passed.

He had no more
idea where the traffic was rushing to than he did where Lucy and he
were heading. He wanted to call out, to yell ahead and direct them
off into the desert, to share the toll-free highway, to tell
everyone about the rainbow near where it kept its gold. His car was
purring, its engine roaring, the gearbox shifting with a smooth
greased idle of exactly the right amount of fluid grace and timing.
The morning belonged to him. Beyond, the whole world beckoned from
the curb, but his attention was on the path in front of him that
he’d never noticed before. Sunny days stretched out forever, and
even if he couldn’t tell what the night had meant to her he knew he
should be canny and yet knew he wouldn’t be. Something was
happening, he could feel that like he knew when the engine raced
the carb was eating fumes.

He should have
held back, stayed a few more hours, told her what he was feeling,
but it was too much for her house. It would have busted out all
over the hillside and toppled the foundation right off the cliff. A
few dozen words and they would have—he swerved in a smooth arc that
let the trucker flashing pass and pulled into the slow lane—they
would have taken the whole day to talk through the whole night, to
interpret every glance thrown and every touch asked for and
received. They didn’t need talk, he decided, the traffic around him
leaping with commuter urgency.

The cars moved
with him, speeding down the hills and rising over the slopes, their
timing impeccable, and like a dance, perfectly partnered, as though
he’d run a cable through every towing hitch and they were moving
together, their rush into the morning sun was more important than
where they had to be. He could slam on the brakes and they’d all
stop around him, kids piling out of Fords and rich suits crouching
with bums along the road to throw pennies at the curb. He was
pulling the car along the road by a rope, and it was coming behind
him as gentle as a mutt found in a ditch. His tires broad on the
heating asphalt, leaving a barely visible track behind him pointing
back to her.

Rather than
disturb the moment he kept his accelerator pressed, the exact
pressure needed to keep the cables taut but not strained, to keep
the cables from drooping onto the road and sparking wild in the
morning sun. He moved with the cars and trucks as though his Olds
knew where everyone was going and was bringing him to join them. A
party on the shore, an opened beer in the hot sun, his friends
calling from the surf, and behind him, only a phone call away, Lucy
thinking of him as she readied herself for the day.

His hands on
the steering wheel, he almost took the ramp for the shore, the
vision more real than the glint of light off the chrome, but the
traffic pulled him farther and farther away, running like he was in
a broad circle that would bring him back to Lucy’s again as the sun
dipped toward the sea and he was in her arms.

 


 


I Hope that I Don’t
Fall in Love with You

 


When the bar
was this crowded, Tom knew he had to keep his elbows in. He’d seen
a blind man once, slightly drunk, stumble into someone’s chair and
the other man, a tall sneer and wet lip, roar into a fight. Only
his friends pulling him back from the blind man’s swinging arms
kept the peace. Tom kept his elbows in, and his eyes on the mirror
behind the bar. Fly specks and froth from other drinks and other
nights. He lifted his beer in a salute.

He wasn’t
looking. He’d told his sister that, but if someone walked into his
life he’d not ignore the offered drink. She was four seats away,
facing the bar and watching her glass. He could only see her when
the heads moved in just the right configuration. The man who’d been
with her, his watch glinting from under his worn sleeve, had left.
Tom thought through the negotiations. He could offer her a drink.
He could beckon to his seat. He thought about going over. His arm
dawdled on the polished wood of the bar.

He looked
again, and their eyes met. He glanced away before she
thought—thought that he was one of those guys, but he wanted to be
one of those guys. He wanted to walk over—he watched her light a
cigarette. He wanted to go over and bum a cigarette. Start into the
conversation smooth, his arm on the bar and his voice pitched to
dive under and leap over the sounds of the piano and the catcalls
and yells.

A sad song
came on, the one about the man alone and the woman alone and
everyone lonely. Tom watched her face for a sign that she was
listening. He ordered another beer and thought about what she’d
seen, lived through, and about the risk of asking her. He chugged
and then stood, adjusted his seat and sat again. The side of her
face, a kind of cameo flickered as people eclipsed his view over
and over. Her hair was falling, the smoke and the humidity dragging
at the carefully piled randomness. She brushed her hair back and
took a drag from her cigarette.

They could
share a smoke, talk over and around the ash and how more places are
banning it. They could shoulder in amongst the others, the guy
behind her with his pinky ring glittering rhinestones and the meat
and shoulders bruiser swinging his arms while he talked. They could
invent stories about the people around them, the bartender’s sad
eyes and happy smile, his wife who had gone away and his friends
moving and the scratched linoleum all he had left of his cat that
used to sit on his lap on cold days. Tom wanted to tell her about
the times he’d been clapped on the back by the guys at work, about
how often he had money left at the end of the week. About how many
times he’d not come out at night.

She moved
back, her neck disappearing behind a high jacket on a woman who
leaned in to ask for a margarita. Tom waited. Patient. He wasn’t
eager. He didn’t want to fall in love with her. He wanted some
time. A few words, but love had a way of hanging over someone like
a monkey on the cables at the zoo. At any moment he could look up
and she’d be gone. He looked again, worried that she’d glance his
way and worried that she wouldn’t. She was looking at her watch.
She might be leaving. Tom thought about the times he’d sat at the
bar, the flow of people around him as his new shirt settled onto
his shoulders like a cloud.

He looked
again. She was leaning back now, cool, her cigarette a coil of
smoke in front of her face. She glanced at him for a moment. He
jerked his hand as though he’d been snakebit and kind of laughed at
himself. Teenager. Fool howling at the moon. Maybe when it was a
bit later and there was time, he’d head over—he ordered another
beer—he’d call out like he recognized some guys behind her and then
just notice her, his eyes widening with what he saw. Tom looked at
himself in the bar mirror, and then angled his eyes, but she was
hidden by poorly stacked gin and whiskey.

The chair
opened up beside her and he made as if to get up. He took a big
gulp, he levered his hands on the wooden bar, his fingers hurting
on the rail, and assembled his feet beneath him. He thought about
ordering another beer. Should he go over with a drink, maybe a
drink for her? Pull up on the chair beside her, wave to the crowd
and talk over the noise. He imagined his hands, sweaty from the
beer, from the bar stained with beer, and wiped his forehead. He
would slide in the chair, and then tell her he’d been watching her.
Not in a creepy way. He’d seen her sitting and thought she looked
like a together woman. A woman that together with—the chair filled
with a guy who turned it to face away from the bar and talked to no
neck and a suit. The volume dipped and thrusted as Tom tried to
will a way through the waving arms that separated him from her.

When the last
call went out, he was balancing a beer and talking to her. He’d
been alone, worrying about being lonesome and she’d been the same,
less than a few feet away, separated by half a dozen conversations
and neither of them talking. Tom waved away the beer and rose to
head in her direction. Faces turned toward his chair, but he held
his legs still, scanning. The limbs and heads flickered but her
loose hair and casual arm on the bar were no longer flashing
through the gaps in the flushed faces and sweating bodies. He
looked around, feeling as if the movie of his search was going to
be screened before the main feature, a trailer for an upcoming film
that would be canceled before it ran.

Her hair was
gone, her angled face, her long gaze into her drink. As he watched,
the barkeep swept up the ashtray and dumped it, tweaking the cloth
he used for glasses a second before he thought, and then wiped it
with another rag he kept below the bar. Tom raised his finger, just
as the last call went out. One more drink and he’d better get on
home. He could see her face still, and feel the shock when she’d
looked into his eyes and he’d jerked away.

 


 


Virginia Avenue

 


The corner
store was under new management and the sign looked the same. There
were three houses where they never painted the shingles until the
sidewalk is littered with blue and white paint-flakes. He usually
waved to the guy who sat on his porch. He’d never waved back and it
had been years.

Tom had
thoughts mashing against each other and couldn’t find anyone who
was interested enough to listen. He felt like yelling at the street
light, kicking over the garbage can, opening the mail slot of the
old Lewit place and yell down the dark halls like he used to do. It
was late and even the moon wouldn’t keep him company. He was on a
street that echoed with his boots. He might as well go home,
although there the walls leaned in on him and he had no way to keep
them from falling.

He knew every
crack in the sidewalk; he’d jumped them all on the way to Hurl’s
Foodmart when there wasn’t a heel of bread in the house. He’d
broken the back of every street in town. He knew where the flowers
were dumped behind White’s funeral home. He’d seen where dead fish
bob to the top of the creek when a spill happened at the brush
factory. He used to think of Julie who lived at 39 Robson, but she
married her high school chemistry seatmate and he hated that he
knew that and still wondered. Shelly moved across town when her
dentistry certificate came in and they say her car has never
crossed the tracks since.

Tom kept all
the pennies he’d flattened by the train and one of every cigarette
package ever made. He had the knife he used to carve his initials
on the telephone pole that wasn’t replaced until he was twenty and
didn’t have a job.

I’m going to
catch a greyhound, he said to himself. Just buy a ticket to
wherever feels good on the tongue and never come back. There’s
Fox’s barber shop where they give you free if the cut goes over
twenty minutes, Sue’s shop where women try on clothes in the open
because she doesn’t have a dressing room and all the men who walk
by look in the door, their head turning like it’s on a pivot, a
lighthouse sending out a call for a half-second glimpse of a thigh
or the side of a breast.

The hospital’s
been busy, there’s black smoke coming from the stack, and the wind
pressed a newspaper to his shoe that he didn’t have the energy to
scrape off. There was a light in the east that’s not the sun, and
the splintered fence beside him was still marked where Ronny tried
to burn it when he was running around with matches before they
locked him in the jail. The oak tree is thinner now, and its leaves
are hanging like worn clothes on a bachelor farmer’s wall.

The slabs have
heaved, and the sidewalk’s a drunken series of waves where he
walked like he was drunk but all he could think of was a ticket
where he wouldn’t be coming back. He felt like he’d been living
there all his life or as if he’d patched together a story from a
hundred towns that were the same, his feet curling against the hard
brick and cracked cement, and now that it’s dark enough the bars
are closing and people should be stumbling home on the empty
streets.

He felt like
he should be careening, drifting from one side to another,
beckoning to the dark like a stranger is watching and he wasn’t
there, just a ghost of what he thought should be chasing him. If he
stopped a moment and leaned against the bark of the tree, even if
he pressed his forehead into it, then no one would think that he
was his insulin-shocked neighbour going home and seeking the needle
that gets him through another day. Anyone who saw in the dark would
see him halted, splayed, his arms hanging down and hands useless.
If he beat his fists against the brick of the walls then it
wouldn’t fill his town, it wouldn’t bring back anyone from his
past, or relieve a burden or help him with carrying.

He walked past
the peaked roofs like a knight on a horse, his lance a stick he’d
found leaning against a low stone wall. He was Charlemagne, the
Easter king, and humptying his way along back to his castle where
his defenses are moated and he’d left a couch by an ashtray. The
poplar leaves are clattering like pennies falling into a collection
box at the Baptist and he thought he might as well swing past
Julie’s place. It was on the way home and his feet didn’t want to
find the end of the couch just yet. A few more blocks they say, two
more blocks of this liquid night where the street is mine, where
every crack is a beacon to a better time, and where no one will be
waiting for him to come home, hanging a light by the door and
calling from the stoop.

 



Old Shoes (&
Picture Postcards)

 


Tom knew his
internal debate about whether to leave a note on the fridge or just
tell her to her face was a farce. The tears and recriminations, the
talk of what could have been or what had been before, most of it
invented by looking through a sheen of water in the eye, was just
talk and didn’t hold him to the coffee table where he’d set a cup
so many times it had worn a hole, or to the couch where you had to
slouch to keep your back from the spring, or the bed where the
springs were as fresh as when they’d ventured into the mattress
shop with a hundred bucks in their pocket.

He had written
a note for each night of the last three months and still hadn’t
found the right magnet to hold it to the fridge. There were no
children, but the grip around his throat when he thought of her
trembling lip was worse than feeling he needed to take a boy to a
game or bounce a girl on a trampoline.

The table
tonight was burdened with spots from the spaghetti sauce, cluttered
with two pepper shakers and no salt, the newspaper that shielded
his morning, and two cups that were as unalike as he could contrive
when he poured the coffee. The shaking hands, the guilty slap of
his wallet in his pocket, had been enough to keep him hanging his
coat by the door. He brushed at the spots, the meal still a memory,
and positioned his the felt tip of his pen over the notepad.

How could he
explain that he needed to go, in words that the geranium by the
hallway window could understand? How could he push the pen to
describe the gradual loss of nutrient from the soil when there is
too much rain? Finally, sickly, the geranium needed to find a sunny
place where its leaves could stretch into the wind and regain the
greenness they had when the plant was outside.

His paper
showed a tree, drawn as though it were winter, all bare branches
and pointing to the sky that had turned against it. He crumpled the
paper and lit it with his lighter, letting the tree blacken and
then curl onto the plate he kept on the table when he was writing.
Abandoning drawing, he tried to frame the note. When one story
burned to be put to paper another one was always hard to find. He
wanted to talk about how her face would crumple and how that had
held him between an anvil and the hammer of escape, how he’d been
jacked under the foundation of her self-esteem and that had held
him between the timbers and the floor until the house began to
shift. He wanted to speak of the houseplant fear that had kept him
from completing a note over a season and how his pen had balked at
some of the lines. He wanted to call upon the hack’s art, to write
what needed to be written instead of what was emotionally
demanded.

He’d burned
three more notes before he ran water over the blackened paper and
then poured it into the toilet. He peed on the swirl of ash before
flushing it into the oblivion of pipes that ran below the house. He
imagined a vast lake, a swirl of words in negative like old
photograph plates, combining in ways he’d never tried, the perfect
note being formed in the sewer beneath the street where he’d parked
his car.

When he slid
in bed beside her she mumbled, turned and in the light from the
window he could see the shine of her shoulder. He knew every curve,
knew the sigh when he shook the bed too much or when he came to bed
too late. He bunched up the pillow underneath his head and looked
at the dark light fixture hanging from the ceiling. In the gloom it
was an ominous mushroom growth and looked nothing like the forty
dollar purchase they’d made when they’d decided to move in
together.

When he woke
in the morning she was gone. He knew without rising that her towel
lay half across the sink, her robe was on the doorknob, and that
she’d left him eggs stuck to the pan and covered with a sweaty lid.
He knew the smells of different parts of the house, egg shells in
the trash, her humidity in the bathroom mirror instead of a glimpse
of himself.

The eggs were
better than he remembered, and while he ate he read her reminder to
buy milk. Every bite tasted of pan and the chemical spray she used
instead of oil. He licked the fork to see if its metallic smell
would track onto his tongue. He’d heard animals could sense a
leg-hold trap by the smell. He looked at the spot on the table
where
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