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This fourth and
last volume of my Narrative in Tom Waits’ Songs tells more
stories of Waits’ later period beginning with the blues, ballad,
and experimental bastards of his musical career from Orphans:
Brawlers, Bawlers and Bastards. Released in 2006,
Orphans was compiled of songs that extended as far back as
Rain Dogs and contained many which had not been previously
released. I end the book series with Waits’ latest album, Bad as
Me, also from Anti-Records in 2011. Bad as Me continues
digging in the rich vein Waits had been following since the
eighties. Like a miner working a seam, he is tirelessly following
the mineral to its source, and has dug deep into the earth itself,
releasing the primal holler and backwoods stomp alongside the
operatic subtlety of jazz and blues rhythms.

Like the first
three volumes of Narrative in Tom Waits’ Songs, I use the
lyrics and music to tell the story waiting in the wings to come on,
the one that the songs either avoid or never intended to let loose.
These most recent releases tell the poignant story of the war’s
effect on the warrior, the aging musician up against the constant
rejuvenation of his craft, and the twinges in the muscles which is
the love that sprawls through the stories in the later albums. The
love story which keeps the protagonist alive and breathing and
sparkling through the darker elements of a world gone mad with
money and weapons.

Until Waits
releases another album, however, this is the last volume of my
series. That being said, like thousands of other Waits fans, I
eagerly await the next entrance into a world we would never have
experienced without his unique talent.
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The autumn took
the rest

but they won’t
take me

I’m the last
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Introduction




As I explained
in the first volume of this series, I first encountered Tom Waits’
music listening to late-night radio in the ’70s. As a child growing
up in a house without music of any type, I came to my
misunderstanding and appreciation for Waits’ unusual sound later
than most. My foster parents had a piano I wasn’t 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 some notes
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 and
parishioners caterwauling at the church.

My early
experience with radio was equally limited. My foster parents had an
early solid state radio that ran on several D-cell batteries.
Declaiming waste with every breath, it was only used to access the
news and weather. On the local station such 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 in 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. For us, the radio was an occasional glimpse
into a world beyond the countryside, although that glimpse was rare
enough that if we believed the outside world didn’t 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 to home. I didn’t have the money to buy the
music I was starting to become interested in so I always kept the
cassette deck queued to record. I listened carefully to the opening
bars of a song to see if it was worth the flying leap for the deck,
and two of my fingers were always poised for the record and play
buttons.

In the same way
I recorded part of a novel 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. (Robertson Davies - Fifth Business,
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
the end as well when I cut the banter from the recording. Perhaps
because much of what I captured 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 couldn’t afford to buy their
music anyway, so, like a peasant in a medieval town agape before a
passing minstrel, I listened without troubling myself about the
music’s 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 count-down—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 at thirty kilometres away its poor signal was
filled with static even when I ran a wire up the wall for an
antenna. Usually it was only clear enough for good listening late
at night, and even then, if a storm was in the offing, the signal
quickly degraded.

The other
option was Canada’s broadcasting corporation, or CBC. The mandate
of national radio meant that 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. Refreshingly, the
station featured 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
unusual sound experiences meant that I was more open to Tom Waits’
more unorthodox methodology 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
listening to albums on a turntable kept ready 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 parody of 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 representative of the pop music of the time.

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

In Waits’
songs, perhaps because I know as much about music as a cat does
astrophysics, I listened for the stories that they 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.

An earlier
project using Tom Waits’ songs as an inspiration was my novel
Going to Ground, in which I imagined him—or more correctly a
character named Tom 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 he 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 fears it’s
too late to return.

This latest Tom
Waits-inspired project is more directly based on his songs. I am
writing a short piece about each of his songs in the order that
they were produced. My stories are not meant to reiterate 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. These volumes use the songs to riff on a
larger story I see as struggling to free itself from the shorter
and possibly more limited form. This project is meant to push the
envelope wider, strain the meaning of a few lines, and stretch the
place the song occupies so that the abandoned faces on the street
can find a mirror, while those tunes stretched on the rack of Tom
Waits’ talent uncover a hidden America.

The first
volume, Wasted and Wounded, attempted to tell the stories of
the river rats and abandoned dogs, crying children on the street
and shifty-eyed suits, salesmen with their patter and hobos with
their rags. 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 story of a
man who carries the Midwest on him like a ring he can’t get off, he
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.

The second
Volume, Innocent When You Dream, follows the shifts in his
music as Reagan’s eighties tumbled into the nineties. The narrative
voice shifts with his music as the stories drift outside the
personal to examine the world around him just as much as it does
his reactions to it. His experimental middle period shoves itself
past the piano-playing, hard-drinking and smoking Waits of The
Heart of Saturday Night and Nighthawks at the Diner
before it settled down into the much stranger magician and carnival
roustabout of the eighties. Drawing upon three-penny opera,
vaudeville, classic blues and industrial music, Waits began to
experiment with non-traditional instruments, bagpipes, marimba,
pump organs, and odd percussive “instruments” such as brake drums,
a damaged Chamberlin, and a Stroh violin.

His lyrics
shifted with his music, and the characters of his ballads from
Closing Time were less recognizable as he shifted
Swordfishtrombones to Island Records in 1983. Rain
Dogs continued that experimentation two years later, and he
began to tell the stories of people living on the margin of
society. In another two years, he followed the story of Frank, a
kind of alter ego if Waits had lived a different life, as if Frank
from “Frank’s Wild Years” hadn’t doused the house in kerosene and
driven away. It was about this time that Asylum released some older
versions of some of the early work, capitalizing on Waits’ growing
popularity and taking advantage of their contract with him. This
proved to be a kind of unconscious elegy to Waits’ early work as he
went even further afield, and showed the shift to the
experimentation in Swordfishtrombones and Rain Dogs
and how that became extended into Bone Machine.

The third
volume of my Narrative in Tom Waits’ Songs series begins
with Bone Machine from 1992, with its dark tapestry of tales
and stripped down guttural roar of blues rock. In many ways it is
the hollering inbred cousin of that didn’t find enough room on
Rain Dogs. A year later in 1993, The Black Rider
becomes an even darker and more experimental foray into macabre
theatre and the mind of William S. Burroughs. We are told, in case
we have forgotten from earlier albums, that “There’s a lot of
things in this world / you’re going to have no use for.” The
anodyne to this is not merely the roustabout drinking of his
earlier period, for “when you get blue / And you’ve lost all your
dreams / There’s nothin’ like a campfire / And a can of beans.” The
campfire and the can of beans are not a cure; we are merely told
there is nothing like them.

With Mule
Variations in 1999 he keeps his nightmare calliope sound as
well as the carnival barker performance, but also begins to write
ballads again. He reaches outside the wreckage of the personal to
peer into the blackened well of others’ lives, and he brings back
their tangled stories for his audience. He goes back to the theatre
for Alice and Blood Money, both from 2002. In these
albums he traces the darker elements in Lewis Carol’s rabbit hole,
and the betrayed soldier’s anger and despair from Georg Büchner’s
1837 German play Woyzeck. The nightmare ride through those
seemingly antithetical stories somehow combines into a story about
modern life.

In Real
Gone in 2004 Waits leaves the piano behind and beatboxes and
thrashes his way through the Halloween neighbourhood of Middle
America, with its losses, its joys, and the cars they were driving
when they went over the cliff. I have tried to capture the shifts
in Waits’ public persona as well as those personalities evoked by
his songs in my multivolume series that trace the Narratives in
Tom Waits’ Songs.

The fourth and
last volume of my Narrative in Tom Waits’ Songs tells more
stories of Waits’ later period beginning with the blues, ballad,
and experimental bastards of his musical career from Orphans:
Brawlers, Bawlers and Bastards. Released in 2006,
Orphans was compiled of songs that extended as far back as
Rain Dogs and contained many which had not been previously
released. I end the book series with Waits’ latest album, Bad as
Me, also from Anti-Records in 2011. Bad as Me continues
digging in the rich vein Waits had been following since the
eighties. Like a miner working a seam, he is tirelessly following
the mineral to its source, and has dug deep into the earth itself,
releasing the primal holler and backwoods stomp alongside the
operatic subtlety and jazz and blues rhythms.

Like the first
three volumes of Narrative in Tom Waits’ Songs, I use the
lyrics and music to tell the story waiting in the wings to come on,
the one that the songs either avoid or never intended to let loose.
These most recent releases to tell the poignant story of the war’s
effect on the warrior, the aging musician up against the constant
rejuvenation of his craft, and the twinges in the muscles which is
the love that sprawls through the stories in the later albums. The
love story which keeps the protagonist alive and breathing and
sparkling through the darker elements of a world gone mad with
money and weapons.


Orphans: Disc 1 -
Brawlers


Lie To Me


He was starting
to look in the mirror and not liking what he saw there. His ears
were conspiring against him, hearing things that had never been
said, and his hair refused to bend to his will and lie flat against
his head. He felt like people were talking about him, and that his
reflection in the plate glass of a shopping mall door was that of
another.

If he’d been a
dog he wasn’t sure how he would have lived. He wouldn’t have been
the lapdog type, his tail wagging for someone else, but he wasn’t
sure he had the will to go it alone, a husky on the road to
becoming a wolf. Was he a faithful Labrador, just waiting for his
master to call, or a sneaky Doberman, in it for what he might gain?
Such questions changed the taste of nutmeg, until its antiseptic
flavour overwhelmed the dessert it was meant to evoke.

On tour he
imagined he would open the stage door and find a blank wall, and he
began to envision the day when the audience wouldn’t crack a smile
for a joke, or applause wouldn’t find its way to their fingers
regardless of how many candles were on the cake. Some of the joints
they’d been to before, and he was starting to recognize certain
features of the hall. The audience was nearly always the same, by
turns joyous like the holidays, caught in the mad grip of too much
cheer, or sour like a turnip in a winter rain, asking for the same
song again and again.

He’d swum too
far from the harbour, ducked under the lighthouse on his way out to
sea, and if they didn’t like what they heard now, they weren’t
prepared for what he was about to release. His ears had led him to
his junkyard choir, and the piano had ceased its siren call, but he
had no way of talking to the critics that would bring them out of
the cold of their thoughts. Are the stories true? they would ask.
Do you know the people in your songs? and he felt like he was
talking to children or the infirm. He told them that there should
be space a story can root in each of the lyrics I write, but from
the roots the plants can go in any direction and I have no control
over that.

He wasn’t being
quite honest, and although they wouldn’t recognize themselves, some
of them ended up in songs and they danced to the tune that he made.
He’d lengthened their limbs and given them a scar, but they were
still the same squint and barmaid smile. He watched when he was in
cafés before the show, looked at how hands supplicated and held,
until he could imitate it in notes and words and then bring it onto
the stage. He wanted to be someone who could clap an outbuilding
together with some old boards, nails, and a hammer, but he knew it
was more of an inside job, with collusion on both sides leading
straight to a jail term if caught. He tore off faces and fingers
and toes, and from the flotsam and debris left over after the
storm, he tried to make a lonely life on his isle, just like Crusoe
had to make due every other day of the week.

He made a phone
call every night that he was away, but her voice became a
stranger’s after a few weeks, and the phone wouldn’t take quarters
in some of the joints. I never meant to make a living peddling
snake oil, he wanted to say to the silence on the line, but each
man has to sell his Mr. Feel Better than Good. His was a home
remedy for rickets and boils, a cure for lumbago and to unstuff
your nose, but he’d not wish the hawking of wares on anyone, and
there were nights he didn’t want to leave the dressing room. He’d
call his wife then, and listen as she sent the children to bed.
There was something oddly comforting in how they pleaded and begged
for one more minute of freedom, an hour of TV, as if at just that
moment nothing was worse than a pillow under their head.

In some of the
old material he felt like a cliché, as he leapt through the
drinking songs and laments to the hollers and caterwauling. Are
they here for the music or the show or the lie? He couldn’t
convince himself that he’d been paid for his work. Every hour on
stage, he wanted to yell at the crowd, was months on the road
playing roadhouses and bars. Every hour means I was away from my
wife, and every hour means an hour for each word that you like.

Sometimes the
lights wouldn’t come on at the right time, and others were magical
when the crowd was in tune with what he was trying to do. They’d
talk it over when the show was over, and while their boots steamed
like a radiator in a ’49 Ford, they’d muse and maunder over which
song had the power to move. It’s the gutter stop of the second
track, it’s the way it built up after the encore, but the moment
was as gone as a granny in a grave, and they had nothing but sore
fingers from the pick.

Sometimes he
thought he could have been a pro bowler, knocking down his whole
life what other people set up, but then he most often sympathized
with the pins, and thought about how each of them were scuffed
where they’d been hit too hard.

Someone has to
tell the story of the pins, he yelled at the suddenly empty room.
Someone has to remember the bottles after the night’s drinking has
left them behind, and someone has to organize the sounds that are
trying to scream and call out from behind a curtain that hangs
between them and the lives they could have led.

 


 


LowDown


How many times
could he tell the kids a story without it coming back to haunt him
for its simplicity or lack of detail? He imagined that he were
sliding down a volcano right ahead of the lava flow, or that he’d
woken up in spring instead of summer and he’d slept clear through a
year. Every sunny day was an occasion, he told them, and everyone
knows what happens when it rains.

You are always
part of a story that someone else is telling, and there’s no way
out of the narrative in another person’s eyes. He’d felt the plot
on his own shoulders so he knew what he was talking about. He’d
been protagonist and bit-part walk-on; he’d been the body they were
arguing over, and the detective picking up a limp hand. Monsters
come out when you least expect them, he wanted to tell the kids,
and on rare occasions, you will be the monster yourself.

When he had the
top down and the car was idling past the burger joints on
Fifty-Ninth, he could see the turns a tale could take if the
tellers lifted their hands from the wheel. Slapdown Jack and
Too-late Rose fought in the street and had gathered an audience.
The light was as long as a murder and he watched it from the car.
They were by turns serious and comic, as if they were playing to
the crowd. She would turn a certain way that could get a gasp, as
though she were ready to kill just because there was someone
watching, and then she’d add that to her repertoire. Jack was
playing from an older story, and his stance was almost biblical. He
would threaten and gesture, his arms like a windmill in the yellow
neon from the dollar store, and if he thought the people watching
were turning away, he would lunge forward like a cat for a
mouse.

Rose curled at
the sight, and the sigh of the crowd was for her, but then she’d
reach out with one long, plastic-tipped fingernail, some
discount-shop job coming loose at the quick, and run it across
Jack’s panting face, her gesture almost tender, until blood was
drawn and the crowd once again shuffled their allegiance.

A fight, a
fight. The street kids ran along the sidewalk. Carried away by the
moment, they were snatching hats off the barroom drunks and lifting
purses from the careless or curious. Hooting like macaques who had
stolen their lunch, they spread the word, and while the traffic
signal above him mollassed into another long minute, Jack pulled
back and rubbed his hand across his face slippery with blood.
You’ve cut me, cut me deep. And you’re a cheating two-timer who ran
out with the rent.

The fight was
winding down and winding up, and the sirens in the distance were
circling more than closing in, and the scent of anthrax was in the
air. His car was the only one on the corner, and the light had gone
blank. He touched the pedal to make sure the motor was awake, and
then turned back to the people whose slack-jawed stare had become
opinionated. Rose was openly crying, twitching the line so the
crowd would be able to see the bait, and Jack was sullen, not yet
realizing he’d been played.

You never loved
me, you never cared. You made me park my car down by the end of the
road.

You are always
late picking me up, and you come with perfume on your breath.

The tennis ball
was kept swinging by the two pros putting their time into the game,
and the eyes were fixed to it by wires, following the shots if not
the bullet when it hit a vein. Old grudges came from pockets where
they’d been gathering lint for twenty years, and they splattered
like a jumper, hitting the sidewalk like a carton of milk. Roaring
at the mess, the people shuffled in a circle like they were at a
tribal dance, and although people came no one left and before long
they spilled from the sidewalk onto the street.

Your mother
kept us apart. She made me thank her for moldy spaghetti like I was
eating at the Ritz.

Your family is
all werewolves without the courage to face the moon, they’re
vampires with a hangover and soup without a spoon.

The light going
the other way moved from green to a liquid amber, long minutes
passing while it hesitated on the wrong side of red. On the
sidewalk the shots that had been traded had torn through tissue and
blood, and now the paramedics arrived in the form or promises and
apologies, clattering forward on the wooden knees of loss and
possible redemption.

I never meant
to be the bullet that left the gun behind. I never intended what
little light that was shining wouldn’t shine on you.

Come here you
filthy bastard, and you people get away. No one asked your opinion
and our life isn’t yours.

When the light
changed he was ready, and the car pulled forward on its own.
Scattering like ants behind him the people left Rose and Jack as
they supported under the shoulder and pushed their way into a bar.
He couldn’t hear the result, but he imagined the calls for beer,
the cries of drinks on the house or a private booth in the back.
The truce was fragile enough that peace might still break into
component parts, or perhaps they would leave the city and get a
place in the burbs. They might commute to a daily job and keep
their bitching to themselves, or duck out early through meds or
suicide, or live to ripe old, and fertilize a plot they’d picked
out in advance.

He was home
before he’d thought of how to work Rose and Jack into the bedtime
stories for the kids. He didn’t know if they were heroes working on
opposite shifts, or the clatter of a monster’s claws crawling up
from the ditch. Perhaps they were broken dolls no one had found the
time to trash, and now they beat out their broken lives just like
the rest.
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When the water
started to rise, he moved the bedding to the second floor. He
helped his mother limp up the stairs and set up a TV. Once she was
settled into a blue-glow night, he let the cows browse the back
field which was a little higher than the front. He scattered the
chickens but they all came back, and he set his dog on the rabbits
that liked to hide by the fence. When the water sluiced across his
driveway where it sagged, he put on the coffee and moved the truck
to the culvert by the road.

He imagined
that the creeping flood, the slow-motion liquid invasion could be
dealt with by hammering another board on the barn door, or that
once the basement filled up he could pump it out the window he’d
kept uncovered. He thought of his father’s stories now that his
father was gone, about how he’d crossed the river hanging on the
bridle of a horse nearly drowned. The floods came sudden, and we
had no warning at all, his father would yell at the pulpit when the
preacher pulled out Noah. That asshole had a hundred years notice.
Give me that and I’ll build you more than a leaky boat.

He was thrown
out of the church more than in, so he’d been brought up in less
faith than his father, although he remembered enough to chafe at
the lack of time he had to prepare. In two days the water would
rise, the television told him through his mother. His wife checked
by going to town, but she came back with a bottle of soda and no
appetite for dinner. It is coming by Thursday, she said while she
sat on the couch. And it’s a high one and there’s not a damn thing
you can do.

He worried
about the cows, but the hens could take care of themselves. They
could only fly a few yards, but that was enough. He worried that
the foundation of the barn would loosen its grip, and send the
upper stories downriver with the mud and the trees from his woodlot
and the neighbour’s land. He worried about electricity and plumbing
and the cold of late spring. He worried about his mother’s health
and stress and how long before the water receded.

He never
thought about how his wife parked on the other side of the divide.
I’m merely getting ready for getting out, she said when he asked.
If the water comes over the house and throws the barn into the
church, then I am gone like Flynn and you better be too.

The first of
the flooding was a lapping at the barn, and the manure was floating
and making a mess in the yard. The cows were lowing from their
perch on the hill, and the chickens were flying from tree to tree
until they found a cedar was like a coop. When the water rose, the
band around his heart tightened, but that was nothing alongside
when she left. He saw the suitcase from his trek around the barn,
and by the time his boots were wading across the lawn she had the
car turned around.

He told himself
that she was going for help, or picking up some food for a siege,
but he didn’t need his mother’s face to know it was too late. She’s
gone for dryer pastures, his mother said from her bed. She’s always
been a cow testing the fence and now she’s found her way
through.

He ran the
tractor through a yard of water to bring hay to the cows. He
scattered grain on the high ground for the chickens and crows. The
hens were laying eggs and sitting on them in hope, but he’d lost
his enthusiasm for chasing them. He fixed up the house when she
said it needed a shine; he painted the barn red because she’d seen
that in a book. He bought the car even though it took mortgaging
the farm. He was moving through gear oil, he was walking so slow,
but he spent his day remembering the clothing she needed and when
he’d taken her to the south. I gave you everything, he hollered at
the sky, but other than a crow startled from a pole there was no
sign that anyone noticed.

When she calls
I’ll explain, he said to the empty barn. I’ll start up the pump and
dry out what can be salvaged. I’ll get some more cash from the bank
in a loan, and let her have anything she wants if she wants
home.

The floodwaters
retreated on a different farm. The cattle had gone a bit wild and
had to be herded into a corral. There he starved them until they
would take grain from his hand. Then he opened the barn to let them
to their stalls and they were happy enough to find their heads in
the stanchions and their nose in the hay. The hens were just as
happy to keep their heads covered and chicken wire between them and
the hawks. They let him gather the eggs they left as soon as they
moved into the coop, and before long they were clucking through
Sundays and delivering once a day.

We never had
children, he told the hens. They could have worked at it harder,
and he blamed himself. I was too busy to worry, too worried to
care, and now that she’s gone there’s no foal from the mare. She
might have found it harder to leave if she were drowning a baby in
the flood, and if she were to take him she would have had a fight
on her hands.

His fingers
grasped at the fog and his muscles tensed with despair. His truck
wouldn’t start and his mother was driving him to town. You need to
get back in the saddle, now that she’s gone. You need to show the
world that you’re not just some man I have to drive around. Get out
from under the debt and get over her, and you’ll find some woman
worth a million more.

When she came
back for her clothes she found him standing in the field. He stayed
there until she was gone, and then made a call. A childhood
sweetheart with a missing steer, for the flood had moved around
loyalties and made their hearts swell.

I’m not busy
Saturday if you have some spare time. I thought I could get you
some food at a fancy, and we could have a sit down.

 


 


Fish in the
Jailhouse


He told the
court, there are no walls that can keep me locked up. I’ll be out
before Christmas and make a present to the world. Prison was filled
with promises and threats, but Jimmy the Crowbar President made
good on his claim, for he was dead before December’s winds came in
through the cracks in the cement. Some said it was suicide, to go
against the Snake, while others said he was merely maintaining in a
place where it was impossible to maintain.

He scraped at
the wall with a spoon he’d glued to a fork, and he smuggled in
string in order to make a rope. He fingered a key from a toothbrush
in the dark of his cell, and made a knife from a meter tag he found
on the ground. He had a hundred plans and each of them led to
escape, some said the warden was in the know and on the take. He
was drugged to the gills and gasping like a fish on land, he was
cozying up to the guards who were on afternoons and nights. He was
the prison chaplain in case god could lend a hand, and when he
pounded the bible some said there was a club inside. He poured
sacramental wine down the throat of the faithful, along with
whiskey sours, and once he started pacing outside his cell, he’d be
there for hours.

Some said he
negotiated with Snake for release; some said he had the warden’s
ear and held it in a vice. He’d tap-danced on an Elvira skull, and
when the entertainment truck came he was first to the front. He set
up the stage and tipped the butler all in orange, and if contraband
was needed he was the one to arrange. His fingers were blunt as a
hammer in a black and white suit, and as delicate as a lockpick
hanging from a stethoscope by touch alone.

The Governor
heard he was connected and devout, but when he came Jimmy was busy
and said to let him out. I ain’t no monkey to dance for another
man’s dime, and if he wants to see me he’ll have to pick another
time. The President applauded Jimmy’s efforts and said he’d give
him a job, as long as he managed to avoid the problem of
incarceration. You’re a stand-up guy, I can see that from the third
floor, and I wish I could let you out and let you do more. But
there’s mothers weeping by gravestones against you, and the press
hasn’t been kind about you running down people waiting in line. I
lean my laws against your solid presence on the street, but there
is only so much I can do even from up here.

If Jimmy
appreciated the gesture you couldn’t tell from his expression, and
more than one reporter lost their teeth by asking him about it.
Before long he was famous and they wanted him all over the states.
People were calling from other countries and requesting he come to
talk, but Orange County had too much invested in him just to let
him walk.

He’s too much
of a money-maker, he’s a crutch without a limp; there is no way we
have transport that will keep him safe even if we took him across
the state. He’s half of our income and all of our reputation, and
there’s a hundred men filling tunnels who have him to thank for a
job.

On the weekends
women would line up and down the street, hoping to catch a glimpse
when Jimmy went into the yard. A single wave would cause chaos all
along the line, and more than one faint-job pulled an ambulance
in.

I want to marry
you, have your babies, live in some deadly sin, they would yell
when they saw movement in a window they thought was him. I will do
anything, I will share your cell, all you have to do is return my
call. They sent letters and cards all addressed to him, and when he
used them for a distraction fire in an escape attempt they prayed
he kept at least one. He might be coming tonight, I have to look my
best, but the guards clamped down on their greatest asset, and he
was back in his cell.

If some of the
others were jealous he couldn’t tell from their face. They were all
pious
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