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This third
volume of my Narrative in Tom Waits’ Songs series is an
attempt to tell the story of his later period beginning with the
dark tapestry of tales and stripped-down guttural roar of blues
rock in Bone Machine. Released in 1992, in many ways that
album was the hollering inbred cousin who didn’t find enough room
on Rain Dogs. Within a year The Black Rider tells its
listeners—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 the roustabout drinking of his
earlier period, however, 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 do not cure the world’s
ills; there is just nothing like them.

Like the first
two 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.
I use the nightmare calliope of Mule Variations from 1999
and Alice and Blood Money from 2002 to evoke Waits’
carnival barkers, inept profiteers, and balladeers to reach outside
the wreckage of the personal to peer into the blackened well of
those characters’ lives. Raising their tangled stories like
belladonna in the garden, I hope that the nightmare rides through
albums like Real Gone’s 2004 seemingly antithetical stories
somehow combine with the narrative I am trying to pull out from
Waits’ exploration of Middle America, with its losses, its joys,
and the cars everyone was driving when we went over the cliff.

 



 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


There’s no
light in the tunnel

No irons in the
fire

Come on up to
the house

And you’re
singing lead soprano

In a junkman’s
choir

You gotta come
on up to the house
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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 farther afield, and showed the shift to the
experimentation in Swordfishtrombones and Rain Dogs
and how that became extended into Bone Machine.

This 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 in 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.


Bone Machine


Earth Died
Screaming

 


He wasn’t the
type to wait for the signs, to watch each tiny change as though it
portended that snow in the mountains was the return of the ice
sheets, and a tornado over Texas biblical rage in the form of
updrafts. He was more liable to ascribe strange phenomena as
coincidence than holy hellfire or a Cassandra-type inspiration from
hiding in a cave. Some said he wasn’t listening, he wasn’t giving
the attention where it was due when a building lost the first floor
to flood and the roof to the gale. You’re pretending it’s all a
machine, they told him, that it’s gears hitting sprockets, and the
whole thing has a purpose.

Their claim
about the machine could not be further from the truth. He didn’t
imagine a design any more worthy of praise than the layout of a
forest could be said to be planned. Mouse tunnels and anthills, he
would say to them, poison plants growing beside raspberries. The
cane brake where the berries grew was a better image of the order
of the world, and he would point to it whenever someone saw
something that needed explanation. Consider the stalks, he would
say, they grow every damn which way.

Perhaps that’s
why when he began to see the signs around him, at first he ignored
them. The winds off the ocean had rattled two shingles from the
roof, and they had folded themselves into a neat X right where he
walked when he left the house. He kicked them to one side and kept
going, thinking no more of the coincidence, even as he planned a
call to a roofer. If someone had asked him what it meant, he would
have said too much expense and hassle. When crows began to sit on
wires along his daily route he thought little of it as well,
although they called out when he passed and then went silent again.
The wind, he said to himself. Too high for a crow to weatherbeat
itself against, they were waiting it out.

At the café
they mixed up his name, and put Frank on his cup instead of his
own, although he was the only one in the café at the time and he
knew the man behind the counter better than the drummer he played
with every night. He took Frank’s cup to the seat by the window,
carrying the paper with him only to find that amongst the several
criminal actions in the night nearly all of them had been performed
by people with a variation of his name. He felt as though he had
Jekyll-and-Hyded his way out into the night, and committed crimes
that he’d forgotten as his daytime self.

The beach was
comfortingly random, sand piled onto sand in no way a person could
see as a pattern. There were tracks back and forth, dog-walkers
nearly in the surf, early morning swimmers braving the sharks off
shore, the kids whose despairing parents had given in and blown off
school and work for the day in order to lounge on the sand. He
wasn’t looking for meaning and he didn’t find it, although he
thought he sensed, just on the edge of his hearing, someone calling
his name as if from a vast distance. Perhaps the gulls hanging
nearly overhead in the tag end of the gale were crying into the
wind and the sound had been twisted into a caricature of human
speech. Or someone recognized him, was calling to him from the
distance so that he might come to the trunk of their car and buy
some of the product which was their business. He pictured a man
with bottles of cleansers and quack health aids, frantically
windmilling to roust business before noon came and he dropped into
the front seat of the car to sleep. One of the children from up the
beach might have gone too far into the surf, or the parent in deep
water felt they’d not gone far enough, so they were hollering the
name over and over hoping to convince them. There were a thousand
explanations, he thought, and most of them didn’t have to address
him.

At the music
store he was comfortably anonymous. He picked up a guitar and
strummed, not paying too much attention for he didn’t want to buy.
The pianos were huge saurian reptiles, glossy and black and waiting
for his fingers. He went to the percussion section, found an
interesting lighting situation and rapped on some cymbals with his
finger. He began to rattle out a tune he’d been working on, just
with his fingers on a snare, and that’s when one of the kids such
stores always attracted plugged in the guitar. Tom resigned himself
to the posturing, the aping of talent the kid didn’t have, the
cover of a song he didn’t know, but he was surprised instead by the
rhythm he was working through in his head. The kid moved slowly,
picking through the chords as though he were reading the invisible
sheet music in the air as Tom moved past. Then, picking up the
tempo, he began to strum, and more than one person in the store
stopped to listen.

Struck by the
coincidence, Tom sat on a drum stool to hear, trying to find his
original intention among the notes that had appeared from thin air.
The minor keys were there, jangling against the whole notes, the
backbeat rhythm, but as he waited the song never came to
denouement. The kid, laughing as if to himself, set the guitar
aside and picked up another one, this time strumming the chords
that usually accompanied the kid in the guitar section
expectation.

Bemused, Tom
went out into the bright sunlight. Perhaps he’d found the song
himself somewhere, had ripped it from some memory of a church choir
or an old hit on the radio when he was a kid. Maybe the chance
arrangement wasn’t as original as he’d hoped, and instead any child
with a harmonica would have hit upon it eventually, the blood music
of their ears sending them toward the notes like a hyena to a
scent. All songs were guesses, he decided, all of them attempts to
read the crystalline movement of the spheres into meaning, some
mathematical relation that the mind could configure into a sequence
of sounds.

On the rest of
the way home he was watching, but the signs had blended back into
random, as if the universe had blown its whole budget on that one
insight and now was quiet again, the crows cawing at one another,
the shingles in the drive crumpled and indicating debt, the sounds
from the beach no longer feeding him his name.

 


 


Dirt in the Ground

 


Some days were
diamond enough that he could throw a bill out the window and it
would carry itself all the way down the street to the bank, but
other days were stone insert and solid, and fell with a clunk like
a kid had thrown a boulder off a freeway onto an oncoming car. The
Mexican Día de Muertos had come and gone, and his girlfriend had
pulled his hand into the graveyard where people feted with the
ghosts of their ancestors, and others came to watch with cameras.
She pushed him this way and that, trying out food from the feast
not meant for the living, and talking to those whose family had
long since turned to dust under the ground and yet were still
celebrated as though they’d brought home an accomplishment and were
waving the paper proof in front of the family’s face.

He’d spent his
youth in the graveyard, he tried to tell her. I pressed my back
into the cold stones and sat above those buried in the dirt, until
my friend fell from the car and was a smashed rag her parents cried
over at the funeral. He knew the eventual end, but he was more
interested in what went before. She listened, made noises at the
right spots, filling in questions when he paused, but her
sensibility was different and her laughter was as gay as those
who’d come to celebrate their loved ones’ lives.

He drove
differently when they left and she remarked upon it. He didn’t know
how to explain, but something about the hundreds of people who had
family below ground made him want to keep within the limit, to stop
at the lights, to give people time to cross in front of his car.
The car felt the same way, and more than once as he gunned the
engine to cross the intersection, the car balked and someone ran
the red.

He told her
about the crystalline sound that was the first snow of the season
falling out of the darkness. For some reason it always snowed at
night the first time. The flakes would persist, falling until they
were no longer melting into puddles, until they reached a critical
mass and began to gather in a thick wool blanket that some said
warmed the earth and others said made it colder. While people
debated its nature, the snow fell, and the next morning when the
children went outside, stuttering into their mittens and ski pants
in their excitement, the blanket would be inches thick and hanging
like frosting on the trees and electrical wires. The mornings after
the first snow were still, and in the windless quiet, the
children’s voices were dampened, sound waves captured by the
trillions of gently placed snowflakes, until they could only be
heard from up close.

She’d never
seen such a snow. For her it was what closed the mountain passes, a
forcing of ice rather than the delicate possibility of molecules
stacked in a sequence. It was a muddy excrescence when she drove up
the hills in winter, and it never ventured down into the city. Why
bring this up now? What makes you think of snow?

I was thinking
of those in the past and what they must have thought. The Donner
party, trying to get across the pass in winter and hoping they’d be
able to rush through before the weather came crashing down like a
curtain over their dreams. Then, finally, in the dark and cold,
they ate each other until only three members of one fat family were
left, cracking bones in the dark and chortling to themselves.

I don’t think
that’s what happened. We learned about that in school.

They only teach
what they think will make people comfortable. Anyone could have
been in the Donner party; anyone could have found themselves
sneaking up behind their neighbour with a butcher knife. She shook
her head and silenced him to the right and left of driving, the
city streets around them filled with people struggling to survive;
California had changed little from when they’d found the men
sucking marrow from crushed bones.

In the north it
was the Franklin expedition. They found broken bones in a stewpot.
They’d died of starvation, but not before they tried to take
another route. They’d packed their boats with combs and perfume,
books and silver, already spending the money they’d have when they
got out of the ice and sold what they’d taken from the ship. The
goods were found in a boat with two skeletons, the sky dull as a
bullet and the ground rock and frozen mud.

I thought they
were on the tundra.

Some of the
bodies were buried, and others were scattered around as though
they’d been gone over by a wolf, but there were no wolves that far
north with a nose for human.

We shouldn’t
have gone to the graveyard. You’ll be like this all day now.

He kept the
other cases to himself, the Uruguayan rugby players in the Andes,
the transplanted Inuit the Canadian government had experimented on,
the people in the death camps in every country where they had been
tried. Finally, hauling himself up from the day like he’d been
digging in a well, he came into the sunshine.

There were
people who traveled the Pacific over a thousand years ago, he told
her. She looked at him, expecting the punch that would come with
the line. They used maps made from string, where knots meant
islands and currents were collections of twisted fibre. They’re
still there, those people. Before anyone else was sailing over the
salt desert, they were navigating by the stars. There’s no reason
that we can’t do the same today.

 


 


Such a Scream

 


In the land of
dreaming buildings took on a nightmare cast, and the steam from the
sewer grates was animate and filled the air like birds. The streets
were twisted and curved where the land was flat and were straight
where dark tunnels led into hillsides and through mountains. The
sky was slightly askew, as though it had been tipped on its side,
and the clouds crept up from the horizon like a shark and
dissipated before noon.

The beach was
granulated rocks, and from close up, as though he’d suddenly become
a microscope, the individual grains were miniscule replicas of
everything that filled the world of those with ordinary vision. The
waves were heavy, and pounded the shore like a Newtonian fluid, by
times solid as a rock and then light oil, spreading over where it
could not penetrate, sinking where it could not soak.

The dream world
both had a logic and was a careless confluence of ideas and horror.
The sky was black in the day and too light at night, and the water
was thick as soup and thin as gruel. The city was an unplanned
extension of the beach sand’s randomness, buildings
earthquake-shaken and split at the seams, the streets narrowing
into a vanishing point right before the eyes, and the cars were
forced through narrow holes that could barely fit a needle and a
camel. Sidewalks curled up onto buildings and some of the first
floor windows dripped onto the street, as though the occupant was
living below ground and wanted to look straight up into the clouds
which would have hovered at tree-top level if there were any
trees.

At first sight
the people were ordinary enough, their hair brushed to one side as
though by a lazy painter, their clothes a brightly coloured
presentation of self, but once he was rubbing shoulders, he could
see how the faces were ill-formed, the noses slightly out of place,
the ears asymmetrical, the eyes bright and piercing or dull like a
dog’s. Their languages were aimed more for clatter than
communication, their tongues clicking behind their teeth like an
adding machine, their gestures the dangerous flailing of a subtle
insult.

He marched
through the dreamscape, touching the strangely unstable brick of
the buildings, talking at the turned head, only to have it twist
until the nightmare of its blank regard stared back at him,
uncomprehending, malign, and also indifferent. The shops had the
same goods, although the fruit and vegetables were plastic
representations, the clothing paper outlines, the shoes wooden
blocks into which it was impossible to fit a foot. People paused by
sales tables, stretched out an impossibly long arm and picked up an
object that was clunky beyond its plastic, or examined a glimmer
and mist where there should have been a shape in their featureless
palm. As if he were surrounded by spies, security guards hired by
the shops, secret agents from the government, all of them watched
each other from the corners of their eyes, every other person a
suspect, a fellow black-hooded voyeur.

He woke with a
start, the dream following him into the waking world. She was
already gone to work, him having missed her alarm and her attempt
at a tender farewell. The apartment was hot and stuffy, and the air
smelled like the sun on old paint, the tortured cityscape coming
through in the scent of burned yesterdays. He stayed quiet at
first, letting the images fade before he could face reaching out to
touch the switch for the fan.

Once stirred to
action, the soupy air began to brush away the fog of morning. He
reared up from the bed like a monk being called to prayer, and
washed up without looking at the face which could imagine the
depravity in the streets. He set aside the partial bodies of
children washed away by the muddy spring flood, the broken windows
and gaping walls, the wounded buildings and bleeding gutters, the
ways in which his internal wars had been written into the
staggering of the people around him.

The vision
pursued him through his day, until the café lurched with the
leaning building and contorted bodies, limbs not quite fastened to
shoulders and hips, faces sewn on with casual disregard, three
fingers grasping for a cup while others writhed as if hooked worms
on the end of strings. The blank faces he had dreamed were all
around him, and the wind came off the water in gusts, pushing back
awnings and inverting coats until the shrouded faces of blank
commuters were nearly always in the process of clawing back fabric
from around their eyes.

He walked along
the street marveling that so much had been salvaged from his dream,
that his nightmare vision had infected the waking world until the
bums became a horrifying supplement, a curiosity he stared at in
unabashed amazement. When he saw himself in the mirror of a
darkened door, he didn’t recognize the oblong face, the wild hair,
and the other ways that he was a stranger to himself.

 


 


All Stripped Down

 


The storm came
in off the ocean, rattling windows and tearing at the shingles on
the roof. Down the street he saw people running with plastic bags
over their heads, the wind making them huge like balloons and tiny
like a drowned rat. The rain was driving sideways, as if it had
spun into a skid, and it hit the tarmac like rocks on cement. The
lights flickered and the house groaned, and he watched a late model
car across the street shift on its springs, trembling as though it
were afraid and wanted underground parking at any cost.

Out in the
harbour the boats were like rocking horses tormented by restless
children, and he waited for one to lose its mooring and come
driving onto the beach. His boat friend had told him nothing was
stronger than a boat at sea, surrounded by so much soft medium, but
pit it against the land, he had said, and it shatters like an
eggshell. The boats were holding, but even the docks were
trampolining in the waves, and farther out the accumulated energy
tore the waves into the breakwater and sprayed over the
harbour.

The trees had
been leaning over for so long he couldn’t remember if they’d always
leaned like that, and he closed his eyes a moment and tried to
picture what they looked like normally. Even in his mind’s vision,
the leaves were torn from the branches and the witch’s brooms were
riding sideways in the wind. The windows rattled again, and he felt
a draft as it sought to enter. Some houses with dog doors, he
thought, let the wind enter and leave as it pleases.

She had gone to
work, so he was alone as if he were on a ship, the house holding
stable for now, but the light fixture swaying slightly as the house
moved on its foundation. He remembered the house from the movie
he’d seen, that had been anchored to the rock by guy wires, and
wondered if safety should have demanded that he do the same. His
car waited, stolid, dripping and impassive. It was too heavy to
shift in the wind, too old to be shaken by the passing storm, and
ready to fire up and leave at a moment’s notice.

The decorative
bush out front had lost all its yellow and was scraping against the
siding on the house. It wanted entrance, and he was reluctant to
let it in. It rattled its cold fingers on the wood, scraping away
at the paint, determined and mindless, its roots already wrapped
around the foundation. As he watched a branch tore off the fir down
the block and blew into the road. Cars drove around it and he could
tell exactly when they saw it appear through their blurred wet
windscreen. Their path was straight until they would suddenly
swerve, less than a yard away, and then the branch would tug at
their tires as they passed. He watched the game until a gust of
wind lifted it into the air and tangled it in his neighbour’s
flowers.

When the phone
rang unexpectedly, he jumped, and then answered it slowly. But as
if the storm were calling to test his nerve, no one answered. He
listened to the static a moment and then hung up. The windows
rattled again, the bush scraped, but the house was holding steady
and the storm seemed to be breaking. He thought about all the old
men who were crouched over their TV like a campfire, using their
remote like a divining rod to test the weather, a tinny voice
telling them so many inches of rain, so much wind, until they knew
it was safe to leave the cave. He glanced at the TV; the lights
flickered again and he thought of what that might mean to the
modern troglodyte, their head immersed in a blue glow that
occasionally seemed like it might gutter, lose its fuel, and then
go out.

He wanted to
write a song, he wanted to tell the story of the storm that
threatened everyone, but all that came were old images of doom and
judgement. He worked through the images, thinking of how some would
be left behind while others were called to the front of the class,
the autocratic teacher standing with a sticker and a strap. But
instead of following where the images led, he went back to the
quiet space in the house where he stood behind the thick glass so
that the storm in all its fury was mere theater.

A hundred ways
of hiding from the storm occurred to him, and easily as many ways
of crossing the stream with the car and being swept away. The risk,
the teetering on the brink of the decision, the car trembling with
eagerness to find the road even while the driver halted and
contemplated the dirty water flowing across the pavement. To go, to
possibly be swept from the highway where the car would lose its
power to become helpless in the ditch, half turned on its side and
stalled, the driver crawling out the passenger window and flailing
with the tipping car before jumping to the muddy bank and safety.
He could easily see the relief wash with the rain the dirty flood
water off the driver’s back, the bowing before his own stupidity
and a power beyond his own, the kissing the muddy bank for its
deliverance and the calling upon the god the same driver would
think had brought the storm.

By the time he
needed to go out, the rain had dwindled into a spring shower, and
the trees were upright again as he tried to remember what they’d
looked like leveled by the gusts of wind. His neighbours were
walking around with umbrellas, some in rubber boots, looking at
ruined flowers and denuded trees, but otherwise they’d stopped
cursing the heavens and were taking advantage of the wet ground to
plan replacement flowers, their mind already supplying plants for
the next storm to uproot.

 


 


Who Are You?

 


When the
carnival came he was first in line for tickets. His friends
scoffed, their minds already on the huge festivals of lights
offered by the big-ticket permanent Disneylands. They saw rides
that cost millions to build, millions to maintain, brought in
millions of people, while he was drawn to the jerkwater town
traveling shows. His attraction was impossible to convey, for their
glitz obscured his description of sideshow glitter, his carnival
bark lost in their pumping circus tunes, and his sad monkeys were
hidden behind equally despondent elephants in the happiest
sad-clown show in the world.

The
town-to-town shows captured something about the country that the
twenty-dollar rides found impossible. The terror of their bigger
cousins, as they lifted children high in the air and plummeted them
into the ground more than won over those which merely went around
like a music box and whose accompaniment was the touts calling for
ride-of-the-century remarks. The crowds were different. The
polyester camera-carrying people were smaller, thinner, and had
more sneer and open-mouthed amazement at the county shows. They
were the lost of America, who hadn’t the opportunity to see
wealthland, and who imagined the carnival as a tiny splinter of the
bigger version, which supplied them with their chance at
opportunity. They were like those who didn’t meet Marilyn Monroe
but were entranced by the spectacle when her dress came to town and
was held at the local grocer behind class and surrounded by
security, as if the desperate few who double-checked pricing with a
calculator would have the temerity to snatch the million-dollar
clothing from the ten-dollar rack.

At the carnival
the children might try the cotton candy and the wheel which spun
but never in their direction. They could wheel about on rides
discontinued from former shows, their faded glory clinging to them
in the form of scuff on brightly-coloured paint and dents that
showed their dedication to the joy of thousands. The busy carny
with wrenches was largely ignored, as he pushed through the trickle
of gawkers to bolt a carriage back on a ride, to pay the parents of
the crying child, avoiding a lawsuit through fast talk and fresh
bills.

The funfair was
rich in a story that no one wanted to tell, the striving of poverty
after a life they’d been disallowed, the ragtag remains of
circus-comes-to-town announcement joy, the posters of youth and the
creeping into the funfair grounds when it was dark to look for the
hidden delights of a carnival after hours. The carnival was a
holdover from a past which was rapidly disappearing, from the time
of entertainment cobbled together from steel parts instead of
imagination, from blossoming of fantasy and clanking machinery,
from the crowds of forced hilarity and sleazy barkers, their patter
long practiced but fresh as dew on the grass. The carnival was
antiquity staggering into old age and senility, while around it
plastic-encased wishes and freeze-dried dreams outcompeted it in
the marketplace, in the children’s imagination, at the box office,
and everywhere other than the increasingly smaller towns and
villages of its holdout Midwest audience.

Trapped by
poverty as much as geography, too far from the funfair
extravaganzas to find a ready hole into which to stuff their
hard-earned money, they still thrilled, however slightly, when the
faded billboards were covered with glossy discount posters about
the fair coming to town. The chainsaw competitors, the old men with
restored cars, ladies with pies and gardeners with huge pumpkins,
all flowed from the woodwork to add their eccentricity to the fair.
Children led prize bulls and dogs past bored local judges
half-snapped on local shine, and at the eating contests buckets
were arranged for both participants and the eager audience. The
carnival was the great leveler, where the wealthy did not attend
and therefore were forgotten in a moment in which lights spun and
candy flew through the air, where people were unbearably thin and
hugely fat, in which all the range of human possibility was
stretched until it filled the field the carnies had rented for the
week.

For the little
children, even as they dreamed of Disney, they were confronted by a
vast lake of misunderstanding and misunderstood. Adults played like
children, their idiocy on display, and at the strong man
competition local forty-somethings lifted wheelbarrows with a grunt
and distended hernia just to show they were as young as ever.
Couples met beneath canvas awnings and broke up in the middle of a
stage show, and everywhere there was noise and screaming and
clatter and calling. Lost children went home with other parents
until they were sorted out on the next night of carnival, and
nearly every child dreamed of running away when the carnival folded
its umbrella and packed its tents.

The saddest
time was when the carnival left. Although the children were in the
doctor’s office for aching cheeks from screaming and laughter,
stalled bowels from candy and mystery meat fried on an ancient
grill, the parents—as much as they were tired of the rides and the
lies, tired of being told they were momentarily at the centre, only
to guess they were nowhere near—were happy to see the carnies
go.

The magical
world was so permanent when it was there, so assured of its place
in the field and solid in its false fronts and plywood sets, but as
it was dismantled, a loosened bolt here and there, a wire unwound
from a wooden frame, the wheels unhooked and placed on the back of
trucks, it was merely a few hours until the trampled field was more
empty than it had ever been.

Children would
scatter over the grounds looking for traces that they’d delighted
there, only to find the more circumstantial evidence that it hadn’t
been a dream. The candy wrappers, the dropped lynchpin and bolt,
the deep holes where guywires had been strung up and posts had been
slammed into the ground, suggested they hadn’t imagined the nights
of glitter and the parade of lights. For the older kids, caught as
they were in hormonal love and crotch-driven cravings, the used
condoms that littered the parking lot reminded them of hasty
fumbling, of partially satiated desire that had returned with
greater vigor now that the carnival was gone and their partner in
delight had turned their back too often to think there would be a
rematch.

The rest of the
town would return to the mundane, the infidelities forgotten in the
bright light of the new day. The bosses would call about paperwork
that needed shuffling and before the week was out everyone would
begin to dream away the long year that was just beginning before
the carnival came again.

 


 


The Ocean Doesn’t Want
Me

 


The waves, at
least when they had calmed from their usual restless state,
reminded him of the grain fields of his youth. Like the water, the
grain had rippled under the wind, and especially the barley lifted
and bowed in a long sinuous buckle before the breeze. Perhaps those
memories explained why he could spend hours on the beach, watching
the waves roll in and then depart, each wave both a memory and the
memory’s loss.

Some people
were only drawn to the shore when huge waves threatened
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