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PROLOGUE 

 I'm Lena Cosentino. What you are about to read is true except when it’s not. I’m an unre-

liable narrator. Some names have been changed but not all. Just to keep you guessing. The genre 

is autobiography/fantasy. This is a novel about a time and a place that doesn’t exist any more ex-

cept in my mind. Memory is a slippery mirror. Things change. Through the haze of memory. The 

mistakes of things I may have altered or left out or changed to make more dramatic. I tell the sto-

ry of my early twenties in nineties Portland contrasted with my life in Los Angeles pushing forty 

in the late twenty-teens. The story begins in the fall in my senior year of college: 1997. I was 

twenty-one. 

 It was a different time, nineties Portland. So much has changed. So insidiously. Now I 

think I can't live without being plugged into the Internet and Twitter and Facebook almost all 

day. Back then that whole digital world just didn't exist. There was primitive DOS email that 

seemed more troublesome than it was worth. In a world free of screens, except the occasional TV 

but free of interactive screens, we were left to our own devices. I read a lot more books and zines 

than I do now but there was also so much IRL social time. We weren't hiding behind hashtags.   

We were having "You've been talking shit about me, bitch!" showdowns behind the Delta Café 

with arms waving. Eyeliner fierce. 

 I'm not going to look through the fuzzy haze of an Instagram filter in telling these stories  

of the Dustbin. I‘m going to try and tell you what I remember. Being twenty-one: freshly minted, 

barely legal. Every experience was something explosive. I felt and saw for the first time. The sto-

ry begins when I moved into twelve-person punk house called the Dustbin up the street from 
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Reed College while in attendance. Ready for adventure but at the same time scared of not being 

cool. Punks are a tough crowd. 

 I guess you could call this a coming of age story. It is about my very early twenties. A 

time in my life that was difficult but magical and fun at the same time. This is what happens 

when you're young and unaware of how naïve you actually are. Then are thrown head first into a 

cauldron of dogmatic ideology. Emotions. Half-baked anarchist ideals. Class war. Condoms. Ne-

gotiating things like boundaries. Everything slipping the opinion of that foxy unwashed girl or 

boy you just met. 

 Read on. Let it explode around you. It is a novel of transformation. 
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Chapter 1 — BENT SCAFFOLDING AND ROBOTUSSIN 

 Portland, Oregon. 1997. The clump of plastic hair steamed as I dabbled on more Super-

glue. My fingers mottled with dry glue scabs. Mel squirmed between my knees. Blue and black 

twists hung ragged off her head threaded with silver wire and springs. They were supposed to be 

dreadlocks. Some scheme of artificial white girl dreadlocks that she'd enlisted me in making. I 

would have twisted railroad ties into braids if she had wanted it that way. Mel was my favorite 

housemate at the Dustbin. 

 "No, no, down. There's a lot more to go." I stuck my fingers into her greasy scalp. Pushed 

down. The dreads lay like licorice twists. Unevenly glued to patches of her short hair. "This is 

going to take all night, you realize." 

 “Fuck.” 

 "Alright, can you cut me off a long piece of wire?" I asked. Mel handed me back a strip. I 

wound it tight over the glue node with dented thumbs. It was soothing. The room was dripping 

with kids, as we liked to call them. Late teen, early-twenty-something college kids. They milled 

around the living room with Old Milwaukee 32-oz clenched tight in their hands. Listening to the 

math-rock band spilling from a record player. Several conversations about welding bicycles and 

the intricacies of the latest Anthropology paper were hanging in the air. Anthropology was a pop-

ular major at Reed, the college the Dustbin was up the street from.  

 Conversations drifted around my head as I sat. Better to fiddle with my hands and look 

down than do what I usually did at parties: clutch the bottle to my kidneys and nod attentively 

when I didn't really give a shit, or swagger and tell the same stories I told at every party about 

fistfights and drug drama on the Canadian border. One girl talked about being a crazy cat lady 
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when she got old. Her bold voice made it seem like it would never happen. It happened. A guy 

ranted about seeing someone talking on a cell phone in public. The ostentatious horror of it all. It 

was 1997. None of us had cell phones.  

 Lucky, Mel's current fling, was trading train-hopping stories from the opposite side of the 

couch. I could catch little drifts of words. Piggybacks and boxcars. Cities passing fast. I stuck the 

sharp ends of the wire in Mel’s hair under the rest. Started twisting the blue plastic hair counter-

clockwise. Wound it at the same time clockwise. I followed Mel's eyes as they bored into 

Lucky's back. Bulging with muscle under a red St. Ides shirt.  

 Lucky strung up a bunch of National Enquirer and Herald Star features about Robert 

Mitchum above the compost pile in the kitchen. The swarming fruit-flies danced in and out over 

movie stills. Lucky was obsessed with Robert Mitchum. It seemed like every wall said some-

thing about Robert Mitchum, Robert Mitchum, Robert Mitchum, in his messy scrawl. 

 The two men Lucky was talking to, Bud and Eddy, wore leather hells angels jackets over 

sweatpants. Stood with legs wide. They came over every night around six, bearing cases of beer 

and Jim Beam.  

 "Oh, come on. Lena! I'm sick of sitting around here." Mel pulled a black twist. "This is 

scratching the shit out of my scalp." 

 "Wait a sec! I'm almost done." 

 Eddy came over to us. Smirked under his mustache. 

 "Hello ladies. You playing beauty parlor?" 

 "You could say that."  I said. 

 "You wanna PBR?" 
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 My secret shame: I actually hated PBR. I thought it tasted like the fermented piss of a fat 

man shot in a bottle and thrown in my face. This sentiment I knew would get me excommunicat-

ed from my new house and my new friends. 

  I took the can. Opened it, gingerly. Let the whoosh of the foam drift over my thumb. 

 'You're Lena, right?” 

 “Yeah.”  I was semi-new to the Dustbin. Lived here for a year. This felt like an initiation. 

I was anxious to prove myself. 

 Mel's dewy shoulders touched the inside of my thighs. I shivered. Hoped it was just the 

booze. 

 "Okay,” Mel said. “Let's take a walk? How about that?" We crept out between smirks. 

The yellow of the porch light followed us outside. We blundered through the stench of rotting 

compost vegetables and vomit hanging around the mildewed steps to the street. 

 Black plastic draped the streetlight. Piles of dirt reared up hemmed in with caution tape. 

Striding fast over the intersection on a red light. I saw that it was scattered with cut glass like 

spangles on a stripper's bra. Shining as we walked over it. Mel was a stripper. She wondered out 

loud what accident took place while we were sleeping. It could have happened that night. In the 

house we were so distracted with each other. Everyone was swinging between one part-time cof-

fee shop or piecework job. One day to night shift on the pole. One food stamp re-up cycle. One 

semester or another. Swung between point A and point B and lurching. Swung between cracks in 

the dirty wood floor. 
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 We were all jumbled together in that big house. Students or not. Unified in our hatred of 

the new construction that was trying to turn the home-like, dingy Reed College Student Union 

into some terrible white sterile thing. The Sharpie-scrawled ethos claimed the space for us in our 

minds. The messy expanse of the porch. Big dogs humping each other on the patchy lawn. Stu-

dents streaming across the porch with intrigues and breakdowns. The Student Union was one of 

the things that had made Reed so viscerally real to me, beyond the stifling quiet of some lecture 

hall. 

 Past the gouged out grass, fluttering plastic hung over scaffolding. Where the Student 

Union had been, there were metal webs over scraped wood. I smelled gasoline and fresh lumber. 

We stood there. Our noses a foot from a chain link fence topped with barbed wire. 

 "What the fuck?  I used to hang out here every day with Lucky. You know, right after 

school ended." 

  A sign read "Caution, Hard Hats Only, All Visitors Must Check in at Office." 

 "Yeah, I don't know – we should check it out anyway. There's got be something cool un-

derneath all this shit.” I slid my hand along the fence. Glinting under the lampposts. Grabbed the 

end pole. I slipped between two fence sections. Stepped into mud. "C'mon, this looks kinda ex-

citing." Mel followed me. We sloshed through a dark passageway edged by scaffolding. I stuck 

my feet on concrete ledges on either side to skip the mud. Yellow dirt-smeared plastic hung thick 

on one side. The familiar wood of the building on the other. 

 "Hey, look! That's where the Paradox used to be," Mel said. Pressed her hands to form a 

dark hollow on the window. Inside, there was a stark white room. A pink insulation-wrapped col-
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umn speared the middle. Held it. We pressed on. Rounded the corner of the building. The scaf-

folding stopped. A green truck loomed up where a delicate table used to sit.  

 I remembered damp nights waiting on those wrought iron chairs for some punk band to 

stop. For Mel to get off from her Paradox shift at midnight and come run around with me. I re-

membered the halos of the late night mist around the Plaid Pantry. Mel and I scuffing our feet in 

the gravel trying to decide who was going to risk the fake I.D. this time. Mel ran up and pulled at 

the heavy door. It opened. She jumped in and sat on the cracked vinyl. Turned the wheel. Made 

honking and whistling sounds between her teeth. 

 "Hey, don't! What if the security guy comes by? We'll be screwed." 

 "Come on, it's past two am. There's nobody out here." 

 I stared up at her. Imagined the truck rocketing off over the chain link fence and barbed 

wire, over the brick rooftop of the dorm straight ahead. The lampposts lit the chrome with this 

eerie, alien light. Cutting her finely curved face into harsh crescents. I turned around. Glared at 

the new copper flourishes on the old Student Union building. Said, "I hate this. I really do. It 

looks like Portland State. What happened to all of our Dustbitches tags?" 

Mel t the wheel over. Slid down the side of the truck to the mud. "Yeah. You really went wild 

with that one." 

 "It was one way to make a point." 

 "Sure, but what point? That you've marked your territory, pissed on it?" 

 “C’mon! You helped." 



Lambert / SCAFFOLDING         10

 "Well, sure. I love me a little silver spray paint, sure. But, however clever, it will always 

get painted over. Anyway, let's see if the inside's any better. I think the main door's around that 

corner we passed." 

 Mel and I backtracked through the scaffolding. Past the coffee shop again. Then the win-

dows of what looked like offices. Turned left at the first corner. The glow outside shone in spots 

through the plastic. 

 The front door was stripped of all the old flyers, leaving only the most determined spray 

paint. The door handles were locked. Chained closed with a padlock. I lifted it. Rattled it around. 

Clunked it down. Through the window above I could see the cavernous room was completely 

empty. The worn couches I used to sleep on – gone. The elegant stand-up ashtrays, the 1970s Na-

tional Geographic collages, the mechanical bull – gone. The wood was waxed to a golden sheen.  

Huge shadows fell across it, laced by falling dust. 

 "No better. Worse." I cracked my near empty can of PBR over the door chain. Baptized it 

into something else. Pouring one out for the Dustbitches spectral presence. Spilling the dregs of 

my beer onto the musty concrete steps.  

 The Dustbitches were my housemates Karla, Liz, Thandi, Mel and I. We liked to pretend 

that we were in a girl gang. Mainly, we just went to metal parties. I still have the old photograph 

of Karla, Liz and I. Decked out in our metal T’s and short vinyl skirts. My hair a burst of blonde 

frost with black edges. Karla’s red lips were clenched around a Capri Menthol cigarette. She al-

ways smoked Capri Menthols. Always. 
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 Past the scaffolding, we walked across the dark lawn to the swing set. Sat down. My feet 

rocketed upwards. The lawn flashing by for a second before I swung down and back. A dormito-

ry loomed like a giant bouncy-castle. Next to me, Mel swung higher. Her black canvas shoes col-

lided with the sky.  

 "I can't deal with Lucky anymore," she said. A braid of her ragged hair tumbled off to-

wards the grass. "He was so charming for the first three weeks. I was really started to like him. 

But now, he's been Mr. Sulky Incommunicative all last week. Finally, the other day, I went up-

stairs and tried to talk to him about it. But, you know how it is." 

It was a poorly kept secret that I was in love with Mel. Felt she could do a lot better. She liked to 

date dangerous men. 

 "What'd he say?" I said.  

 "Seems like he..." Mel began. "He just quit talking to me. He just hangs around the house 

watching one Robert Mitchum movie after another." The steel arch of the swing set bound us in. 

 I remembered talking to Lucky a couple weeks earlier. Encircled by the dim glow of the 

candles the last time we'd forgotten to pay the electricity bill. We'd talked about this band and 

that band. Berkeley vs. Portland. He'd had some good things to say about living life vividly. I 

remembered thinking, He's in a fucked up place, but he's a good guy. He had a rough sincerity 

that I liked. But this sympathy dropped as soon as he'd started ignoring Mel. 
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 "Yeah, it was shitty. He kept saying things like, 'I don't have to answer to you, you're not 

a part of this.’ Just shutting me out completely. And we had something. As of three days ago we 

were together, but he’s suddenly decided I don't exist." 

 "You do exist. You deserve to be recognized as a person. And you pay rent, which he cer-

tainly doesn't." I gripped the swing-chains harder. I couldn't help talking shit about Lucky, now. 

 "Yeah, I'm so sick of this nurturing bit. It's like, oh, poor lil' Plaid Pantry Robber. Ooh 

budgie budgie boo. The cops are going to get you. Ooh I feel so sorry for you. He got himself 

into this situation. There are a thousand other ways he could live his life. He chose this. He's go-

ing to have to deal with it instead of expecting me to join in and get sucked down into his self-

pity thing, or some dumb shit Bonnie and Clyde. Not interested." Mel's face twisted up. 

 "Well, from what I've seen, all he does is sit around and feel sorry for himself, alternating 

with violent holdups," I said. "Can you really feel sorry for someone like that?" Dark oaks were 

silhouetted against the deep blue sky under my feet. I swept up faster and faster. 

 "I remember. “ I said. “I remember when I was going out with that one guy, Sam. All I 

ever did with him was sit around and watch him shoot up. Talk about how he was quitting. How 

he was counting on me to help him. Blah. Blah. Yeah, right. But I was such an idiot. I kept hang-

ing out with him and trying to help him. Fucking him. 

 Finally I walked in on him and his roommate, this redhead, shooting up together. She had 

her hand on his forehead. I realized right then they'd been sleeping together this whole time. I got 

the hell out, and quickly. Sometimes there's no point in sticking around to watch someone de-

stroy themselves." I wanted to protect Mel from experiences like this, even if ultimately I could 

not. 
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 "Yeah. I feel like because he is friends with some of our housemates, he feels he can just 

stay indefinitely and scrawl Robert Mitchum all over the house and the porch like it's his person-

al playpen. Whether or not he’s dating me or treating me right.” 

 "Yeah, That's a problem, I mean, fuck, it just makes the bigger problem worse. Yeah, he 

Dustbin is a party house and a crazy kid house and all that, but people also live there. We do. The 

travelers, the partiers, they forget that. They act like its public property. Those two older biker 

guys: Bud and Eddy. They come over all the time. They creep me out a lot, but I'm afraid to kick 

them out because I fear the wrath of Karla. She's friends with them as long as they've got smokes 

and whiskey." 

  "Can they buy us that easily?" The sky clouded over. Purples and grays like cheap eye 

shadow. 

 "I think some of us, yeah." 

 "Jesus." 

 "But Lucky. Lucky. He's the one I really can't deal with. Of all the abuses of the house, 

his are the worst. He's hurting me more than just writing Sacto Vermin League or whatever the 

fuck all over the walls." Mel let her legs fall limp. The swing shuddered. 

 "You need to talk this out with him." I stuck my heels down. Skidded in the sand. 

 "Okay, let's go back up there. I'll try and deal. Or kick some ass or something." She was 

unsure. She jerked her legs on the swing. Flew backwards. Forwards. Jumped out over the black 

lawn. Hands flailing. A yowling shadow over the sky. 
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 My shins ached as we strode fast up SE Woodstock Blvd. My eyes darted from the sher-

bet-colored craftsman houses to the sidewalk. The dark grass seemed to hide glints from the 

streetlights. Next to me, Mel was talking fast. The rubber soles of her canvas boots made a hush-

hush sound that blurred her words together. 

 "God," Mel said "I should have known since that one time when we were making out and 

I saw that T.R. Thugs tattoo on his shoulder. Totally sewing-needled. Just like the ones on a cou-

ple of my other exes in other towns. I should have known then Lucky was a bad guy into bad 

shit. I should have gotten a clue then. Gotten away before I started feeling something that would 

bind me in. Damn." 

 "I don't know," I said. "What bothers me most is the sheer sketchiness factor. Like, I 

mean it was the secret that no one talked about but everyone knew that he was getting his money 

from busting the Plaid Pantries and 7-11s around town and down in Eugene and stuff. Even our 

last party, you knew all the beer was paid for by his last run, right?" 

 We faced off in front of a pink rock garden studded with lawn ornaments. A Virgin Mary 

in a shell stood with a hulking frog. Nymphs frolicked small and stony next to pale blue wind-

mills. 

 "Of course I knew that. I think everyone in our house knows." Mel waved her hands. "It 

all disappears in a matter of days, too. He spends it all on beer and cigarettes for everyone. Then 

he's mopey and broke again and has to go do it all over again.” She shook both hands in the air. 

Streetlight glints caught in the decorative chains around her wrists. 

 "And he's going to keep on doing it. Maybe 'til he gets caught." 

 "Which he whines about all the fucking time,” she grimaced. 
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 The rock garden seemed edged with phosphorescence. The cherry cough syrup glow 

made me softly remember a Robitussin night. Seeing glittery circus animals stampede across the 

porch. I didn't want to say anything about it. Just watching the pink glow refract in the fine wires 

around Mel's hair was enough. Just watching her smooth skin undulate as she t her features into 

another pout was enough, I moved towards her, slowly. A car came careening down the street, 

headlights flickering. In the flash I lost my nerve. 
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Chapter 2 — FUCK SHIT UP 

 Mel and I hesitated outside the Dustbin door. The noise of the party came blaring 

through. Finally, Mel reached out. Pushed on the frosted glass pane. Turned the handle so that the 

door swung open. We went inside. 

 The room vibrated with punks yelling and sloshing against each other. I stomped mud 

onto the beer-spattered floor. Lucky was over by the stairs. Schmoozing with some guy in a Bisy 

Backson shirt. Mel walked over there. Grabbed Lucky's shoulder. 

Mel said, "Hey, hey, I need to talk to you now." 

 "Jesus, Mel, do you have to?" Lucky whined. "Okay, I was going to go smoke some weed 

with Eddy and Bud in the van. Come along if you really want to. " 

 "Okay, okay, if that's how you're gonna be. Alright, I'll come." I hung back, not sure if I 

should come, until Mel waved a hand at me. Her face severe. We jostled through the crowd to 

where Bud waited by the side door. His hairy bulk hid the lines, "Old Robert Mitchum was a hell 

of a man. – Rita Hayworth." 

 Hot pink shag carpeting dripped off the ceiling. Winding down between the windows 

covered with cigarette burns and oil smears. I passed the wooden pipe to Eddy. Let a thick 

whoosh of smoke escape my mouth. Sat back while Mel gestured at Lucky. 

 "Okay, what's up with this? Why don't you want to be with me anymore? Why are you being 

such an asshole about it?" 

 I could see Bud's worry twisting up under his beard, too close. I edged away. Lucky 

turned. Muscles flexing like nylon fibers. "Well, I feel like I'm back in junior high. You're so 
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fucking immature. You keep saying I need to get my shit together when you're the little baby col-

lege girl with no fucking clue what she's doing. You're so demanding. Always trying to get me to 

pay attention to you. Wake you up. Bring you dinner after you take your stupid baby finals. 

You're a junior high baby college girl..." 

 "You have no fucking right to talk to me like that in my own house!" Mel yelled. Wedged 

between them, I tried to slide back into the pink upholstery. I couldn't. "I want you out of my 

house right now," she said. 

 "I'm not going' till the beer's gone." Lucky jerked his chin down. 

Beside me, Bud took a drag and inched backwards. He closed his eyes as if to pretend to be 

elsewhere.  

 Mel spoke, "No, you're going now. I fucking live here and you're a shit. Get the hell out," 

she hissed. 

 Lucky looked at her calmly, with his arms folded. His eyes were cold. "I don't have to. 

You can't affect me. I don't feel it. You can't fucking hurt me. I can say anything I want to you. I 

don't care how you feel. Nothing you say will affect me. I don't care." Stubble greased his face. 

His hands clutched the pipe as the ember glowed. 

 Mel jabbed a finger across the narrow van. "You're easy to get. I'll fucking call the cops 

on you, you bastard. Mr. Plaid Pantry Robber." 

 Lucky dropped the pipe. I pulled my bare legs back. Jerked away. "You call the cops on 

me and I'll slit your throat. There's no way you can hurt me or I'll hurt you worse." 

"Well get this." Mel lunged out and grabbed him by the head. Scraped nails across his shaved 

scalp. Snarled in his face, "You suck!" 
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 Lucky slammed out an openhanded punch. Belted Mel across the nose. Sent her reeling 

two feet back into a broken carburetor. 

 I was frozen. Eyelids pinned back. I couldn't yell.  

 “Motherfucker." Mel untangled from the wires and crawled back towards Lucky. "I'm not 

afraid of you. You can fucking hit me and I don't care. I've been afraid, but I'm not scared now.” 

A streetlight glared through the window, illuminating Lucky's face. Shocked. Bud grumbled 

about cowards. 

 Mel pulled herself up on her knees. 

 "You, Mel stabbed a finger at Lucky. "Out. Now. Go to Eugene. Go to Oakland. Get the 

hell out of Portland and out of my house.” Lucky was grey with guilt. A red welt rose on Mel’s 

face. 

 I reeled, dizzy in the blare of the radio. Music blasted over the crowd of people in the liv-

ing room. I want your skull drifted up. Mel grabbed my arm. We wrestled through the strobe 

light. "I'm not afraid of him anymore, I'm not afraid of any of this shit," Mel said loud and fast in 

my ear, breathing warm. 

 "We've got to get out of here," I said. "I vote the construction. Let's fucking get the con-

struction. You're not afraid. I'm not afraid. They'll come along." I bumped into an old wood table. 

Crawled up on top of it. Scraped my knees on bottle caps. "Hey, hey!" I waved my hands. 

Amanda, another housemate, turned down the radio. "You know the construction down at Reed? 

You know what they're doing to the Student Union? Let’s go down there and fuck it up! Come 

on! We were just down there. There's no one around. No security, nothing. It’s really easy to get 
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in." I was eye-level with the red, white and blue bunting rimming the room. It seemed to cross 

and weave. 

 There was a confused tangle of yells and hoots. A child's Snow White dress hung from 

the ceiling next to a stop sign. The dress was bright. I jumped off the table. Barged towards my 

room for my bottle rockets. Bud left them in my room after our last party. People I knew came 

up to me. Bumped their faces into me. Yelled. I scrabbled in my boot for my room key. Half-

tripped over a tire, a toy dump truck and skateboards of dubious ownership by my door. A lamp 

covered in broken glass whirled fast. 

 My sweatshirt pockets stuffed with bottle rockets, a backpack full of spray paint, I ran 

gasping down the hill. I glanced back to see who followed. There wasn't a mob, but a substantial 

crowd whispering and snickering as they crushed the grass onto campus past the administrative 

buildings. I passed out half-empty cans of red and gold spray paint. Leftovers from art projects 

long trashed. We fanned out. Snuck between the fences into the muddy depths. 

 Mel and I muttered and skulked. Sprayed big skulls, crossbones, broken hearts. Slogans 

sideswiped with angel wings. Any symbol as long as we could claim it as ours. Hot Topic didn't 

exist yet. 1997 was eight years before MySpace. These symbols felt like ours because we had yet 

to see them mass marketed and co-opted. Beetle t his lanky body under the scaffolding and 

scrawled, "Fuck the man and his mother-fucking plan" under the window of the Paradox café.  

 My fingers were dented in with red drips. I gasped with fumes. Leaned against the truck 

and sprayed, "for a brighter, straighter tomorrow." We were throwing around sloppy rhetoric. It 
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seemed right for the time. At twenty I was all about sloppy rhetoric. As long as it would make me 

things slide by all right and fine. 

 I fell to the side. Assessed my ragged work. Took off running around the corner of the 

building. Fell flat into Mel, arms flailing. I reached for her. Her tongue twined into my mouth, 

wild. We kissed like the sun would never come up again. Warm breathing like a cherry cough 

syrup fever that you never wake up from. Never feel the thermometer or the cold hands of the 

wind on your forehead. 

 Or did we kiss the night we drank the Wild Irish Rose? Did we never vandalize the Stu-

dent Union or only want to that night Lucky hit her? I don’t remember. It was all a very long 

time ago. This is fiction. Most of this isn’t true. 

 That night in 1997 Mel pulled away, suddenly. Stared at me. I saw the purplish black on 

her eye. The bruises on her face.  

 “Wait," she said. “Wait, I can't do this. This can't happen." She clutched my head in her 

hands and shook it, then dropped away. "I don't want to fuck you up like that." She backed away 

from me. Backed towards the scaffolding and the distant glow of the lampposts through tarp. 

"I'm sorry." 

 "Oh god, I mean, I didn't mean to. I guess I did, um, oh... Okay.” The pain of frustrated 

desire was all welling out of my eyes. This guy with facial tattoos came around the corner with 

two cans of spray paint and blood-looking paint smears on his fingers. 
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 "Oh. Sorry. Go back to whatever you were talking about." He turned around in the polite 

way only someone with facial tattoos can. Than he turned back. "It's just that, we better motivate, 

here, because Security is going to come." 

 "Yeah, yeah. You're right. Okay." Mel grabbed my hand. Pulled me behind her out to the 

fence where everyone was waiting. She slammed the Roman candle she was carrying into the 

ground. Waved her arms. Gathered dim faces around her. I wrenched the slender bottle rockets 

out of my pockets. Handed them around. Mel tugged on my face until I looked at her. 

 "Listen, I'm really sorry. I'm pent up and confused. It's just that, after Lucky I just want to 

wreck things and pull things down. It'd be no good for you, for anyone I actually care about. It's, 

like, he hit me. Now I want to go hit back."  

 I touched her arm. She moved away. "No, let me be. You and I are never going to happen. 

No one's going to fuck with me. So, let's light this up and run like hell back home, huh. We can 

go the canyon way." 

 A lighter flickered in her hand. She dabbed it on the ends of each rocket, then down to the 

candle. We pulled back, waving flames, as the Roman candle sputtered. Spit sparks. The first of 

the bottle rockets started to go off. They were flung upwards. Then more and more of them, arch-

ing tendrils of flame upward into glowing bursts. The firework on the ground weaved wilder and 

wilder. Exploded into bright sparks that lit all of us circling round it in ragged file.  

 We ran. I saw Mel's face flaring with intent. Lips tense. Eyelids pulled back wide. Lit yel-

low by the flame. The image stuck shining on the backs of my eyelids as I blinked. Found I still, 

still could not look away from her. 
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Chapter 3 — A SNAPPED GUITAR STRING 

 Home at the Dustbin a week later, I leaned back on the couch. Springs jabbed my back. I 

took another sip from a St. Ides Special Brew. Fruit flavored malt liquor: my drink of choice. 

Blow-up airplanes swung slowly from hooks. The room rung with gossip. Don and our neighbor 

Tonya had their chairs drawn closely together. Another housemate, Dylan, was draped over a 

green La-Z-Boy taking slow sips from a forty. It was late. The rest of the tenants and most of the 

band had all fallen asleep in various rooms. Closets. Floors. 

 Next to me the drummer of the Crucifixion 57, James, was slung on the couch. His eyes  

razor-bright. Dashing around the walls. His band played earlier that night. As was customary, the 

band crashed at our place. 

 Yellow molding lined the windows. Red stars stuck out puffy-painted around the front 

door. Lavender columns traced the living room like ribs. On the purple mantelpiece a black and 

white picture of Elvis skidding on his heels stood over a parking meter. A jug labeled Phenobar-

bital. Pill bottles. A yellow spray of plastic roses. Scattered plastic bones. An ancient propeller 

with "Dustbin" tape-lettered on crowned the mess. 

 "Hey Lena," James said. "What's this, what do all these quotes mean?” He gestured at the 

wall to our right, where scribbled commentary was strewn around one of my paintings. A black-

haired ex-girlfriend, Sasha, in a tiger print halter top with hands raised. The painting was hot glue 

gun framed with Old Gold cigarettes and my empty Zoloft bottles. I ended up selling that paint-

ing to a Reed professor later that year. 

 It made me nervous that my chosen crush object of the evening stared so intensely at that 

wall, no matter how much I might be hoping he liked the painting. With anyone I wanted to kiss 
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I wanted their eyes to glide right over my little mental issues until I was ready to explain them 

properly.  

 This pretty-boy was heading to San Francisco early tomorrow. It wouldn't be worth the 

stress and fear to talk about that hairline edge of risk that I constantly ran underneath my at-

tempts to be okay. To keep this boy du jour from ricocheting off into the night thinking I was go-

ing to go psycho and try to strangle him, although I wasn't a violent psychotic. Strangle him 

slowly with emotional trauma?  

 I was medicated enough that I was mostly all right. Most days. I was just Bipolar, just 

stuck shoving handfuls of pills into my mouth every night. Not knowing when I was going to 

lose track of my mind again. 

 In the first weeks of any sort of seduction scheme or relationship, even a potential quick 

fling like this, I kept my issues quiet. I was surreptitious. Knew I had no choice if I wanted to 

seem worth it – a viable commodity in this sexual economy I was working within. 

 But the quotes were easy to explain. I snapped my eyes backs to my drummer’s face. 

Smiled. 

 "Yeah,” I said.  “We have this rule that whenever someone says something especially 

funny, or fucked up or something, someone else writes it on the wall. That one of the top, in or-

ange, But I've got to go to bed, 'cause I got nothing left to drink or smoke – Karla, she said that at 

about three in the morning one night. And then Huge midget cock's that'll poke your fucking eyes 

out – ny, that was this crazy little pink-eyed thirty-year-old that used to live in the basement, in 

what's now Don's room. He was something."   
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 We were all in our late teens and early twenties. Turning thirty seemed a world away. I 

was twenty-one. I could not imagine what it would be like to be thirty. I thought my life would 

be over. I was depressed enough to turn twenty. I was so into teenage youth culture and the pow-

er of being in my teens. I worshipped youth. Hadn’t yet faced up to the fact that my youth would 

fade. Everyone’s inevitably does. The possibility of my life getting better as I aged was some-

thing I hadn’t even considered. 

 "Midgets, damn," James said. "I remember when I was eight my dad took me to this old 

circus that had a midget tumbling troupe. It freaked me out a lot. Just the idea that here are these 

people that are legit human beings, but they're being exploited and treated like these performing 

poodles for my entertainment.” 

 "You're a performing poodle. Up there banging and banging," I smiled. “Do you ever feel 

like your band is exploiting you?” 

 "Okay, Okay. So what does: You don't do enough around here, Reno, let's tie a cart to 

your back and we'll buy tomatoes – Don. What does that mean?" 

 "Alright. Reno was this dog, this slinky little black dog that belonged to a girl that lived 

in our closet for two months. There's a cheap fruit stand down the street. Beyond that, I don't 

know what to tell you. Don is Don. He’s a wacky guy."  

 "Oh, I know that. He stayed with us for a week in D.C., when Bisy Backson was on their 

last tour. Their van had all of these elaborate string suspension pulleys all over it. They were 

passing books and beer and snacks back and forth all over the place from the loft to the driver's 

seat and who knows where else. In fact…” 



Lambert / SCAFFOLDING         25

 The drummer looked across the scarred wood floor at Don. His arm was draped over the 

back of Tonya's chair, talking intently about his songwriting process. Tonya threw her head back. 

Her pale neck shone in the light. My eyes followed James’. I smirked inwardly. About a year ago 

Don and I had gotten sucked into the same sort of entanglement. It had ended terribly for many 

reasons. Our affair was so long ago that now I only thought about it in brief flashes, if at all. Af-

ter months of turning the other way in the kitchen of the hall, we'd finally gotten to the point of 

sharing our tofu for a stir-fry and sitting on the porch comfortably. 

 Now, in the halo of a red velvet lamp, it amused me to watch him turn that intensity to a 

friend I loved. To know exactly what he was saying and how it would likely end up. There was 

still bitterness, sure. But I could handle it. Really I could. 

 I turned back to the drummer James, whose eyes were on me. Tried to think of something 

appropriately fascinating to say when Dylan ambled up to us. Shoved his lanky frame between us 

on the couch. His foot slipped. Kicked an empty bottle. He fell back. Threw an arm around me. 

 "Hey,” he said. “Lena, haven't seen you too much tonight." His bony elbows stuck out 

through holes in his navy sweater. Frayed cuffs. 

 "Dylan, hey." 

 "Yeah, you know, I've been thinking. I've been thinking about the revolution we need to 

have in this house." Shaggy brown hair fell in his face, ragged, as he talked. "There are all of 

these talented kids here..." 

 "How many are there, anyway?" James asked. "It seems like more and more people keep 

coming in here and being introduced as housemates." 
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 "I think somewhere between thirteen and sixteen," I said. "It fluctuates depending on 

who's just sleeping in the guest room, whose sub-letting, how many people there are in the 

basement, you know." 

 "But, yeah, " Dylan waved a nail-bitten hand. "We've got your art. My art. Thandi’s fash-

ion shows. Don and Dave's band. Mel's cartoons are amazing. But in the living room the TV or 

the Nintendo's always on. We do all our stuff in our rooms. Never with each other." 

 "Yeah, yeah, you're right.” I took a long drag off my Special Brew. Malt liquor lemonade, 

Total jailbait pantydropper.  

 I looked across the room. The blue vinyl shone off Don and Tonya's empty chairs. Ha. 

"Yeah. We've got to change that. We've got to start working together on things. Hang up our stuff 

and have an art show or something. Have an opening and stuff." Dylan said. He t his head to my 

shoulder, drunk. Wedged himself closer. 

 On his other side, James pulled out a packet of Top. Started rolling a cigarette. Thumbed 

the dry tobacco back and forth on the paper.  

 Dylan said, “I think we totally live in an art collective but we’re not collective enough 

about promoting ourselves.” 

 Hanging from the middle of the ceiling there was a big swamp green container labeled in 

red, "Caution – Contents HUMAN EYES in glass jars. FRAGILE – handle with care – do not 

drop or tip." James glanced upwards, than stared.  

 "What the fuck is that?" he said. 

 "Ah, well," I said. “That’s from back when ny used to live here. One night he said he was 

out on the docks of the Willamette river. He'd walked to the end of this one dock just to see what 
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the rest of the city looked like from out there and there was this...this thing. So he brought it 

home." 

 "Let's pry it open. Check it out, eh?" He whisked a match through the edges of a 7-11 

matchbook. Lit his cigarette. It flared brightly for a second. 

 "Oh hell no. If you want to deal with a bunch of rotting human eyeballs staring at you, 

that's your deal. In this house the rule is don't open that thing. Its just decoration now." 

"Aha." He took a long drag. Passed me the cigarette. "So what's all this art Dylan's talking about, 

huh?" 

 “Oil paintings. Some sculptures. A couple little shrines, you know. A little silver paint and 

a lot of plastic grapes." I looked down. Dylan seemed to have fallen asleep. He was drooling a 

bit. I patted his forehead softly. 

 "Wow. I'd like to check that out." 

 "Yeah, it's in my room, I'll show you." James got up. I knew what this was about. Show-

ing handsome young men my art was usually a great segue to getting laid. I liked fucking guys 

on who were on passing through on tour. They were so scrappy, talented and disposable. Gone 

the next day to another city. I might see them again on another tour.  

 Portland was a punk hotspot. Our house was a band crash pad. We might hook up again 

in a few months, or we might not. The window was open. Sometimes they got attached and 

wrote me beautiful letters, which I saved in a rose covered box. Sometimes we just forget each 

other in the anonymity of youth and sex. That was all fine with me.  

 There was something quite delicious about all the NSA sex I was getting at this time in 

my life. I lost my virginity at eighteen in my freshman year in college. I was a late bloomer. De-
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termined to make up for lost time by finding my bliss in stranger’s bodies.  I was a perennial 

groupie. 

 I untangled myself from Dylan. Set his head down on the couch on someone's wadded-up 

sweatshirt. Moved along the mud-smeared floor to my door. It hung half-open. 

 James followed me in. I hesitated momentarily before sitting down on the bed next to 

him. I leaned over and switched on my Christmas lights. Sent tiny colored halos all over the 

room. He touched my elbow. We slid tenuously into a kiss. 

 A streetlight shimmered through the big window across Jesus candles. A wire armature of 

a body sculpted from cloth sat in my bedroom, lit from the interior. Grounded by metal in con-

crete. Light fell across the uneven shag of James's hair. His face was stuck half-asleep in my 

sheets. I pulled myself up on my elbows. His hand was warm on my back. I watched the swoop 

of his long spine fall back into the blankets. 

 "Just a second," I whispered. "I have to go to the bathroom." I slid off the mattress. 

Grabbed my bathrobe off the floor. Shoved my arms into the sleeves. Almost tripped on a pile of 

books. I pulled my zip purse full of pills out from its place in my dresser, displacing a hot glue 

gun and a stapler. The pills clattered as they fell. I padded out the door. My purse rattled slightly 

like rain. 

 In the bathroom, wet toilet paper was stuck around the sink. Mel's green hair dye was 

smeared all over the pink tile. A dirty orange towel was wedged into the window frame as a cur-

tain, edged with black smears. A Virgin Mary nightlight glowed serenely from the outlet next to 
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the medicine cabinet right over a tile labeled “someone puked in yr sink” in Sharpie. An unfortu-

nate result of a party we'd had a month ago. 

 I pulled open the purse. Lined up the three bottles along the counter. This was my nightly 

ritual. I wrenched open the Depakote and poured three big pink pills into my palm. Picked out a 

chalky yellow Risperdal tab and two of the smooth violet Wellbutrin. This medication would 

keep me normal. Keep me functional. 

 I have Bipolar Disorder, an incurable hereditary psychiatric condition that would eventu-

ally prevent me from working for the rest of my life and land me on disability. SSDI. I qualified 

already, but I was still trying so hard to work and prove myself worthwhile. It was what my par-

ents expected. It was what society expected. No one really knew how serious my psychiatric 

condition was at this point in my life. It took constant medication management and trips to the 

Reed College Health Center where I had a nurse practitioner that dispensed therapy and medica-

tions within the bounds of my college insurance. I didn’t know what I was going to do about 

psychiatric care when I graduated and fell off my parent’s health insurance. 

 It was so hard, having a chronic invisible illness. I was fired from jobs again and again. I 

kept it a secret from my jobs, flings and romantic relationships. Bipolar was clear criteria for re-

jection. I had been rejected for it many times. I kept many secrets within. 

 I turned the faucet to a slow trickle. Filled my hand with warm water. Downed the pills: 

first the mood regulator and the antidepressant, then the last bitter gulp of the anti-psychotic. I 

rinsed both hands. Smeared them down the sides of my kimono. 
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 I snuck back into my room. Slid out of my bathrobe. Slid back under the blanket. 

Dropped the purse at the foot of the mattress. James was stretched out. Limp. Breathing slowly. I 

tucked my knees under me. Fell asleep. 

 I heard little clicking noises of plastic against plastic. Clicking. Rattling. Dragging me out 

of sleep. I jerked. Looked up. James was crouched over my purse. Pulling out bottles of pills. 

I sat up straight. "What the fuck? What are you doing? That's my shit." 

"But, don't you realize this stuff is mind control? They're just trying to make everyone conform. 

They take all the people with crazy ideas and personalities and fire in them and pump them so 

full of drugs to control them and make then conform to society. You don't need this shit." The 

thin membrane of his face was smooth and beautiful, but he had no idea what he was talking 

about. 

 So many of these young men read Adbusters and One Flew Over the Cuckoos Nest and 

thought they knew everything about psychiatry. There was prevalent punk rock belief that psych 

meds were bad and you should use holistic homeopathic remedies. My disorder was too severe 

for those to help. I took a lot of shit from a lot of people for my continued adherence to a tradi-

tional psychiatric regimen. And now I was losing my drummer.  

I never had him, really, to begin with. 

 I watched his long fingers pick at the sheets. Graceful but blistered by drumsticks. James picked 

up another bottle. Shook it. 

 I clenched my fists. "Look, I'm Bipolar. I need this shit. If I don't have it then I go crazy. 

Completely nuts. I get really suicidal and upset or really spun out and speedy and I start fucking 
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up my life. I'll spend hundreds of dollars or fuck everyone in sight because the little voices told 

me to. It's not cool." 

 "But there are herbs for that! You can control your diet properly and change a lot of the 

chemical imbalances. Maybe these feelings are your body trying to tell you something." 

 I'd been through all of this before. So many conversations with so many well meaning but 

misguided punks. I still didn't know the best way to deal with it. "Okay. What this illness tells me 

is that I'm genetically fucked. I have two choices, either run off into the woods and kill myself, 

or take a handful of pills every night and be alright." 

"But, really, there's this herb called St. John's Wort. It's a natural antidepressant." 

 “I need more than just antidepressants. I need antipsychotics and mood regulators. This is 

a complex medical issue. Back in the natural world I would have been dead a long time ago. 

Come on, I go to a demanding school that takes up 95% of my time, I don't have the time or have 

my shit together enough to weight out milligrams of chamomile or something," I chopped my 

hands, viciously. "I need something stronger than that. I need something that will fix me imme-

diately. Set me up right so I can do my schoolwork. I want to graduate this year. I have goals.” 

"But, I mean, this stuff is poison. It's full of weird chemicals and side effects. It's like being a 

cow shot up with growth hormones." 

 I pulled the blanket up around my neck, still naked underneath it. 

 "Oh, thanks. Thanks for that. Believe me, I know about side effects: Lockjaw, sleeping all 

the time, hand tremors, not coming ever. Oh yeah, this is just tons of fun. This isn't some codeine 

scam. Psych med aren’t some roller coaster of fun. I'm doing this because I have to. I have no 

other choice. I want to go to college. I want to graduate. I want to get a job and have an adult life. 
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 I want to make art and write and perform with my band. I need to be stable to do these 

things. These pills make me stable." 

 The drummer looked down, flustered. "But, but, okay. I didn't say you were doing this for 

fun. I just think you're burying things with pills that maybe you should deal with." 

 "And you know me so well, Mr. “Hi, I've talked to you twice, let's make out.’ Really?" I 

was so, so tired. “I have a therapist. She’s a nurse practitioner. We work out a lot of stuff. Believe 

me I have issues, but therapy isn’t enough. I have a medical condition and I need medication for 

it.” 

 "Sorry, okay. Sorry," He pressed his lips together. Unconvinced, but backing down. The 

Safeway sign flickered red through the window. Distant, like a pulse. 

 "Come on. Let's go to sleep, okay." I turned away from him and curled up. Stared for a 

long time at the red and silver wall before I could sleep. 
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Chapter 4 — MEDICATION WOES 

 The sheets were rumpled and gritty like someone else's shoes. I rolled over, back again. 

Thrashed my arm to the side. Realized the other side of the bed was empty. Unsurprising. Mad-

dening. He hadn't even woken me up. No note. No number. That was about what I expected. I 

would never see this one again. Anonymity. Flesh. Wounds. Damage. 

 I shook my head slightly. Tried to shake the headache. Blinked at the bright sunlight 

bathing the scarlet walls. I dragged myself off the mattress and into some pants. Shuffled down 

the hall into the kitchen. 

 I slammed the espresso cartridge against the wall. Sent clumps of damp coffee grounds 

into the compost colliding with eggshells and rotten grapes. Whorls of fruit flies swarmed up at 

my face. I jumped away. Dumped a clot of grounds on the blackened floor. I left it there. I threw 

some fresh grounds in the cartridge. Twisted it into the machine. Poured water in the top. Flicked 

the switch. It steamed like a dying train on a countertop larded with breadcrumbs. Between a pile 

of stale Food Not Bombs bread and a tub of warm margarine. 

 Mel drifted in wearing a purple bathrobe lined with marabou. She looked dazed. Her 

fuzzy head was newly shaven from our attempt at wire dreadlocks, curving smoothly into spit 

curls. 

"Hey, you." 

 "Mph." 

 I leaned back against a billboard of red meat. A couple summers ago, when the old Safe-

way on Woodstock Blvd. was being renovated, they had all these big ten-foot signs. Meat and 

pills and vegetables and things, like pop art. The kids in the house snagged a bunch of them. 
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 I stared at the sex poetry on the refrigerator spelled out with those ubiquitous magnetic 

words. With the rush of pursuit gone, such sentiments seemed ridiculous. Mel rapped her knuck-

les on a chunk of steak next to my head.  

 "Is there any coffee?" she said. She scratched her nails down the shank of meat making 

little scraping noises. 

 I rattled my fingers against the beef pictures. "I've got a little coffee,” I said. “There's no 

communal stuff. You can have some, though." 

 "Alright. So, someone got action last night, eh?" She smirked. There were no secrets in 

this house. 

 "I guess. Ended pretty badly. The pill thing, again. Oh god. He was enough of a jackass to 

go through my stuff while I was asleep and then pull the Mr. Sensitive Man “You should work 

through your problems instead of taking this poison” routine that I've heard way too many times. 

It was fucking terrible. He gives me all this grief after pretty okay, but not at all spectacular sex. 

Not like it's ever spectacular. I don't know, than he didn't wake me up when he left, which always 

pisses me off. I've had guys leave while I was asleep and call from other cities. That guy from 

Doily Day who was touring used that as an excuse. Just running away. Will guys always run 

away from me?"   

  

 Robert from Doily Day had run away. Cousin Bobby the people in the Dustbin called 

him. He was tall. Thin. Latino with a mop of black curly hair. This adorable older guy. We dated 

for a hot two weeks while he was taking a break from tour. He immediately became my 

boyfriend right after we met. There was something powerful between us. I remember his long 
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curly black hair. I took him to the winter formal as my date. He was dashing and gallant. I took 

him home for Christmas to meet my family. We passed a lovely Christmas morning in the San 

Diego sunshine. I fell asleep in his arms, my Robert.  

 That night we quarreled about using condoms. Apparently Bobby had unprotected sex 

with me repeatedly when I was drunk. I was not on birth control so this was not ok. I let him 

know. I did like to drink, often blackout drink. I would have possibly gone along with this dan-

gerous practice of unprotected sex as it did feel awesome and hot.  

 Hormonal birth control would definitely have been a good idea at this point considering 

how much sex I was having with everyone but I stuck with condoms. I was low-tech. Analogue. 

Not having a regular boyfriend made the expenditure of real birth control an issue I wasn’t sure if 

I should take on. Plus AIDS and STDs were an ever-present threat. It was the nineties. AIDS was 

a still a death sentence that we all lived in fear of. 

 I was on a very tight budget. I lived off of $500 a month from my grandparents and that 

was it. My parents didn’t give me any money in college. My rent was $125 a month so money 

was tight. Birth control wasn’t in the cards yet. I couldn’t afford it. I would pay more in the end 

for not taking preventative measures. 

 I woke up in the morning Christmas 1996 in my parent’s house alone. Bobby was gone. I 

was in San Diego, alone with my parents that morning. My boyfriend had disappeared. He did 

not come back for me for many years.  

 Later in 2013 when Bobby came back into my life through my Reed friend Maren, I 

learned that he had gone back on tour with Doily Day and tried to forget about me. 
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 Bobby called from Los Angeles, once, in 1997. He called me again. I visited him in 

Glendale. We fucked again. I was so glad I had a menstrual cup in and could fuck him because I 

wanted his penis inside of me so badly. I remember him just pulling up my dress and unbuttoning 

his pants and pulling his cock in. 

 Bobby was the one that I wanted. He’s my boyfriend now in 2016. But this was 1997 and 

any hopes of a nice stable boyfriend seemed impossible. I was a broken mess. My life was messy 

and unstable back then. 

 "That's lame." Mel said in the kitchen. 

 "I often wonder why the fuck I bother." I walked across the kitchen. Sat down on a chair 

in the breakfast nook. Sun wafted in through the smeary window. Lit whirls of dust motes falling 

down on Chode, the shaggy orange cat sprawled belly-up on newspapers and ashtrays. "I try and 

try to have a relationship. Even if the first cautious little steps turn out, they eventually find 

something fucked up about me and they're gone. I mean, this guy was leaving anyway. He was 

on tour and I knew that. He's not really what I'm talking about. I guess I'm talking about my 

abandonment complex. Everybody I love or fuck leaves me. Fast." Between the dusty windows 

of the breakfast nook, there were columns of Betty Crocker recipe cards. Chipped Beef in 

Popovers and Crusty Salmon Shortcakes shone out brown and pink.  

 "I don't know about you," Mel said. "But when I fixate on someone I put so much energy 

into how I interact with them, how to get them to want me, and then..." 

 "Yeah, then it's over a couple of days later and I'm thinking I could've put that time to 

much better use. It's all really pointless. It's like a video game that I don't know why I keep play-
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ing but I’m fucking addicted to. I don't know why. I always say I'm through with it and then a 

couple months later someone is just so damnably attractive or I think because they're a girl they 

won't hurt me or something like that. It's always pointless." I smoothed Chode's orange belly 

aimlessly.  

 I was promiscuous. A sacred prostitute as I liked to think later. I was given a lot of shit for 

that too. Covering one of the windows, an Elvis wall hanging with penned on vampire teeth flut-

tered in the open frame. 

 That night, I sat down on my mattress. Precariously balancing a plate of scrambled eggs 

on my knees. I picked up a forkful, laced with mushrooms and tomatoes. Looked at it for a sec-

ond before putting it into my mouth. Newspapers and Easter grass crumbled on the cracked 

wood floor. Paint smears, ink blots and crusted wine stared up at me. 

 I picked up another forkful. Stopped. 

  I remembered when the glass started breaking and falling in my head. Fall of 1995 I went 

severely manic. I remembered sitting in an office while a stern woman held out a bottle. A faint 

halo radiated from her. Of course back then everything had a colored halo. Blots and circles 

moved on the white plaster walls of my classrooms. I could see auras. I also needed glasses. 

 I was doubled up in the chair in the health center crying. Trying to explain how five 

classes, two jobs, and a pre-Dustbin house that I had I hated were destroying my ability to move 

from one point to another. I couldn't do anything. Couldn't function. the nurse held the little bot-

tle out as I dithered about whether I wanted to take pills.  
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 "It's not a choice," she said. 

 I dropped the fork, shoved the plate aside into a pile of books. A piece of tomato plopped 

to the floor. I went over to the closet. Wrenching open the closet doors, I pulled out boxes and 

boxes of empty prescription bottles. Introductory free sample bottles. The big bottles they give 

you once you're a regular customer. Two years worth, from the gapingly empty to the half-full 

left over from switching prescriptions when one or another ugly side effect surfaced. I always 

saved them. I didn't know why. Sometimes I made art with the stacks of leftover bottles. The pill 

bottles seemed significant. Signifiers of my suffering. My endurance. They were certainly reso-

nant as an image. 

 I picked up a brown bottle labeled Navane. Rattled the leftover pills. Navane had espe-

cially ugly side effects. I was talking to Dylan at home when my jaw locked and I couldn’t talk at 

all, just drool. I ran to the campus clinic down the street. Luckily it was open. 

 Later that day I was dawdling in the Student Union talking to someone when the lockjaw 

hit again. I ran to the doctors. They gave me a shot of adrenaline to put it down. Put down like an 

animal.  

 I threw the bottle back into the box. Picked up another one. A sedative that had made 

every day like sleepwalking through a country I didn't recognize. Ds in my morning classes for 

the few times I'd been able to show up. I threw it back. Another one which caused jittering 

spasms up my arm. Eyes stretched wide open lying in bed at four in the morning. Violent stom-

ach cramps. No orgasms for eight months. Vomiting when I tried to change one for another. Most 
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of the pills were better than the symptoms they'd prevented. I kept grabbing the bottles. Reading 

the labels. Slamming them back into the box. 

 My jaw clenched. I grabbed the box under one arm. Loped out the door. I poked around 

in the pile of dirty free box clothes and empty beer bottles until I found the BB gun. Don used it 

to shoot at cars off the upstairs balcony. I needed to fuck some shit up. I needed some catharsis. 

 Shoving aside branches, I pushed my way into a clearing deep in our backyard. Mary 

Magdalene was within me. A ragged oval of dark orange leaves spread out around my feet, under 

a half-moon. In the quiet, I lined up glass and plastic. Lined up pill bottle after pill bottle along a 

log crusted with dirt. I took a couple of steps backwards. Pumped the rifle cartridge. Built the air 

pressure. I aimed. Pulled the trigger. Heard a whoosh as the BB swept far over the logs. 

 I have always been the same person I am. 

 I looked up. A knife-straight line from an airplane slashed across the sky. I shot again. 

There was a sharp ping as a brown bottle cracked open and fell. I pumped the gun. Shot again 

and again. Hitting pill bottles here and there until frustration crashed in. 

 I ran across the clearing. Grabbed the bottles in both hands. The side of Tonya's house 

loomed up ten feet away. The FBI House we called it. I started chucking bottles at the neighbor-

ing house, hard. Some shattered with satisfying crashes. Flash of yellow window-light on glass. 

Others thudded dully and fell into her compost heap. I picked up the shards until my fingers bled. 

Threw them against the wall. Breathing heavily, I threw them until Tonya staggered out of her 

door. 
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 Her blue skirt shot bright against the peeling white paint of the doorframe. "What are you 

doing, Lena? It’s the middle of the night." 

 I looked down at my bloody hands. "I just got a little upset." 

 Tonya sat down on the concrete porch steps. Hunched her knees up. t her back. Tucked a 

cup of tea on her knee. She was extraordinarily understanding. Her stubbly head was bowed. Her 

face wide-mouthed. She looked up at me with clear eyes.  

 "You okay?” she asked. 

 I was shivering now once the anger had worn off. "Yeah, yeah. I really don't want to talk 

about it." 

 The wind drew a dark breeze through the grass, crackling. Early fall. She cupped the tea 

into a smooth hand. Looked up at me. 

 I sat down. Stuck my legs out flat on the pavement. "I just had to get rid of some things. 

Those bottles. I'd been saving them like I though I'd prove something or do something with them. 

It's just a reminder of my illness. It's not what I want to hear. I was kind of depressed again 

today." 

 "Familiar." 

 "Yeah, I don't need to be told that for the rest of my life I'll be accumulating pill bottles 

and always on the edge of total breakdown. Like, am I going to end up homeless or in a mental 

hospital for the rest of my life?  This sucks." 

 She nodded, the wind blowing around her face like a scarf. 

"But you? What's up with you?" I asked, "You and Don, eh?" 
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 "Jesus, I don't know. Like making out means anything. But something appears to be go-

ing on. I'm not completely sure how I feel about it. I mean, I like him. He's really cool, but before 

this I'd been thinking I wouldn't get in a relationship with anyone for a long time. Especially not 

with a man." 

 "Ah," I said 

 "Uh huh,” she said. “I just don't think… I mean, I'm just not sure this is a good idea." She 

took a long sip of her tea. "Jasmine, you want some?" She held the earthenware cup out to me. I 

leaned up on one knee, gravel poking in and took it. Noticed suddenly how my bloody fingertips 

stained her cup. I sipped the tea gingerly. Let it fall into my mouth. Warm. Fragrant. Tasting like 

somewhere I'd been once and desperately needed to go back to. 

 I walked down the Safeway aisle passing athletes' foot treatment and acne gel. A wrinkled 

woman stood at the Pharmacy counter drop-off. Underneath were rows of condom boxes with 

couples frolicking on baby-less beaches. I jerked my eyes up quick. Florescent light. 

“Yes, dear. Can I help you?" Her voice was low. Crackling. 

 I dug around in the outside pocket of my backpack until I found the wispy bits of paper 

with my prescriptions. My insurance had an recent issue. I had to fill the prescriptions first. Pay 

for them then mail in the receipts to get reimbursed. I slid the bit of paper, the new prescriptions, 

across the counter. Hoped as I guess everyone hopes that the pharmacist wouldn't read in a high 

and grating voice exactly what the paper said and what it was for, to the amusement of the crowd 

behind. 
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 "It'll be about twenty minutes. While you're waiting, there's a special on Rice-A-Roni In-

stant Meals on aisle twelve." 

 "Right." I set off towards the Count Chocula. 

 "Here you go, Miss Cosentino."  Fifteen minutes later, she passed me a six-inch bottle of 

pink horse pills and a smaller container of yellow ones. I gripped them carefully. Her hands were 

fast on the cash register. "That'll be $219.45.” This was my first time getting my meds under the 

new system. I had no idea that they cost that much. 

 My lips drew back, wincing. "Um," I said. "That's, that's, are you sure they're that much? 

I can't do that." That was almost twice my rent. It was half as much as I lived on in a month. I 

was my much more than I could afford to spend. 

 "Miss, that's how much they cost. Would you like cash or charge?" 

 I lifted the bottles. Stabbed them with my eyes. Set them back on the counter. “Alright. 

Fuck this, then. Sorry." I passed the pill bottles back to the pharmacist. Walked away. I was not 

the most polite in my little punk rock fervor. 

 I was going to have to stop taking my medication. I was not sure what would happen. I 

could not be held responsible for what would happen. My illness would take hold. I would be 

powerless before my mental illness.  

 I didn’t know what I would do about getting that much money. I honestly didn’t think my 

parents would go for paying for that much for two of my medications if I took three medications 

monthly. It was way too much to pay out of pocket. I couldn’t do it with my insurance this way. 

What the goddamn fuck was I going to do? I just wanted to get out of there before I burst out 

crying. 
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 The white light pounded in my eyes. I slunk past the meat counter. Past glossy red cuts 

under cellophane and glass, until I got to the lobster tank. Mottled rust and mold green lobsters 

crawled over each other like prehistoric bugs. Their claws were clamped shut with red strips. 

Their mouths flexed orange pinchers. I pressed my sad nose to the tank. Watched antennae stab 

about. Testing, as if searching would get them out. 

 I sat on the stairs. Curled my knees underneath. Dust bunnies cavorted with gray lint 

clumps, next to a stand-up rotary telephone.  

 Days had passed since I'd run out of pills. I felt slow moving. Blank. Empty. Lost. De-

pressed. I had to keep going, keep up. I knew I had to keep going to school. Rodeo Rodeo 

Rodeo, the band I was in, had a show coming up next week. I needed to get it together and orga-

nize practice. 

 Barely missing an overflowing ashtray, I leaned back on my elbow and looked up at the 

wall crossed by phone numbers. Black and blue and green pen. Orange highlighter. Colored pen-

cil. Half of them were people I'd never known: Bessie – 367-8989.  

 I smoothed my hand across the yellowed plaster. Looked for my band-mate Jason Sala-

mander’s number at the Klingon house in Northeast Portland. The Dustbin had a communal ad-

dress book that was written on the way by the phone. Pictures of demons and twisted faces 

sprawled over the numbers. Right above the baseboard someone had written Satan, the devil / 

Master of the Mix / Super soul brother / number 666. A couple of feet above that, in tiny black 

script, someone had printed, Klingon house – 368-9245. 
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 I leaned over. Picked up the rotary telephone. Listened to the tone for a second. Dialed 

the number.  

 “Hey Jason,” I said when someone picked up. “It’s Lena.” 

 Jason Salamander answered, "Hey, oh. It's you. What up?" 

 "Yeah, I was wondering if you wanted to practice today since we've got that show soon?" 

 "Oh shit, we do. I think I'm free after seven." 

 "Alright, I'll call Josh and Jason Pruitt. Then I’ll call you back, okay?” I was in a band 

with two Jason’s. It was the nineties. Everyone my age was named Jennifer or Jason. 

 "Okay, see you." 

 I turned the pages of my notebook. Pulled out napkins with scribbled lyrics. Playing 

cards. Loteria cards. Phone numbers. Somewhere in here, on one of these scrawled pages, I 

looked for the perfect scribbles. I sat with a pen and free-associated night after night. Afternoon 

after lazy sweaty afternoon on the porch in a big old chair with these notebooks. I have boxes of 

them now. This particular one needed to be reread and mined for useful phrases and punchy 

noun-verbs combos. This magic notebook would give up lines, keys, effective poetic text that I 

could use in a song. I was bad with melody. I didn’t sit around and sing lilting melodies to myself 

too much. I wasn’t much of a singer, I mostly singsong talked, shouted and dressed slutty which I 

guess worked out for my band. 

 Right now, I could barely see past my knees. Barely see a point in organizing this or any-

thing. The red velvet lamp over the stairwell glowed dimly in the late afternoon light. I listlessly 

dialed Josh’s number. 
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Chapter 5 — LOBSTERS AND GUITARS 

 Not whining, perhaps a little bit but I need to say this. It was hard to be a young woman 

trying to make music back then while constantly surrounded by really talented overbearing, arro-

gant musician guys. Not so much the guys in my band. Josh and the Jason’s were sweet and help-

ful. They seemed to think I was good or at least okay at what I was doing. They liked me. I liked 

them.  

 My musician angst mostly came from Don Divine. My housemate. Sometimes friend. 

Occasional fuck-buddy. He and I were around each other a lot for the four years I lived in the 

Dustbin. Sometimes cheap rent just keeps people together who kind of hate and love each other 

at the same time. Don was someone I saw a lot of. He never hesitated to let me know how far 

behind I was, or where I was screwing up. To be fair, he was a few years older then me and 

shocked by everything I didn’t know about living on my own.  

 I moved from my parent’s house at the age of seventeen to the Reed college dorm for my 

freshman year, then back to my parents in spring of 1995. I won a writing grant for summer 

1995. A Kaspar T. Locher Summer Creative Scholarship. $1,500. I don’t know why I didn’t just 

stay in Portland for the summer as I had probably enough money. But I didn’t know enough peo-

ple. I was still just eighteen. I was scared to live on my own. I wanted to go home so I did. 

I wrote short stories and worked in a Super Crown Books, that summer. I was eighteen. I broke 

up with my high school boyfriend Jimmy Grief who taught me everything I knew about foreplay 

but never going all the way. He was my first love. My first boyfriend. I never had sex with him 

although we went out for three years. He taught me how to oil paint, too.  



Lambert / SCAFFOLDING         46

 I dated Jimmy’s junkie best friend for a hot minute that summer. Sam had a trust fund and 

took me to visit Los Angeles. We had sex for a bit and then he left me for his redheaded house-

mate who would do heroin with him when I wouldn’t indulge. Then right before I was set to 

drive back to school I met my first girlfriend, a beautiful rocker painter girl who was in a band 

called the Mystery Girls.  

 Fall of 1995: I struggled to find housing after driving up a week early to call notices on 

bulletin boards and meet up with people to apartment hunt with. I still had most of my grant 

money, plus what I had saved from working at Super Crown. I could afford a shared living situa-

tion of some sort, but where to live during school?  Off-campus yes, but what?  I looked at a les-

bian mom’s unfurnished basement where I wasn’t allowed to have men over and decided it 

wasn’t for me.  

 Remember, no Internet. Everything was hand written on flyers. You had to be in the right 

place in the right time. Word of mouth. Conversation was king. 

I ended up answering a flyer and moving into a house with some seniors who didn’t party 

enough for me to feel comfortable. They were writing their thesis. Had more important shit to do 

than hang out with me. With my freshman year friends scattered to the winds I wanted a social 

living environment where I could meet more people. I just wanted friends. Possibly lovers. I had 

just started having sex and was eager to explore this field further. 

 The Dustbin had ten bedrooms. Sweeping rooms. Crown molding. Fanciful paint jobs. 

Exuberantly kitschy décor. Graffiti. Filth. Rats in the walls. An enormous messy yard with a fire-

pit, garden and tire swing. It was perfect. It was paradise. It was a party. I lived there for four 

years.  
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 My friend Rhiannon moved in the year I did, 1995, then moved out to some place nicer. 

Mel and Liz moved in in 1996. Don, Todd, Raisin and Amanda moved in in 1997. Then Dylan 

and Dave soon after. Karla was the master tenant the whole time. She ruled the roost from her 

long balcony on the top floor master suite.  

 If the house had been fixed up it would have been lovely. A white column, double porch 

craftsman. At the corner of Woodstock and 39th in Portland. It’s still there, I think. I saw it last 

time I was in Portland. I don’t have any idea who lives in it or owns it now. I still have dreams 

where I fix it all up and live in it forever, or where I am back there at some final party. In the end 

after we all moved away in 2001 the landlord fixed it up and let his family move in. The Dustbin 

finally got respectable. 

 However, from 1990-2000 it was the Dustbin was a ramshackle mansion. It was practi-

cally a squat. It felt like a pirate ship. It was a temporary autonomous zone á la Hakim Bey. We 

did crazy shit there. We did whatever the fuck we wanted. It was punk-town, right up the street 

from Reed College. For many years the landlord rented to Reed students.  

 You could walk a little farther down Woodstock Blvd to the Plaid Pantry. Safeway. Otto’s 

Sausage Kitchen and Meat Market. The Woodstock Wine and Deli. The Lutz Tavern. A tiny 

church thrift store where we bought go-go boot and creepy dolls. Next to the Lutz was a small 

DIY punk club called Seventeen Nautical Miles that my ex-boyfriend Todd Patrick started.   

 Southeast Portland in the nineties was a tiny world. A microcosmic community. You kind 

of didn’t need to leave. But if you did leave it was fun. There was Northeast Portland with the 

tight knit web of punk houses, bars and cafes. 
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 Portland was very segregated and white in the nineties. I had to drive half an hour to get a 

burrito. Any burrito. It wasn’t just like we all piled in the car and drove for an hour for the best 

Mole or Barbacoa ever like I might here in Los Angeles.  

 We would periodically go in this epic journey to La Sirenita, the siren taco shop of 

Northeast Portland, but it was very basic stuff. I don’t even think I ever even got enchiladas 

there. Just the bean and cheese burrito over and over with that excellent Pico de Gallo. I would 

open it up and squeeze fresh lemons on it. Delicious. The burrito we always got was $2.99. I 

didn’t have very much money so that was perfect. They had Caldo de Siete Mares I remember 

but I was too scared to try it. Heard it came with a big old crab leg sticking out. Plus it was 

$9.99. Way out of my budget.  

 $3.00-$5.00 was about how much I felt comfortable paying for a meal out at that time. I 

could eat at Dots or the Delta for that much if I got side dishes or cheese fries only. Living in 

Portland was pretty cheap back in the nineties. I could keep my lifestyle down.  

 I didn’t really ever go clothes shopping at the mall. I was a child. My mom still bought 

me clothes when I came home to visit, as she deemed everything I wore “positively whorish.” I 

got to love the thrift stores.  

 Sometime we would get coffee at Papaccino’s up Woodstock or the Pied Cow on Bel-

mont or the Paradox on campus. We didn’t do a lot of hard liquor bars. Mostly we just went to 

the Lutz with cans of PBR for $1. I finally got sick of drinking that swill and switched to Henry 

Weinhard’s in 1996. I lost the allegiances of some comrades by my lack of allegiance to their 

king of beers, PBR. 
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  Southeast Portland was a predominantly middle class and working class white neighbor-

hood. Northeast was an African-American community. It has since been totally gentrified. Now 

Alberta Street is like boutique, artisanal waffles, art gallery, but back then it was the hood. A lot 

of punks, mostly white punks, lived in Northeast because as rents was way cheaper. It seemed 

edgier and more punk. It was considered very important to be punk as fuck. I was not punk 

enough, so I was often told. 

 In Northeast there was the Klingon house where Josh and Jason lived. My band Rodeo 

Rodeo Rodeo rehearsed there. There was 13th and Failing where my friend Flo lived and they 

had all girl slumber parties. There was this house on Alberta that had basement Prince dance par-

ties all the time with real hard liquor. The kids would buy it in advance, illustrating what I 

thought was an impressive amount of organization.  

 Oregon liquor laws are different. Beer and wine are sold in supermarkets and Plaid 

Pantries. Hard alcohol was only sold in special stores with restrictive hours. Not open on Sun-

days and closed every day at six pm. You needed a real twenty-one year old for this.  

 Some of us living in the Dustbin were as old as twenty-five or as young as seventeen. I 

moved in when I was eighteen. When I was twenty-three when I was left I was considered 

washed up in Portland. It was a young town.  

 My fake ID wouldn’t work in the liquor stores when I was underage. I almost got caught 

once trying and then I didn’t try again. My Fake ID worked in the Lutz. Partially because the 

bartenders knew me and mostly because they just didn’t care. I couldn’t buy any handles of vod-

ka until I actually turned twenty-one.  
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  Jason P from Rodeo Rodeo Rodeo mixed and sold drinks for one dollar from a tiny al-

cove in the basement during dance parties. His basement painted silver so that it shone like the 

Factory. Christmas lights. Magic nights. A little filmy dress. Smeared wet and wild lipstick. Ja-

son P would call me up and invite our house to his house. We would all dress up. Pile into some-

one’s car. Usually mine. Go over there to dance to Prince. 

 Northeast Portland was generally considered more happening. Greater residential cred 

but my college was in Southeast Portland. It just made my life a lot easier to live within walking 

distance from school the whole four years. I could get drunk, attend on campus parties, and not 

have to drive. I usually had to be the designated driver when the gang partied in Northeast. I was 

responsible and didn’t need to drink. It was enough to manage driving a car overfull of loaded 

screaming punks through the rain for half an hour in the middle of the night. I did not need any 

alcohol complicating how hard enough that already was. I didn’t drink and drive. I developed a 

preference to partying at home that has never left me. 

 The Dustbin was a destination. People came to our house to hang out. One chick, Spider, 

rode her bike from the trailer she lived in Gresham up to the Dustbin just to hang out with us. 

Quite often the party came to us. It socialized me. A wild creature. Living with this many people. 

Those years taught me how to live in a community. 

 There were several other kid houses in the neighborhood. The FBI House next door. The 

Fridge on the other side of the block on Woodstock. The house Marith and Misshell lived in on 

off Clinton Street. We would just walk around and show up at each other’s houses to hang. Drink 

whiskey and draw sharpie tattoos on each other. Everyone had homemade tattoos.  
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 The Dustbin hosted shows. Parties. After parties. Late night hangouts. We tagged our own 

walls. They played metal guitar in the basement. We didn’t have any heat. No one gave a fuck. I 

have absolutely no idea how Karla collected the rent every month because we were all pretty 

marginally employed and money was real tight. Maybe collecting rent was so hard that that was 

her job because I never saw her work.  

 I drank a lot of beer at the Dustbin. I had a lot of sex there. I painted, sculpted and wrote 

my thesis there. We sometimes didn’t have electricity. We never, in those rainy freezing Portland 

winters, had heat. 

 Don, Todd and Raisin were in a band named Bisy Backson after a reference to a Winnie 

the Pooh book. A note that Christopher Robins left for Pooh with his misspelling of “busy, back 

soon.” They lived together in the same room in the basement. Lived dedicated to their music. 

They slept in bunk beds next to the practice space they had built and insulated with carpet scraps 

and pallets. 

 The basement was been subdivided, carved into smaller rooms. There was the room 

where the band slept. Stairs. Amanda’s room on the other side of the stairs. She had a kitchenette 

and living room that opened to the garden. Amanda, her cat and threadbare Persian rugs and 

bookshelves inhabited that space once Thandi moved out of it. It was basically a one-bedroom 

apartment but in the Dustbin basement. 

 Thandi used to live in the Dustbin the first year, 1995-1996 when it was Rhiannon, Liz, 

Karla, Mel and I and some other guys. We called ourselves the Dustbitches. We were a girl gang.  

Thandi made a fashion line called Trashy Girls Fashion where all the clothes were made out of 

intricately linked trash that she would collect: bottle caps, caution tape and toilet paper rolls. She 
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was really crafty. She made some beautiful shit. Thandi would have fashion shows with Maren, 

Liz, Bessie, Jamie Isenstein and me as the models. Sometimes the fashion shows were at the 

Student Union or in small theaters that had an interest in recycling. 

 She made me had a form-fitted caution tape gown that fit my curves perfectly. Packing 

taped in a tube I had to be cut out of each time. Blue glitter false eyelashes and I was on down 

the runway, sweet thing. Maren wore a dress of bright teal and purple plastic bags from Waste-

land. Bessie had the bottle cap bra and skirt latched with bicycle tires. Jamie wore an exquisite 

bra and skirt made from toilet paper rolls collected and woven together and embellished with 

bottle caps. 

  All these people and I would sit around the Lutz Tavern together in the evening. Sip one 

dollar PBRs. Talk about this band and that band that no one had ever heard of except the person 

bringing them up. We all like to feel a little bit special, some time. They included me and exclud-

ed me at the same time. They were my friends. It was like we were in the same gang. As a punk 

scene we felt like family. Although there may have been rifts, I remember how important those 

people were to me.  

 I have no idea what happened to Mel or Jason Salamander. Those are not their real names 

either. I changed most of the names in this unless it is absolutely innocent cameo to add texture 

because I so don’t want to be sued. I would like to know what happened to my dear old friends.  

Please don’t let me find out by a lawsuit.  

 Some of us have reconnected digitally. Karla is a bartender in Portland. Marith got mar-

ried and had a baby. Liz had a baby. Don got married twice I think. Josh is still playing amazing 

music. Todd Patrick is a big promoter in New York. Jason Salamander the dear one moved to San 
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Francisco to follow me when I did. That didn’t work out. He got into some really heavy drugs 

that I was also doing. Got institutionalized. Moved home. Sometimes it doesn’t matter about lat-

er. What matter is now. The moments we all shared then when we were young. Some of those 

memories are only in my heart. 

 We all got our drink on. Went back to the carpet-scrap Dustbin basement to talk the real 

talk about what mattered to us. Those guys: Dave, Don and Todd were inevitably overbearing 

about what skilled musicians they were. Much more so than the ladies. I think that’s why when I 

left Portland for San Francisco, I let my Dad sell his guitar at a pawnshop and didn’t start another 

band until Cherry Ames Army Nurse in 2008. 

 I set music down for ten years. I missed the window to be a rock star, if I ever had a 

chance. Maybe I could have had a chance at a chance. But so many people try. Why break your 

heart against another wall. Fame. Glory. I wanted them in my post-adolescent fervor, but I was 

young, so young. When is it enough attention to feel gratified? 

  The creative ego thirsts. I focused in on art, writing and academia and followed that path 

instead. 

 I am a woman. Crazy. Promiscuous. Therefore both suspect and desirable. These guys I 

used to know would tell me how I didn’t know anything about music and hadn’t heard of all the 

cool bands they were so into. Like Wire or Crass. Maybe they were just trying to make me feel 

bad enough about myself that I would crawl into bed with them. I’ve read that that’s a seduction 

technique they put in books for young men, now. Negging, it’s called. Putting a girl down so 

much that she just gets a complex and sleeps with you. 
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 Bisy Backson, the band that lived and practiced in our basement, put out several 7”and 

went on a couple American tours. They played a lot of local shows. They were a band on a dif-

ferent level than my little dabbling. I was a dilettante. 

 The Dustbin was also on the punk land map as a crash pad for bands traveling through 

town. The living room was huge and had four couches. We were hospitable. We liked the new 

blood. We took in a lot of people over the years. There were very often young men. Drifters. 

Semi-homeless crusty travelers sleeping on the couches. I liked having musicians around. But 

these guys with supersized egos only wanted to talk about what they did never wanted to talk to 

me about what I was doing. It was considered anathema and a total social faux pas to talk about 

school around the house. I was supposed to pretend I wasn’t a student. I was just a pretty little 

bitch who would listen to their stories. A rotating cast of mostly guys were around. A few cool 

chicks but mostly guys. 

 Mel drew comics and was in bands in Santa Rosa. She was focusing on her first year at 

Reed. Making mad cash dancing at The Magic Garden in 1997. A lot of those nights she was out 

working. Mel would come home wearing something outrageous. I would follow her to her room 

and talk her ear off until she had to have a talk with me about boundaries. All of us, I think, had 

trouble with boundaries. I know I still do. 
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Chapter 6 — HIGH SCHOOL CONFIDENTIAL 

 I played guitar in a band in high school. I am still not at all competent at it. Amateur hour. 

I essentially got the job as guitarist in this band Maya the Bee when I was fifteen because my 

Dad had a guitar in his closet from when he was in a band in high school and he let me borrow it. 

It was a Harmony Meteor hollow body with a golden sunburst finish. I remember that guitar so 

well. The strings were so thick my weak little hands could barely get a handle on them. I tried so 

hard to play guitar but it was really hard for me. 

 Bikini Kill’s tape of Revolution Grrrl Style Now blew our minds so completely that 

boom, in 1992 when I was a sophomore in high school we started a band. We were four fifteen to 

sixteen year old girls. Laura sang and wrote lyrics. Eleanor played the violin and was the resident 

sexpot. Alison, tall and lean like a model, played pots and pans like drums. I played guitar. We 

were underage. Barely legal. Thus playing a lot of shows in San Diego because I guess people 

thought we were funny or cute or something or just wanted to look up our skirts while we 

played. We were on two 7” compilations in 1993. The 7” on Negative Rugcore Records billed us 

as “local heartthrobs.”  

 Guitar was hard. I never took lessons in the beginning, although that would have made 

the most sense considering my temporary ambitions. Guitar lessons just wasn’t available to me 

in high school. I was supposed to be studying for my AP classes. We didn’t have GarageBand. So 

I picked little things up from people that I knew. People would teach me a few power chords or 

progressions and I put it together. 
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 Steve Lawrence, a slightly older San Diego punk painter who was our friend in high 

school taught me some guitar. He would make zines with us. Drive us to the vegan burger place. 

Teach us how to play our instruments.  

 Power chords and a few one-note bass-like strums were the extent of what I had played in 

Maya the Bee, but I got my feet wet. I saw how fun it was to play shows and get all dressed up. 

We were a Riot Grrrl band. Vain. Petty. Bitchy. In love with each other as much as high school 

girls always are with their best friends. You both love and hate them. We fought. We made up. It 

was tempestuous. 

 With a few other girls we made and distributed a zine called Hot Lunch. We were fifteen. 

It had a stoner munchies comic in it although none of us had actually smoked pot. We just knew 

people who did and wanted to seem cool and edgy. Our zine had cartoons and top ten lists, 

skateboarding pictures, lots of funny shit and cute collage collaborations. We would get together 

after high school at someone’s house and work on the zine together.  

 My high school experience was very, straight-A schoolgirl by day, punk rock ingénue by 

night. Laura, Eleanor, Allison and I were in this two period English and History gifted program. 

Getting into that program was how I was able to go to La Jolla High. 

  I lived in University City, which was a middle to lower middle class neighborhood in 

San Diego. Sherbet-colored split-level homes with pastel rock gardens, frozen yogurt, nail sa-

lons.  I took the bus into La Jolla for high school. 

 I was in a Girl Scout troop in La Jolla led by my mother. I met and bonded with my high 

school friends there over canoeing and campfire songs. When I wanted to change high schools 

after Stanley Junior High and start again, the gifted program and my Girl Scout friends at La Jol-
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la High was enough of a draw to get me taking the city bus to and from another neighborhood to 

go to this white stucco high school by the sea. You could walk to the ocean on your lunch break, 

only a few blocks away. We would walk down, get tacos and look at the waves off La Jolla Cove. 

  I went to Junior High in University City and it was hard. Racing my bike off campus be-

cause I was going to get my ass kicked by some Cholas who had beef with me hard. Getting ha-

rassed in the girl’s locker room by a big tough girl because I had hairy legs and didn’t wear a bra 

under my clothes hard. I didn’t have any boobs then. Eating lunch alone every day hard. No 

friends hard. Getting ho-ho’s thrown at me by the few frenemies I made that I wasn’t even all 

that fond of hard. I had a really hard time at Stanley Junior High.  

 They didn’t have a gifted program at UC High. That was the neighborhood school I was 

supposed to go to. I switched mid stream. It was the right thing to do for me. I got really used to 

taking the bus. I took Calculus and AP history (American and European) and three more years of 

French on top of the three I had at Stanley. I got a bang up high school education.  

 La Jolla High was where I met Maren. She hid her beauty under big floppy hats, nerd-

wear and eccentric costumes. Her witty comments kept me entertained in English class. Maren 

went to Reed too. We’re still friends in LA now.  

 We didn’t drink or do drugs yet in high school. I didn’t have a lot of money to go out 

with, but I had enough for show cover and a black coffee after. Socially, we mostly just went out 

for coffee a lot. We would hang out at Riot Grrrl meetings at the Ché Café. We went to a lot of 

punk shows. Mostly the Ché or SOMA or some parking structure with kids skateboarding 

around. 
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 I would write every band I saw down on a list in my journal. I would write down the 

names of every boy I kissed and later fucked until it got to be too many names and I stopped re-

membering.  

 Eleanor had seen the Michael Alig club kids special on a talk show. She really wanted to 

be a club kid. She was very beautiful. Very rich. Had a credit card from her parents that she used 

to buy stylish clothes. Sometimes she would get us all to dress up and go to an all ages club, like 

Soil, this Goth club or some rave. We worked on our zine together. She would draw these amaz-

ing comic book inserts about club kids and ninjas. 

 Jenny and I used to skateboard around our suburban neighborhood in high school. She 

lived in University City too an was in my Girl Scout Troop, Our parents are still friends. She 

ended up going to UC High. We would see her at Girl Scout meetings and overnights. We were 

heavily into all night all girl slumber parties as a main social activity. That’s where we bonded. 

  Sometimes I would discreetly graffiti UC SK8 GRRLS on neighborhood fixtures. We 

skateboarded in church parking lots. Once I wrote all the lyrics to Fugazi’s Repeater in sharpie 

on the sidewalk in front of the Hallmark store in the shopping center.  

 I was really getting into the zines I was collecting over the Action Girl Newsletter and 

Maximum Rock n Roll. I had a subscription to Maximum Rock N Roll. Would pore over each is-

sue looking for the secrets to my future. I read it like a newsprint bible. Injected with a sort of 

truth that I wasn’t used to seeing and I wanted more of. I craved it. Gunk, Fuck Me: No Fuck 

You! Riot Grrrl perzines by the bucketful. I sent away for and collected them. The letters I ex-

changed with these strangers in the abyss of the USA was my lifeline to a world that existed out 
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of my high school. Remember, no Internet. It was 1993. We used the mail. Out there there was a 

world where people cared about ideas and politics and poetry. I wanted in. 

 We decided to make a zine ourselves in order to enter the fray, this conversation. Togeth-

er as a collective with my high school girl clique. We made five issue of our zine Hot Lunch. It 

had our left wing feminist Riot Grrrl politics, rants and collages. It had these beautiful paper 

dolls that Shane, later to study costume design at UC Santa Cruz for undergrad, drew.  

 My address was used as the return address because I was willing to take a risk. I was 

heavily invested in this project and I wanted a central role. I was to receive and answer the bulk 

of the mail that we got. Conflicts ensued over this later. The other girls thought that I seemed to 

want to take over the mail. To dominate the relationships that Hot Lunch had with other zine 

people by fact that I was the personal contact they had with Hot Lunch as an entity. I eventually 

had to share the duty of answering the mail. We put it on consignment at the local Off the Record 

and left copies at the Ché Café.  

 Eventually it became difficult to work on a group project when we were all so competi-

tive with each other, especially over connections and validation from the local punk scene. We 

were young and hungry, all of us. Eventually we found it easier to work alone. In 1993 I split off 

and started my own zine, Bedtime Stories for Trivial Teens. Teen angst short stories and poetry. 

My work in tiny cut out type backed by intricate collages. I put out six issues, moving from quar-

ter size to half size and continuing through college. 

 Zines and my high school background led me to the band. But I didn’t play guitar in 

Rodeo Rodeo Rodeo. I was the singer. How the hell did that happen? 
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 I met Josh Blanchard, a floppy haired puppy of a kid, at the this Riot Grrrl gathering 

called the Portland Girl Convention. in 1996. He was living with his old friend from a small 

town in Oregon, Jason Salamander, who I met also. They asked me to front their band after see-

ing me do spoken word at one of the stages of the convention. Riot Grrrl led me to them and 

zines led me to Riot Grrrl. It was twee as fuck. 

  I was totally willing and excited to sing in their band. I had recently begun reading my 

poetry in cafes around Portland, encouraged by Kevin Sampsell. He found one of my zines at 

Powell’s and called me up to ask me to do a reading. I loved the stage. I loved new projects. 

What’s not to love: attractive people my age who seemed unthreatening and agreeable. So we 

worked it out. I would drive across town to the house they shared in Northeast Portland and we 

would practice in their basement. Their tidy blond bespectacled friend David would join us on 

keyboards.  

 So many people lost on the sands of time passed through our lives and gone forever. 

 In that basement, on those stages we would play. I would feel something real and vital 

that was rock and roll. 

 I don’t even remember what Rodeo Rodeo Rodeo sounded like. I don’t have any record-

ings of us. I don’t even know if we ever made any. Eventually I bought a used laptop from an-

other student that I typed my thesis on. Certainly no one had a laptop with recording capacity 

like they make now. No MacBook Pros.  

 It was 1996. It was the dark ages. There was no YouTube or SoundCloud or MySpace or 

Bandcamp. You couldn’t reach the world from your bedroom over the Internet immediately like 

you can now.  
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 So, being in a band and promoting a band was a lot different. We couldn’t instantly share 

what we sounded like to people. They had to guess. I couldn’t tweet our videos to famous people 

or ask them to like our Facebook page. There was no Twitter. None of us had cellphones. Smart-

phones didn’t exist. We had no filming capacity so no video footage of shows. No records re-

main. But I have the memories. We did it anyway. We did it analogue. 

 We collaged and photocopied flyers at the copy store. Home three-in-one printer copiers 

didn’t exist either so you had to go somewhere to get your copies made. Pay five cents a copy 

and sit around like the copy shop like a Laundromat. We ran around town staple-gunning our fly-

ers to telephone poles. We handed out little flyers at gigs. We made stickers. But that was as far 

as it got. So much is lost with the decaying of old technologies. So much goes away. I have the 

stickers and flyers in a file somewhere but I don’t know where anymore. 

 We had word of mouth and community. We all hung out all the time anyway, as most of 

us were students or unemployed. So we were hanging out drinking until four am every night . 

That’s one way to get people to notice you, I suppose. Just talk long enough. Drunk. In a room 

for eight hours a day with a crowd of likeminded people. Then they will come to your shows. I 

suppose. 

 All this talking: A hubbub, a dull roar. We were always talking, back then. We didn’t have 

the Internet to talk for us. 

 Recording was a lot harder in the nineties. You couldn’t just do it. We would have had to 

record on a four or eight track, which we simply did not possess. Only a few people had record-

ing equipment. It was expensive. You had to be really serious. Bisy Backson recorded on “some 

rich kid’s eight-track” to quote Don, who felt it was political to point out class privilege. 
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But we had songs. We had songs that I wrote the lyrics to. I would shout sing scream them. We 

played about five shows I think. Enough. We had stickers with delicate red tracing “Rodeo 

Rodeo Rodeo” and a picture of a red pony with a saddle. I think it drifted on for about a year un-

til everyone got too busy or distracted. 

 Avalon sometimes jammed with us. He was in a different band. Was gone for part of the 

year canning fish in Alaska. When he came back he would have made enough money to not 

work. Just make music in Portland in the summer. He was often around. We would all stay up 

very late drinking red wine and making simple music. 

 I had an enormous crush on him as you only can have a man named Avalon. Nothing ever 

happened. I think he had a girlfriend the whole time. He was tall. Handsome. Mysterious. I as-

sociate him with the wistful neon of Portland movie marquees.  

 Once Avalon, Jason, Josh and I all drove down Sandy Blvd photographing the nighttime 

neon, shattered glass and alleys with slide film. I got a bunch of slides made from the shoot. 

Used them as projections for my own spoken word called Cathode Ray Project. 

 I would layer two slide projectors from different angles. Recruit two of my friends to 

change the slides at given intervals in the spoken text. The images and the image behind merging 

cut out from my silhouette would be constantly changing as I told a story. Broken glass melting 

into leopard print. Toy guns against red velvet. Belmont movie marquees. Bar and liquor signs. 

The long haze of light reflecting off water in an alley.  

 I had a performance piece called “The Fabulous Dolores Meets her Last Trapeze” that I  

memorized and acted out with the projections. Miranda July was doing a lot of performance art 
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around this time also. I opened for her at the O-Hell once around 1996. In 1995 I performed the 

Dolores piece at the Ocho Y Media Open house. Later at the Reed Student Union and at the Port-

land Girl Convention.  

 Punk’s DIY ethos had convinced me that if I wanted to do something I could just do it. 

Lack of skill, knowledge, talent or money didn’t matter. What mattered was your drive and inspi-

ration. Punk rock gave me confidence. That’s what I saw in it. Despite the filth, the rats, the de-

plorable living conditions, all of the genital warts I had to have painfully liquid nitrogen frozen 

off my most tender bits. I loved punk rock because it told me I could. 

 I never had any aspirations to become a rock star. Of course I never did. I liked playing in 

little punk bands. It was just a fun thing to do. I wasn’t shy. I was brash and brazen, especially 

when manic. I enjoyed being a spectacle. 

 I guess the part of me that never got enough love as a child grew up to want mass love. 

Like Neely O’Hara talks about in Valley of the Dolls. To want attention. To finally get enough. 

When and what is that? What does that feel like? When has the ego had enough?   
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Chapter 7 — MELTS LIKE BUTTER 

  In Rodeo Rodeo Rodeo it was my job to write the lyrics. What the shit was I going to pull 

out today?  Writing songs was a challenge. 

 I was supposed to be a writer, sort of, if you can be one at twenty. I was very young and 

had experienced almost nothing of life. I was a virgin until I was eighteen. I didn’t drink or 

smoke pot or do any of the fun drugs I was to do later until I was at least eighteen.  

 Maybe I smoked the occasional puff off a joint. Had a beer or two at a party. Dropped 

acid or mushrooms once or twice but never saw Gods or anything just beautiful nature patterns. I 

would think my friends were special magic superheroes in cool outfits. My early college experi-

ments in psychedelics produced endless scribbling in notebooks and drawings if I was left to my 

own devices.  

 Marijuana pretty much made me really excited to draw. Write. Talk. Fuck. Just flit around 

having fun. It was happy good times. Soft college drug use then, kiddies. Like pretty much 

everyone does, right? Light. Moderate. Harmless. 

  Perhaps I was a writer back in the nineties. I was trying to be. I was in creative writing 

classes my freshman, sophomore and junior years at Reed. I wrote a creative thesis which was 

the germ of this book. Every Reed student had to write a thesis. I had to apply to do so. I sent in 

my favorite short stories from Rick Hillis’ writing workshops. 

 I was trying to be a writer, as completely un-lucrative and useless that was. I had no idea 

how a writer would make money writing. I had no idea how to do much of anything yet but oil 
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paint and write essays and wear the most whorish clothes imaginable. Most of that was non-re-

munerative. 

 I could have been a stripper. Most of my friends were: Mel, Bridget, Dolly. In retrospect, 

perhaps I could have made some serious cash that way. I needed it badly, especially for the stu-

dent loans. Something kept me from becoming a stripper. I probably would have just spent all 

that money on clothes and make-up and partying anyway like my stripper friends did. I felt like I 

had enough problems, already, especially from my sexual compulsivity. 

 Later on, therapists helped me to realize that the sexual compulsiveness, in a sense the 

sex addiction, was a result of Bipolar mania. I couldn’t control myself. I didn’t need to be doing 

that in a strip club. Better to give it away for free according to my choices and desires.  

 I felt empowered as a young woman by being a total sex bomb. It all had it be my deci-

sion. I wanted female agency. I was in charge of my sexuality. Most of my standard black tights 

had holes in the crotch. I would just not wear any underwear. Wear a short skirt. Just dare anyone 

to say shit to me about it. I walked around campus with a scowl on my face. Said hi to no one. 

Looked trashy as fuck.  

 But I didn’t really want to be a stripper at all. I wanted to have control over my own sex-

uality. Not be pimped out by someone else. 

 Rick Hillis was one of the Writers-In-Residence at Reed. He taught all the writing work-

shops I took the first few years. He wrote a book of short stories that I still have called Limbo 

River. His work was heavily Raymond Carver influenced. We read a lot of Carver. There was a 

lot of crafting the perfect short story.  
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 Hillis taught me how to use metaphoric detail. He tried to evoke a class and race con-

sciousness in me like a good academic. I was still too young and oblivious to get all his lessons, 

although he was wise and helpful. I didn’t understand some of the things he was trying to teach 

me until many years later. He encouraged me to apply for the Kasper Locher scholarship, and 

advocated for me to win.  

 I looked Rick Hillis up years later in 2016 when I was doing an edit of this manuscript 

and discovered from Wikipedia that he died suddenly in 2014 at the age of 58. I was struck with 

the dawn coffee by the freshness of my grief. I couldn’t send him a copy of Scaffolding when it 

hopefully one day came out. He was gone. 

 Maxine Skates was the next Writer-in-Residence at Reed. She was my thesis adviser for 

my creative thesis. The thesis I ended up writing: “Cigarette Butts in a Chipped Teacup: Tales 

from the Rockethaüs.” The novella that is the germ of this book.  

 I remembered Maxine Scates and added her on Facebook in 2016. I was so happy to see 

her kind grey-haired face again in her profile picture. I don’t know why it never occurred to me 

before to look her up on Facebook. 

 I finished writing my thesis in 1998. I graduated like a champ. I had spent so much time 

focused on non-Reed students, people not in my year and people who would take time off and 

finish later that I only knew two people in my graduating class. My graduating class was only 

three hundred people or so. 

 Reed is one of those tiny liberal arts schools that no one’s ever heard of. It attracts inter-

esting creative people. Steve Jobs dropped out of Reed to start Apple. 
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 Some of my more interesting friends dropped out too, like my friend the Ambulance Fac-

tory poet. She would fill notebooks with long scribbled beat poems. She was from Chicago. 

Went to Burning Man. She gave herself brands with sheet metal. Her pussy was pierced in sever-

al places. She showed me. She went off her meds and dropped out of Reed in the nineties. We 

finally reconnected on Facebook years later. She told me she’d been a stripper for most of her 

life. Was relying on odd jobs to survive. 

 I had a lot of homework, clearly. I was in class a lot. I tended to do most of my reading 

and essay writing as assigned. I was interested. I liked school. I got A’s and B’s and the occasion-

al C. Anthropology. I just missed too many classes, because it was in the morning. I was on real-

ly strong medication that made me sleep a lot. It was very difficult material. 

 I liked being able to choose what I wanted to study. I liked being pointed in the direction 

of the most interesting books on the subject. The conference sections and lectures were good and 

interesting I remember. I liked college. I was a good student. I reserved that party stuff for week-

ends. Studied and wrote papers and stayed up all night reading fascinating books, as college stu-

dents tend to do. Nothing too dark had happened with any of that. No meth or cocaine or any of 

that yet. 

 Dealing with my mental illness and the social fallout of my seemingly compulsive, un-

controllable, wild promiscuity was the majority of my problems. My problems: getting a C in 

Anthropology because my medication and partying habits kept making me sleep through it. The 

difficult time management of being in the punk scene, in a band, a college student, working for 

both KRRC (the college radio station) and the Paradox coffee shop. My problems. How much 

could I hypothetically socialize and drink but still keep it together and get the art done.  
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 I had a car, so for a lot of parties I would be the designated driver. Not drink. I learned to 

party sober early and often.  

 I would party with pretty activist anarchists who love to drink. Were young and fun. 

Sometimes I would find someone to sleep with. Mostly I slept with traveling musician guys or 

my housemates and rotating fuck-buddies at home in my own bed. I liked my own street found 

floor bound mattress with the dirty wine stained sheets.  

 We had huge parties at the Dustbin all the time with kegs of beer and occasionally hard 

alcohol. There was the Zima party. Bobby was at that. There was the Panty Dropper party. A 

Panty Dropper is a drink made out of sloe gin, vodka and cream. They are delicious until you 

have about six of them at which point panties drop and barfing happens. We are not meant to 

consume more than two cream-based alcoholic drinks. It’s just not humane.  

 Pastel drawings in chalk on a side walk. Renn Fayre. Drug use was occasional and light. I 

occasionally did speed or coke with Maren and her boyfriend. Just a little line here or there when 

we were hanging out, mostly motivated by her boyfriend who was just such a druggie. 

 I know Maren still. We were close in LA. Ex-model. In a band with her husband River. 

 Back in 1997 we were two pretty clean fresh little things getting weathered fast. Live fast 

die pretty. We ended up living. 

 In May 2016 I sat with Maren in my Hollywood apartment. We talked about the old days. 

She sat on my orange flowered couch. I sipped a mug of coffee although it was night time. 

 “Portland was the The Lord of the Flies for me,” said Maren. “Ruled by these feral kids.” 

 “And there were a lot of flies,” I said. 
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 “And nothing would save you,” she said. She was right. 



Lambert / SCAFFOLDING         70

Chapter 8 — PSYCHIATRIC CRISIS 

 Surrealism class. The glossy wood paneling gave way to stark white walls. I scribbled 

maniacally into a notebook. Fifteen of us were arranged around a large table. The professor 

spoke rapidly. A red halo bobbed around his head. My notes: 

 Silence & indifference – absence de language & emotion/désir 

 cri interposed w/morsure – language oral, grandmère se jette 

 Sur prêtre – état d'oralité (freud) desire to put everything in mouth.... 

 I scribbled faster as the Frenchman talked. Faster and faster. 

 Ch. 6. Marseilles – ville des puttes – city of flesh, bordellos, sailors 

 Baptism by fire – method of transmmmutation of metals, becoming 

 Metttttaphor of alchemmmmist, phoshorrrreeee 

 My handwriting wrenched into tiny blots. Spiraled. 

 Lucie (lumière) fire from fire, family that meltsss like butteeeerrrr 

 I couldn't understand my notes. Couldn't read them anymore. My hand was stuck spastic 

at the edge of the page. Scratching blank lines as the professor ranting about unholy baptisms. I 

slid out of my chair. Hallucinated halos blotting the walls. I crept out the door. Ran across the 

empty classroom next door. Up the stairs. Dived into the marble-walled restroom. 

 My face to the corner of the stall, I breathed deeply, over and over. Clenched my eyes 

shut. I didn't want to see myself. I just wanted to blot out and stop being anywhere at all. The 

faucet plinked and dripped. I pressed my fingers to my eyes. The Bipolar. My psychosis. The 

medication. I had been without my medication for a week. My illness was worsening. 
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 I blinked. Coughed against my sore throat. stared at the silver smears on my bedroom 

ceiling. I rolled over. Looked at the alarm clock. It read 2:39 pm. Hours until my five o'clock 

class. I tugged at the black cord of the clock. Rolled over. Stared at the piles of books on the 

floor. Dust everywhere. I couldn't even think of picking the books up and organizing them on the 

shelves. 

 I couldn't even deal with getting up. There was no reason to. I pressed my eyes closed. 

Tried to go back to sleep. To sleep forever. Just warm drifting blank space. Darkness. I wasn't 

tired anymore. My limbs weighed down against the sheets, heavy. I opened my eyes again. 

Stared blankly at the windows. Breathed in the stuffy air. 

 The dark space loomed behind my windows. Bushes melding into shapes that hovered 

and blurred. I rolled up on one elbow. 3:58 am shone from my clock. I laid back. Tried to press 

my eyes closed. They stuck open. Staring at the windows and the dark walls. 

The closet door seemed to pulse. Bloody black-red with flyers and Polaroid pictures. My space 

heater hummed, sending out sulfur air. I could never see this before because I wasn't attuned to 

it. I was medicated, but now I can see what's really there. I clenched a fist around the sheets. 

Twisted. Looked again at the closet door. I could imagine my hallucination so vividly that it was 

agonizing.  

 I could imagine the double doors slowly swinging open to reveal flames and brimstone. A 

scarlet-spiked devil out of the Loteria cards. El Diablito coming for me. Mephistopheles always 

knew I was his bitch.  

 I could see in my mind what was behind that closet door. Day of the dead. Rows of 

marzipan skulls with fruit for eyes, but glaring real. Glaring into bone. Mouths moving in a cho-
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rus around the door. The glass-faceted door handle shone. I could picture it swinging outward. It 

was almost moving, almost. A hooked nose. A gaping insect mouth with spider pinchers on either 

side. Twin horns. A pitted and lacerated body stretching downwards to clawed feet like a hawk – 

it was behind that door. I was convinced. Lucifer was here. I could not ignore him. I could not 

deny him. 

 I could head Karla's voice behind the door of my room. Mel responding. Something 

about the late electric bill. Their voices fluttered from behind a filter. Up until then I had felt as if 

my room was hurtling through some dense dark space. Mel and Karla's tired voices struck 

through that. I clawed at my blankets. Black smoke seemed to pour in the windows.  

 I couldn't take it. I lunged upwards. Ran, gasping, into the brightness of the living room. 

Karla and Mel stared at me, reclining around the coffee table in old chairs. 

 "Um... Hey." I muttered. 

"Are you doing alright?" Karla took a swig off her Special Brew. Her green-black hair was in 

pigtails. She was such a comforting presence, sometimes. 

I shuffled towards them. Blinked my mole-eyes. Confused by the light flooding the room. "I'm 

just, I'm just… Things are getting really messy right now." I sat down. Curled my legs under-

neath me. Empty 32-oz of Pabst Blue Ribbon and Old Milwaukee were strewn across the floor 

with folded newspapers and half-done crossword puzzles. Home. 

 "Well, guess what, we have five days until blackout time." Mel scowled. She cracked her 

knuckles. 
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 "Fuck." Bike, the Siamese, went weaving between the legs of my chair. Nuzzled her chin 

onto my bare ankle. I leaned down. Picked her up. Settled her gently into my lap. She circled 

around a couple times before curling up on my nightgown. 

 "Yeah, it's a past due notice since we haven't paid it in months," Mel said, "So I need 

about  $44.50 from everybody. All twelve of us."  

 "Good luck," Karla snorted. She took another drink. Red lipstick cracking against the 

pressure of the can. Bike' kneading paws stuck sharp claws into my leg. Advancing and receding. 

Pushing in and out.  

 I glared at a bright blue Milwaukee's Best can lying on the coffee table. Glared because I 

was sure there was a little demon behind it. Green leaf face. Sharp claws. Tentacles like praying 

mantis legs. There were little imps behind each can. Behind the yellow sill of the front window. 

Swirling in the dark bushes. I reached out for them. My hands grasped empty air. I stared harder. 

The malice flying out from the can got more intense.  

 Karla and Mel were arguing rapid-fire about the bill. How had it been left unpaid for so 

long? I could barely hear them. I saw only the beer can. My whole body tensed. Muscles ready to 

run. My eyes went double. 

 The cat yowled. Screeched. Dashed off my lap towards the fireplace. Left the marks of 

her talons on my knee. 

 They were staring at me. They were staring at me. 

 "Okay, Lena, what is going on? Come on," said Mel. 

 I didn't want to say, but I had to. These were my peers, my friends. I so hoped that they 

would understand what I was about to try and say. 
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 "Okay, okay,” I began. “This is how I think of it. When I'm like this, it's like, I’m a little 

altered. Usually I take a lot of psych meds that regulate my Bipolar symptoms and psychosis and 

keep me acting like a normal person. That is how I’ve been since I moved into this house. But I  

recently had to go off all three of them because my insurance is fucked. 

 Now in the normal everyday world we aren't aware of supernatural phenomena. But there 

are forces out there. Little creatures, spirits, imps and faeries. When I'm off my meds, I can see 

them. My eyes have been opened. So I'm aware of all the things that are creeping around. I’m 

sort of psychic. I can feel spirits and talk to faeries, demons, ghosts and stuff. I'm not quite to the 

point where I can see them. It's always that I know they are behind something and are about to 

jump out. Frozen in the moment of jumping, of almost there.” 

 Karla passed me her bottle. I took a drink of the spiked punch. Passed in to Mel. "So, 

yeah, but even so, what I think these things are is not really what they are. These creatures have 

been around for a long time. What we perceive them as depends on what we expect out of the 

supernatural. The archetypes our subconscious has been fed. So, like, in medieval times what 

might have been elves, or in the 1800s would be perceived as ghosts, people now would see 

these beings as aliens or the spirit world. There is another world.” 

 "Okay," Mel asked, "So what do you see? Or, I mean, not see but anticipate? Expect?" 

 "These insect-like demons, imps, sometimes devils. Too much Catholic imagery at a 

young age, I think. I was raised an atheist but I’m genetically Mexican Catholic on my mom’s 

side. I think it’s just in my blood. It's a lot about my emotions at the time, too. Tonight the mani-

festation was all about total terror. Sometimes I'll be walking down the street and think there's 

pink sparkly faeries in the trees who like me and want to send me good vibes.”  
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 "Damn." Mel said. “That’s… That’s… I don't even know what to say about that." 

 "I saw something about psychics on the sci-fi channel. Maybe she's got a point," Karla 

said. "But either way, it sounds like you need this way more than me." She passed me the bottle 

again. Red. Fruity. Going down cold. I set the booze down dizzily on the coffee table. 

 Alcohol would be my solution for a long time until I was able to embrace my psychic 

powers. Alcohol blunted the intuition into a translatable emotion: “drunk talk.” Liquid spirits. It 

opened me to possession. Many times I was possessed while drunk. My pretty young body taken 

for a ride into another bed and another bed. The spirit world had it’s fun with me. I was a little 

toy to inhabit and party in. 

 On the low stage at the O-Hell, Jason Salamander bent carefully over his guitar, tuning, 

plucking strings. Josh twiddled knobs on his bass. I crawled around the dusty slats fitting cords 

into amp sockets and power-strips. Stood up. Tugged on the microphone cord. It held. I paced 

back and forth with nervous manic energy. Whispered the words tensely under my breath while 

people I half knew milled around and chatted on the floor. 

 "You ready?" Flo yelled from backstage, where she was crouched over the P.A. Yellow 

blankets marked off the backstage. A rough brick back wall covered with paintings of disembod-

ied limbs and lips. 

 "Yeah, I think. Yeah, we’re set," I said. My hands shook. I paced the length again, from 

one amp to another. A little girl mannequin was swinging. Hanging on the other end of the club 

covered in purple Easter grass. Someone dimmed the lights. A red light bulb came on, dangling 

over the stage. 
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 “Hi! We're Rodeo Rodeo Rodeo. This is our first song." The bass swung upwards. Notes 

picking apart. Picking me apart. Then the guitar came in, faster. I was moving with it with my 

heels. Rocking back and forth on my heels. I waited for four repetitions of the pattern and started 

in. Tried to forget there were people out there. Tried to lose track. Just fall into the drums and 

sing. 

 "Rapid blood pulse quick. I told you, I told you. There are no lines. There are no ties. 

There is no twine..." 

 I got louder with the last lines. Tried desperately to be heard over the pounding guitar. 

The red light bulb glared like the headlights of a train. I knew that people were hiding out there 

in the shadows, the dark, out there. I jumped. Jerked. Dared them to come closer. 

 "All that's sure is thrills. Quick blood. Breaking bottles. Glass shimmer in the street. 

Blood in my fingertips. Climbing the fence. Scratching your spine. There are no lines. There are 

no ties. There is no twine..." 

 I was sweating. Drunk from the slamming of the drums. From yelling. Hands raised to 

strange eyes. 

 "Negotiating territory. Our ribs are lines, are boundaries. Barriers. Trading fingers like 

keys like dollars..." 

 My voice was cracking. My voice: broken glass. My voice: asphalt scraping their faces. 

 "Not to care too much. Not to give or lose or not to drop too much. Not to drop too many 

words that could shut all this shine down..." 
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 My throat rasped. The tone welled up into a high screech.  I was thinking nothing but the 

words I wrote weeks ago on the roof with my hand twitching fast. Now it was sweat drooling. 

Drawling. Drenching me as I jerked. Yelling to the bass droning down. The drums slamming up. 

"Some one uppance. Comeuppance. Some counterplan. Partners in crime. There are no lines. 

There are no ties. There is no twine..." 

 I gave up. Fell raw and screaming with everything I had for the girl I made up. The story 

I made up that was really about me. How I felt about all my frenzied sexual explorations. I was 

filled with this mad welling thrill that I could do anything and crush through anything with this 

excitement. The red light switched off. I heard clapping from the crowd. 

 The next morning, I staggered out of class. I clutched my notebook. Shook. Still half-

drunk from the night before.  

 That day in class, everything the professor said seemed to send me off in tangents. 

Scrawling in my notebook. Raising my hand and rattling off what new connection I'd made. It 

felt good. School was finally starting to make sense. To come together. 

 I was manic as all hell. Hells to the yes. That show had triggered my mania. I was on fire.  

 I walked out under the oak trees. They seemed to shimmer as the leaves jittered around. I 

smiled. Wanted to go somewhere and write it all down. To record everything that was starting to 

make sense. Starting to come together. But I couldn't find anywhere to sit down. All the trees 

were too beautiful. I didn't want to disturb them. 

 Mel ran up, "Hey you. I've been looking for you. Are you alright?" 
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 "Um, yeah. I'm doing great, actually. Everything is just fabulous. Look at those trees! 

And the show: it went really well. We fucking rocked." 

 "Yeah, you guys were good. But, listen, you seemed kind of out of control yesterday. 

Like things were going too fast." 

 "But that's rock n roll, you know? It's got to be out of control. Sex and danger. Isn’t that's 

what good punk rock is about?” 

 Mel looked at me. "But seriously, Lena. I want you to come with me. I think you need to 

go to the health center and talk to them. Work it out so that you can get your pills again." 

 "But I feel so good! I mean, yeah, there were some rough spots as I was getting used to 

things. Now things are great. They're just great, really! Come on." 

 "No, Lena. I was there a few days ago when you were hallucinating devils. Faeries. 

Telling us you’re psychic. Things are not just great. I can see that. Just come with me." Mel 

grabbed my arm. Marched me resolutely across the perfect lawn up to a gray cottage with a yel-

low-lettered sign reading "Campus Health Services." We stood outside it for a moment. 

 "Well what do you want me to do?" I looked at her. 

 "Okay, fine, I'll do this." Mel dragged me inside. Left me in the waiting room while she 

went into the scheduling nook. The room was empty. Lined with fake Navajo prints and ferns. I 

could hear her talking inside. I clenched my hands in my lap. Fidgeting. Picking at little scratch-

es on them until they bled. Mel came out.  

 “Okay,” she said. “Stay here. They'll be able to deal with you in a little bit.”  

 Hours passed. I picked at my scabs some more. Gathered some new ones. Wondered if I 

had caught scabies again. That would be a pain in my ass.  
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 I picked up a People magazine with an airbrushed picture of Princess Diana on the cover. 

I flipped listlessly through it. Nervous. Hardly interested in the exposés of the of the driver's 

drunkenness. In the possibility that it might have been a plot staged by the royal family. Who 

fucking cared. Princess Diana was dead. A lot of people were dead, or would die.  

 Every once in a while someone would come in and sit down without looking at me. We 

would make a concerted effort to avoid eye contact until they were led back into the depths of 

the building. 

 Finally, my nurse practitioner came down the windowless hallway carrying a file with my 

name on it. I was so glad to see her. 

 "Come with me," she said. I followed her into a small room lined with charts about 

STDs. "Now, when you stopped taking your medications, what amounts were you taking?" I told 

her. She pulled out a ring of keys from a long cord around her neck. Twisted them in a padlock 

on a large white metal cabinet. Inside were rows and rows and rows of colored boxes with bottles 

inside. Pharmacopoeia paradise. 

 I reached out. The nurse piled my hands with little boxes enough for a week. They felt 

like rubies. I stuffed the pill samples in my backpack. The zipper split and ripped. 

 "Now, we'll be negotiating with your insurance company to see if another plan can be 

worked out, considering your situation. So please come back in a week or so. We can give you 

more samples and assess your progress. Hopefully by then we'll have figured out an arrangement 

with your insurance." Nurse Gage smiled at me. 

 I turned back. Walked the long hallway. Let the door flap onto the dense green grass that 

still seemed to tinkle and sparkle, fluttering. 
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 The October chill bit through the dark house. I pressed my hand to the space heater. It 

was cold and dead. I looked across the floor of my room. An assortment of red and yellow Jesus 

candles flickered. The electricity went off at 4:30 pm as scheduled. As expected. Certain people 

were still waiting for their checks in the mail. Waiting for their paycheck to clear or their unem-

ployment to come. We'd pay it soon.  

 I pulled the blanket closer. Threw it off. Got up. Picked up my now bulging blue purse. I 

wrapped myself in the ridiculous paisley bathrobe. Picked up a John the Baptist candle. Opened 

the door to my room. Don, Dylan, Tonya and Amanda played Scrabble on the floor with a copper 

candelabra lifting dripping pink candles to light a circle around them.  

 Real World Portland, this was not. The show was on its first season. We at the Dustbin 

were amazed by the concept of real people on TV. We didn't have cable, of course. We couldn’t 

afford it. We heard about the Real World like a legend of what was to come.  

 We lived in legends and mysteries then. Hearsay and gossip. The gospel truth. The Make-

Up’s Gospel Ya-Ya Sound. 

 I nodded at my housemates. Carefully winded my way between a pile of scrap Styrofoam 

and trash bags until I got to the bathroom. Creaked the door open. Set my candle on the counter-

top. Dollops of shaving cream were smeared around the edges of the sink. The sandalwood soap 

I'd put out the day before has disappeared.  

 I sighed. Cracked the zipper on the purse. Lined up three small bottles. The Virgin Mary 

nightlight was a dull gray, stuck uselessly into the wall. Burned out. 
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 I opened the first bottle. Poured four pink pills into my hand. Next two yellow and one 

purple. This was my dose for the night.  

 I clenched them in my fist. Looked in the mirror. The candlelight lit my face ghoulishly 

from the bottom. Cast shadows upwards. There were dark smudges under my eyes. My purple 

lipstick was unevenly wiped off my mouth. My short hair stuck out patchily. Bleached until it 

was rough and crackling. White-blond but grayed in this light. 

 I leaned over. Cupped my hand. Turned the faucet. Took my pills as I must. 
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Chapter 9 — WILL FUCK FOR MOUSSAKA 

 The lamp hung from the rafter of Tonya's basement in the FBI House. It’s chain link cord 

looped across water pipes and rafters. The lamp was capped with brass swirls at both ends. It 

framed a cylindrical whorl of blue glass with a sparkle-covered tube on the inside sending a 

warm circle of light around us. eath it, Tonya, Don and I were huddled on the couch passing 

around a couple of guitars. 

 "Okay, so do you want to try this one again? I think I've almost got the chords right." 

Tonya waved a penciled sheet with the lyrics to Leonard Cohen's "Famous Blue Raincoat." Don 

took a drink from his 32-oz of PBR. Picked up the guitar from where it lay on the couch. Settled 

in across his knee in patched blue cords. 

 I rustled around with the papers lying on the trunk in front of us, labeled with the fresh-

man address of a girl who'd lived in Tonya's house years ago. eath my bottle I found the next 

page, smeared with a ring of coffee. I set it up on the easel that was working as a music stand.  

Tonya strummed the first notes. We began to sing Leonard Cohen together. The phrases began to 

climb. 

 I looked up. Tonya and Don stared at each other as she fingerpicked and he strummed the 

chords. I looked away. Watched the reflections of the light off the lamp. The light spun over the 

cluttered trunk and the wood columns underpinning the house. 

 I clenched my hands. The chill from outside crept in through the concrete walls. Three 

velvet paintings hung around us: a Bill Keane-style saucer-eyed kitten, a terrifyingly cheerful 

clown, and a pirate ship on a raging storm. 
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 The chorus rang out again. Don let the last chord hang for a second. Added a fast strum. 

Blended it into what I knew was a Bisy Backson song. 

 "Oh, you just want to play the fast shit. I see." I laughed. 

 "No, no, I like Leonard Cohen, really." Don said. "Not as much as Dylan does, sure. I 

don't think anyone likes Leonard Cohen as much as Dylan does." He leaned the guitar against the 

couch. Took another drink of his beer. 

 Tonya lay back on the couch. Smiled. "Hey Don, do you have my red shirt? You know, 

the one with the little bats on it?" 

 "I think so. But do you have my black socks? I think I left them somewhere over here." 

 "Yeah, yeah. I'm wearing them." 

 "Oh really? Well have you noticed I'm wearing that shirt you left yesterday?" He scrab-

bled with his sweater. Pulled it up to show thin white cotton. 

 "Oh good god," I said. "This is disgusting. You're becoming one of those couples who 

trade clothes. Jesus!" 

 "Oh shush." Tonya waved both hands. "We're not a couple, shut up." 

 Many of my friends, myself included, took the anarchist ideas we were experimenting 

with politically into our romantic relationships. These anarchist ideals of, “No property. No own-

ership,” were translated by couples into to denying that their relationships were bound by tradi-

tional rules. Polyamory. Don and Tonya tried to do this. I did too, in my two years with anarchist 

intellectual Peter Thompson. We tried to deny the closeness of our romantic bonds,. Denying that 

bonds held true, solid, exclusive.  
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 Can you own a person, somewhat, in the act of loving them?  How much of that are we 

going to put up with, Rebel Girl? Cue experimentation with polyandry. Cue threesomes. Cue 

everything all falling to shit. See how long all that messiness lasted?  Who’s an anarchist now? 

Well, the thing is, at this age we liked to experiment with ideas and relationships. Experiment 

with what it was possible for people to do. Left to our own devices, what else would we do? We 

were young and free. 

 Tonya fell back against the cushion, her bright red hair sticking out in all directions like 

birds claws.  

 Clattering out of the door, we splashed through the yard. Crushed rotten apples in the 

mud. The stars vibrated with the cold. I looked up. Stars fizzed like Alka-Seltzer. I stumbled on a 

croquet wicket left over from last summer. Sped across the jagged pavement of the driveway, 

following Don and Tonya. 

 I was third wheeling it tonight, but content to do so. I liked both of them so much, al-

though my emotions were complicated. The pavement fragments were set at odd angles, pushed 

up like mountain ranges from tree roots. I jumped over a puddle. Shoved both hands into my 

pockets. Took a step up into the Dustbin yard. 

 Sodden remains of long grass stuck up between bottle caps and broken brown glass. I 

stepped gingerly around the spots that glinted. Noticed that the plastic flowers we had stuck into 

the ground last summer still stabbed up bravely. Chode, the big orange demon of a cat, was lurk-

ing nervously by the steps up to the side door. As I climbed the steps, he zigzagged around my 

feet. Chode dashed in when I cracked open the door. 
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 As I walked around the cavernous living room, sprinkled with ripped armchairs and bot-

tles, I caught a parting glimpse of Don and Tonya disappearing down the basement stairs to his 

room. I sat down on a recliner and cranked the handle, sticking the footrest out. I leaned back 

heavily. Waiting for something. The Christmas lights around the window frame twinkling in 

some glitter I couldn't share.  

 Where was my boyfriend? Was I ever going to get one?  This recent bought with genital 

warts had been especially nasty. I was on sex probation for a while. I wasn’t sure how much 

longer. I was lonely. Sad. Isolated. When I was so used to my sexuality being what I led with, not 

being able to sleep with anyone just made me more horny, angry and sad. 

 The walls of the upstairs hallway were battered with punched-in holes. The glossy green 

paint crusted into flakes around them. Bare wood and plaster showed through. Don leaned his 

narrow bones against the wall. Traced one hand along the silver line painted there. 

 "So, do you think that song's alright?" he said to me. "I mean, we wrote it with the earlier 

Bisy Backson lineup. I'm not sure if it works now with Kelvin drumming instead of Todd."  

 Kelvin was this pretty boy that had been hanging around the house lately. I had been 

noticing him. I wasn’t sure if he noticed me. 

 "No, I think it sounds good. It's different, but that's to be expected. His style is a little less 

all over the place. Less fancy tricks but it's tighter." 

 “Okay. I feel pretty good about the other songs. We've had those down for a while. It's 

just the little adjustments that we've had to make." 
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 "Yeah." I leaned against the wall. Slid down until I was sitting on the dusty floor. "So 

how are we going to pay for the keg for the party, anyway?" 

 He shrugged. "I'm not completely sure. I think there's some house money left." 

 We talked about such mundane things, but I couldn't help thinking about our prior rela-

tionship. It was a long time ago. There was still bitterness for me. There was a little bit of rage 

and pain from being abandoned. 

 "Sponges and toilet paper don't take up too much," he said. I peered up at him through 

my bangs. Tried a neutral comment. 

 "Yeah. We'll take donations too. We can each put in five bucks then get it back once 

everyone else coughs up." 

 "Send Karla around. She's motivating,” I said. 

 "She does a good job of that. I'm just worried it'll be like last time, when the cops came 

because those neighbors on the North side called. It was only five minutes after ten, for God's 

sake." 

 "Noise ordinances, I guess. It's the law." 

 "I hate it, though, because it sucks to play early. People don't really show up in huge 

masses until after ten or eleven." 

 "I know, I know." I wondered why I was playing along with the sympathy, when I still 

felt angry. I tried so hard to get along with Don, though, to forget about it. I wanted us to get 

along as housemates, friends. We lived in the Dustbin together for several years. I wanted to 

make it work. But we were haunted by our past. 
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 Don showed up at my house to see me before he lived there in 1996, his bike loaded with 

Greek take-out from his work. There should be a sign above my door "Will fuck for Moussaka." 

The rest of the men who pursued me, what would they do, would it provide the motivation?  Or 

did anyone ever need motivation for anything? You do what you do. The amount of information 

you have influences your choices.  

 Who needed more motivation, though, no one had ever brought me good take-out on a 

bike before. It was hot as shit! And Don brought a bottle of wine too! How adorable and lovely! I 

was wined and dined, thoroughly, at a level to which I was not usually accustomed.  

 No one ever took me out to dinner at that point. No one really could. We were all broke. 

 Friends occasionally went out to eat together for a special occasion, like if someone was 

visiting or something. Special fun Thai food with Josh and the Jasons would happen. We were in 

a band so any hanging out was guaranteed fun. 

 We wouldn’t waste something as special as a dinner out as a first date, which could either 

go North or South. Dates sometime did go rapidly downhill. So Don bringing me take-out was 

noted and appreciated. 

 Occasionally in my life a man has taken me out to dinner. Okay, it’s happened. From 

2013-2016 I dated Bobby Mendez. One of my other books, Diary of a Hollywood Hedgewitch is 

about him. Bobby is the same guy who I met on when he was on tour in the nineties. Now he’s a 

fifty-one-year-old man with a freelance motion graphics design career. No wife or kids. He had a 

divorce six years behind him of a six year-long-marriage. He knew how to stay in a relationship. 

She filed to leave him. He wanted to try again. In the end, I didn’t. 
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 Bobby bought a small two-bedroom house in Mount Washington in 2014. Leased a sec-

ond car. It’s a little bright yellow Smart car that runs on electricity. It plugged in the garage like a 

toy or into charging stations around Los Angeles. Riding on it is a little was a like being on a 

Disneyland ride. A good one that I liked. Especially going up the driveway. Like the Winnie the 

Pooh ride. I was just in a big pot of honey.  

 I wore yellow heart shaped sunglasses. I got then on a 2014 trip to San Francisco in the 

Castro with my sister and her domestic partner. I wore the sunglasses when I road in Bobby’s 

yellow car much of the time, as they matched. I liked it. Bobby liked it.  

 We were happy together. He called and texted enough that I felt loved. I spent a lot of 

time writing, so sometime so I wouldn’t text him for a long time. But when he wanted to see me, 

I made time for him. I was there. I was doing whatever he wanted me to do. 

 Bobby had great sex pretty regularly. We could even have more. I would be quite delight-

ed with more. It was pretty perfect, for a while. I really didn’t want it to end until right when it 

had to. I got out quickly. He loved me and may love me still. I loved him, for a time. We loved 

the same food, books movies, art and people. I could talk to him about Andy Warhol and punk 

rock. He read Noam Chomsky and Jim Carroll. 

 It was hard for Bobby to give up having children in order to be with me. He had trouble 

with and mourned that choice. It made him sad. He took his dissatisfaction out on me by trying 

to make me feel bad about it. 

 But I couldn’t be a mother. I couldn’t even support myself much less a child. I would just 

be unfit. I didn’t really feel like diverting attention away from my writing, art, fitness and per-
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sonal care. Putting it towards a child who would ruin my body and suck all the money out of my 

wallet. No more hair extensions, acrylic nails and cleaning lady for you, missy.  

 The whole kid thing started when Bobby and I passionately got back together in spring 

2014 after being broken up for six weeks over a stupid misunderstanding. The life cycle of our 

relationship was we broke up and got together endlessly. Finally it had to stop.  

 That particular breakup I just got really scared of how good it could be with Bobby. Of 

course, I tried to get over him. Ended up under a guy I met in the psych ward. That didn’t work 

out.  

 Sleek, black haired drummer José was in the facility  for alcohol detox when I was there 

for psych issues. We had a fling. I very briefly let him move in with me. What the shit, right? I 

had a big one bedroom and a hole in my heart. He was a gangster with a whole bunch of tattoos. 

Sexy. Nice to look at but left his socks on the floor and played video games 24/7.  

 José was obsessed with hockey. Bobby liked boxing. I like boxing but I’m not into hock-

ey. 

  José micromanaged everything I did around the apartment. My movements, My activi-

ties. If I got up to go to the bathroom, he asked where I was going. He was loud. A pain in the ass 

to live with.  

 That brief cohabitation mercifully ended with him packing his TV & XBox, driving off to 

detox for the last time and just never coming back. I later heard he got arrested. I changed the 

locks and went on with my life. 

 José did two very good things for me, for which I am thankful. He brought his TV over 

and got us cable. Awesome. After José left I bought a TV. Changed the Time-Warner cable over 
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to my name. I found I loved television, after being deprived it for so long. Having a TV really 

improved my subsequent quality of life. 

 José also called me out for being a witch.”Bruja,” he said. He recognized me for what I 

was, which no one else had yet. José called me by my name. After José left my apartment for the 

last time I did a tarot spread. Looked around my apartment. I realized I had been a witch all 

along. I began to study Wicca. Do spells in earnest. The spells always worked. My life improved 

dramatically with witchcraft as a tool. 

 After José left, I went on a spontaneous coffee and weed date with a hot girl from my 

outpatient group. She was cool as fuck. Gorgeous. Slender. Fast-talking with a bleach-blonde 

pixie cut. At the end of the night when she said she wanted to learn what lesbians did, I realized I 

just wanted to be with Bobby. Bobby: my love from so long ago in the nineties. I let her out and 

went to bed.  

 I added Bobby back on Facebook. We started chatting. I ended up crying in the outdoor 

seating at Café Tropical as we texted that we were both still in love. So Bobby and I got back 

together, as we were to do over and over in the years that followed. Again we fell deeply, dan-

gerously farther in love then we had been before. Immediately. It was just on.  
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Chapter 10 — BOBBY MENDEZ 

 Once I started dating Bobby again in February 2014, I started Lost Angelene, the small 

press to release my deceased wife Katie’s work. It was repurposing my etsy store to sell chap-

books and the occasional book. It failed, of course. I am not qualified to run any sort of business. 

It was a time of a lot of hope. It wIt was right after José disappeared and Bobby and I got back 

together. We were so in love. Bobby’s band Doily Day was back together. We were finally being 

photographed together on Facebook.  

 That April I got a gardenia tattoo on my left shoulder. White and yellow on green dark 

green leaves curling down my clavicle. For the magical flowering of our love, that spring. Bobby 

made me bloom like a flower. 

 Bobby and I had a beautiful Valentines Day. He took me to Edendale. Gave me this 

enormous bouquet of roses. For a hot second had me convinced I wanted to have his children. 

We were going to get married. Have Kid. Ours. Together.  

 Then we both did a little thinking. I found out I can’t go off my meds: Saphris, Prozac 

Klonopin and Valtrex for eight months to have children. My psychiatrist didn’t think that was a 

sound health decision given my condition: full blown Schizoaffective Disorder. Schizoaffective 

Disorder is a rare co-occurring Bipolar Disorder and Schizophrenia along with anxiety and 

PTSD. I have a lot of demons and addiction is but one of many. It is my cross to bear. But Bobby 

realized that not only could I not have children, he didn’t want to have them with me. It was just 

not happening. 

 Bobby and I dated for three years. 2013-2016. The musician we first saw in early chap-

ters disappearing into the warm San Diego winter night in 1996. He came back. 
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 But those first dates who go bad abruptly, right. Like this one date I was on in 1996 a 

decade earlier with this really cute Reed guy who would wear those men’s wife-beater under-

shirts over his muscular arms. Bobby wore those too. This Reed Sophomore and I made out after 

the last Spring Formal sort of spontaneously. I was really into his body. He was an Anthropology 

major which was considered the coolest major. So this guy whose name I do not recall asked me 

out. 

 We sat there at Dots just shooting the shit. Eating cheese fries. Having beers. This was a 

dinner date as far as I was concerned. Then I mentioned that I was bisexual but I just hadn’t met 

the right girl at the right time. I kept getting crushes on my straight friends who were just frus-

tratingly straight. At that the whole date just turned on a dime. My Anthro-bro was that threat-

ened by my bisexuality that it was a deal-breaker for him.  

 “Check, please.” He ended the date right there and drove me home. Oh well. 

 When I was twenty-one, it was a very good year. 

 I never went to fancy restaurants unless someone from school was graduating and their 

parents took us. Like when Rhiannon graduated. in 1996. That was such an awesome day. I ate 

and drank so much delicious, rich food I wasn’t used to. Brie. Guacamole. Champagne. A 

Bloody Mary and whatever that restaurant dinner was.  

 There had been so much gluttony that I discreetly threw up in the fancy restaurant. I al-

most made it to the bathroom before a spurt came out which I think a waitress might have saw. I 
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made it right into the bathroom then, fast. Really puked my guts out. You just couldn’t take me 

anywhere. 

  I sat at the white-clothed table with Rhiannon and her parents. Slowly realizing that the 

pint glass of Bloody Mary I had ambitiously ordered after drinking plastic cup after plastic cup 

of champagne at graduation as going to make another appearance.  

 After I graduated, in 1998, I was in a band called Bloody Mary. Mel sang. Tonya’s 

roommate in the FBI House played guitar. I played drums, or tried haltingly to play drums. We 

were another all girl Riot Grrrl band. We practiced at the Reed practice space, as I didn’t own a 

drum kit. We played one show where Mel was really drunk and on speed and crawling around on 

the stage. I was so nervous. Playing someone else’s drum kit on the stage at Seventeen Nautical 

Miles. I forgot everything I knew about drums. Just hit the snare like crazy. Punk-fucking-rock. 

  

 Even with rape as an ever-present threat, I often met young men who charmed me. We 

would drink beer. Wine. Consume a coffee beverage together. Meet at a show or party. Later that 

night on the pretext of listening to records or watching a movie or looking at my artwork we 

would probably fuck at my place or his, or occasionally the basement of the party or party host’s 

house. 

 When I was in my late teens and early twenties I could pretty much get laid whenever 

and with whoever I wanted to. I would just walk into a social situation and think: “Oh, I’ll have 

that one, or maybe that one.” 

 I had a whole technique of seduction mapped out which always worked. I taught it to Ja-

son Salamander. At the party I would just keep looking at my prey. Make significant eye contact 
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here and there. Finally our eyes would lock. I would look away and look demure. I would let 

them watch me work the room. I would keep snapping my eyes back to them like a whip of sig-

nificant glances. I let them watch me for a while.  

 The endless parties swirled on in people and blue light and red light. I made sure always 

to have bright red and black or blue and black short hair with spit curls. A little twenties wave 

that I held back with two bobby pins or barrettes. I had a tattoo of two women in lingerie smok-

ing cigarettes on my right inner bicep. A tattoo of the El Corazon Loteria card on my left shoul-

der. Big F-hole scrolls were tattooed on my back like the Man Ray photograph.  

 Dolly took topless photos of my tits and scrolls right after I got my wisdom teeth out. I 

wasn’t eating so was scary heroin chic skinny. 

 Usually I had a little tummy from all the beer. But I had great T and A. Slutty style that 

got creative. Little leopard print pillbox hats. Spikes. Scarves. Mini-skirts. Go-go boots. I was 

fun to look at. I caught the eye. 

 Once my chosen prey had noticed me watching them, they would find a way to approach 

me. I usually had a prop as conversation piece. Like the toy gun I would take to parties and twirl 

and shoot at people or a cheap paper fan to fan myself with. We would just end up talking. I 

would be cool. Tell fun stories. Be kind of wild. This guy, whatever guy I had chosen that night 

would be my chosen one. Believe me I worked my way through that scene. The guys were usual-

ly pretty into it. 

 You would be kind of into it too. Once you learned I lived at the house that was hosting 

the party. Had my sculptures and paintings and obscure records in my room. You were dying to 

get in there. You were just dying to see my artwork and talk to me closer to my bed, which I 
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would let you sit on. Casually, insouciantly I would sit on the floor so you would have to choose 

the bed. I would get up at a suitable interval and sit next to you so that we were both sitting on 

the bed. Then I would say something silly and toss my hair back and then throw my foot out a 

little bit to touch yours. 

 I always used protection. A condom. I always carried condoms and had a lot of them in 

my room, in the sex drawer. They just gave them out like crazy at Reed. Especially at the health 

center where I was all the time either getting therapy or getting my genital warts removed. I 

would walk out of there with big paper bags of multicolored, festive condoms. 
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Chapter 11 —  SCARE FACTOR 

 I just wanted to have sex. Now that I was having sex I was discovering that I wanted to 

have a lot of it. Sex had been denied me for several years by my high school boyfriend Jimmy 

Grief. 

 I remembered painting for long nights with Jimmy in high school in 1992-1994. I would 

stay over at his pool house often. The pool house was like a separate one-bedroom apartment. A 

cottage next to his parent’s house by the pool in La Jolla. We would pretend to be adults. I would 

tell my parents I was spending the night at Eleanor’s. 

 Spring break: 1994. I went back to San Diego from Portland and saw Jimmy. He taught 

me how to paint figurative oils while we were dating in high school. 

I threw white streaks into the new oil painting I was doing of him that break. It was glossy-

greasy. Still looked deformed. Looked like a fetus boy. I looked up. Jimmy was still slapping 

Barbie-girl fingers into the guitar strings. His hands were long. Delicate. Pointy. I kept brushing 

over the folds of his shirt. Tried to linseed-glaze it into lines that would stay solid and still. Then 

he’d scratch a match. I’d lose the lines in another set. Wrinkle-marks all scratching together into 

nothing. 

 “Fuck, Jimmy, can you please hold still?” He jerked his cigarette into the wall. It was a 

screw of ash in the brick. 

 “Lena, you know. I mean, you know this, the secret is letting it move. I mean, this above 

any other secret. It’s like, letting the person move. Getting that looseness. Getting it in.” I glared 

through the turpentine haze. Jimmy’s canvases slashed with lax wide lines. His face leaned from 
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all of them. Nose crooked. Lips too red. He looked like David Bowie. The self-portraits stacked 

up to cover the windows and hide the door. 

 I smeared blue down the hollow of his cheek. Cut the bones. 

 “Wait, I said. “Damn you… Okay… Now rotate. No, don’t rotate that way. Swivel, yeah, 

swivel left. Stop. This would be so easy if you just held still.” 

 “Sure, do you really want your work to look easy like Lisa and all her yearbook photo 

paintings? Traditional portraiture? Why don’t you let me? Feel it.” Lisa was in our art class in at 

La Jolla High. Her name may not have been Lisa, but hers was a stiff style we avoided. 

 “I can’t. I need an absolute. You. Still.” 

 “Got to let it go.” 

 “No. I want things clear and clean. Exact edges, you know. The wall or your skin. Light 

and dark with a line between. Not all these sketchy things.” 

Jimmy looked at me. Batted the lamp back and forth from the ceiling-twine. “Painting’s not like 

that, though. It can’t be.” 

 “I see things like that. I mean, look around. There’s no blurry edge between that lamp and 

your hand on it. You see it that way too.” I could see. God. When I went to Portland for college 

in Fall 1994 I thought my absolute truth was back here with Jimmy. With mold in blue rings at 

the bottom of coffee mugs. Ash on the floor. Us sleeping under borrowed sheets. Dawn light 

shading in the window.  

 I remembered everything better after I left. It all got this gloss, even the telephone wires 

out the windows. They were birds that had melted out long. The wires flew when you drove 

down the alley to Jimmy’s house past the backs of taco shops and bus stops into the trees. 
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 The memory was bleached out like old photographs. Wet wood. 

 But I had a picture, an old school film camera photograph of Jimmy. It must have been 

taken early in the morning. There was this incredibly pure white light washing over everything. 

He was wearing a white sweatshirt with a clean white T-shirt underneath it as he always did and 

blue jeans. Standing in an alley with hedges and chain fences. One red hibiscus drooped over his 

head. I stuffed the photograph in my notebook when I left San Diego. It kept falling out all that 

first semester to stick me. The memory of his narrow little ice green eyes and pout. I knew every 

pore after a point. The cigarette was half hidden under his arm. Hazing up bright smoke like liq-

uid nitrogen.  

 People don’t smoke the way that they used to. Jimmy smoked a lot. 

 “Okay, okay. I’ll try,” he said.  

 I never asked Jimmy to quit smoking in the early nineties. Everyone around me in the 

Dustbin smoked indoors. Left their butts in mostly empty beer cans. Jason Salamander chain-

smoked indoors. 

 You couldn’t smoke in bars in California in 2001. You could smoke in bars and restau-

rants in Oregon in the late nineties still. I would see people ash into their eggs at the diner on 

Woodstock Blvd. Now in 2016, in LA it seems like no one smokes. Some people smoke pot in 

their houses or porches instead. I know Bobby kept a pack of cigarettes in his kitchen drawer for 

occasional usage. I never saw him smoking.  

 “Right, I said to Jimmy in 1994. “You try. Hold still.” I bent to my painting. 
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 “Oh, hey,” he said. “It’s past two am. You should tune it.” 

 “Yeah.” I leaned over to the radio and spiraled through static to the phantom jazz station. 

The station I could only find after two am in this neighborhood. The music billowed in. Warmed 

us up.  

 I remembered the ghost of my relationship with Jimmy. It was dying. We listened under 

plaid blankets in a swarm of soft warm limbs. Sleep heavy around. Salt on his eyelids. A cicada 

outside. 

 “I can’t get this right. Your head keeps turning, and it gets distorted.” 

 “Well, look, if you painted more that wouldn’t matter. Your work before you left. Now 

that was getting good.” 

 “So, sure, my painting has decayed since I’ve been gone. Yeah, because I’ve been draw-

ing fruit and boxes and toys, not painting boys. I’m taking ‘Intro to drawing.’  Next I do ‘Figure 

Drawing.’ No painting until next Fall. Lately I’ve only been using charcoal or pencils instead of 

oils. This is harder.” 

 “But it’s all the same technique.” 

 “No, I mean, plastic and metal and all are totally different. Skin, there’s all these lumps 

and curves. It moves. A toaster, now that’ll be sitting still forever.” 

 “We’re in agreement somewhere here. I know it.” Jimmy smiled complacently under the 

clip-on stage light. “If you just painted more…” 

 “Fuck you. Some of us are too busy working. Studying. Mortgaging our youth to the man 

to do that. No fucking time.” 

 “You made a choice and so did I.” 
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 “Yeah, and your choice involved mommy and daddy paying the rent, didn’t it? Don’t 

deny it.” Jimmy twitched. Fiddled with the linseed oil in an empty mayonnaise jar.  

 We hadn’t slept in two days. Not since I’d fallen back in the door. Not that real sleep 

where you forget where you are. 

 “It’s not like that,” Jimmy said. It was to be like that for me, later. Once I became se-

verely disabled. I think Jimmy may still live with his parents in that pool house, now that he is 

disabled too. It only makes sense. 

 “It is like that. You didn’t have them calling you up at school. Telling you to take out 

more loans because they couldn’t help you anymore. You didn’t live off oranges when the checks 

from your grandmas didn’t come or were late. You were right here scrawling merrily away with 

mum, sorry, Bethany, coming down with scrambled eggs and clean socks.” 

 I was jealous of how easy my then boyfriend seemed to have it. I felt only how hard I had 

been working at school. Not realizing that as I too was supported by my grandparents I really 

didn’t have the moral high ground. It was considered fashionable in punk circle to privilege-

shame people. It still is. In that pool house with Jimmy Grief in 1994 I only remembered the 

poverty that I felt in my seventies Reed dorm room. Cafeteria food that never seemed appetizing. 

Bagels. Greasy pizza. 

 The wicker chair I was sitting in scratched, than gouged me. My thin tights ran in lattices. 

Our ladder. Bitter. Two dependent mentally ill people from wealthy families trying to scrape up 

the moral high ground of privilege-shaming each other when neither of us really could. 

 “That’s not true. Well, maybe laundry. But we’re both dependents. I mean you’re bleed-

ing your folks even more for that place you go.” 
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 “Not since that sweet little phone call.” My parents had called me up Fall 1994 to tell me 

they were sending me no more money. I was to rely on two $250 checks monthly coming from 

my grandparents and write them a thank you note each month, which I did like clockwork. That 

was where my money came from during college. That and my part-time jobs. 

 There was something thin and fast running in my veins. The shock maybe of seeing Jim-

my here in San Diego on my first Fall break Freshman year. Remembering our high school rela-

tionship after I had been away. Memory ran quick, then. Tense like the fifth cup of coffee. 

 “I need a break.” Jimmy got up. Lit a cigarette. A slim flare. 

 I unhooked from the wicker slats. Moved to the chair. Passed the big mirror he drew his 

self-portraits from. In a silver flash we were both outlined. Jimmy leaning long and narrow 

against the counter. Paint-smeared shirt white on the brick. Graced somehow. Me slouching ratty 

in hoodie and dress. The stubble from my shaved head growing in dark and painfully.  

 Rachel shaved my head over her Anna Mann dorm bathtub after I gave myself an unfor-

tunate home-done haircut in 1994. It was the night after I rebuffed a perfectly sweet boy who 

reminded me physically a little too much of my father. I just wasn’t into blonds. I kissed him. 

Felt repulsed. Sent him away. 

 I hacked away at my own hair that night with orange craft scissors. Left bald spots be-

cause I was so angry. Frustrated. The only choice had been to just shave it all off. Start over. Dye 

it black. 
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 I would wear a black and silver soft hat over my shaved head that I had sewn. This blond, 

stocky punk boy really liked me. He seemed like boyfriend material. But I couldn’t do it. I was 

still caught up with Jimmy.  

 Jaded. Natty. This long rectangular mirror. This mirror could see Jimmy and I better than 

I could with my own eyes looking at him. Oculus. Mirror magic. The mirror saw us together last 

night, warm. Kissing, we had been. Half off this same chair. I remembered glancing arms and 

spine bones rippling. There were clothes on the floor when his friend Sam dropped in unexpect-

edly as he often did. I hid in the closet laughing. Sam was too coked out to notice my green lace 

bra draped on the floor. I hadn’t tried coke yet. There were a lot of things that I hadn’t tried yet. 

 We were getting covered with paint bit by bit. Soon we would all be oily patches of that same 

color. The concrete floor color that ended all his paintings. The color I kept finding on my skin. 

Torrit Grey, it’s called. Torrit Grey is made from all the other colors mixed together. I received a 

small tube of Torrit Grey from the Gamblin Oil Paint Factory in 1999 that I was still using in 

2016.  Oil paints are magic like that. They last forever. 

 I worked at the an Oil Paint Factory for three months when I graduated in 1998. David 

from Rodeo Rodeo Rodeo got me the job. He worked there. 

 I met a painter there who I was interested in having an affair with. He was so much older 

and busier than me that we only hung out once. We tried to paint each other, as Jimmy and I used 

to. I never finished the painting I started of him. 
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 I was fired by the owner herself in the little office to the side of the factory. She told me 

that I should not be crying as I had a degree from Reed. I did cry when she fired me.  

 I went home to the Dustbin. Peter and I had just broken up as well. I had in fact been 

fired partially because I took four sick days in a row after we broke up. I needed to mourn. I 

wasn’t screwing the tubes on and sticking the labels on fast enough, either.  

 Peter and I got back together a few weeks later. We broke up and got back together a lot. I 

always took it hard. Even if the breakup existed only for a night. I would cry and cry until I 

couldn’t breathe from mucus.  

 That interval while we were broken up, I sat in my room and  listened to Sarah Vaughn’s 

“Coffee and Cigarettes” over and over. I drank black coffee. I was sad.  

 I worked a lot of odd jobs during and after Reed. Most of them didn’t end well. There 

was the coffee shop in summer 1996 where I was fired after a week because her coffeemakers 

blew up. She couldn’t afford an incompetent employee. I wasn’t good at jobs. 

 Back in San Diego, 1994. Jimmy waved a pointy hand.  

 “I have to stretch these canvases before I can do anything else,” he said. “It’s like, when I 

exhibit it’s going to be perfect. Better than anyone else in that space. That can’t happen until 

these are done.” I looked around at the two huge canvases that he had already finished. 8 x 12 

leering. Filling the wall.  

 “And how the hell are you gong to get these out of the room?” I twitched under the stage 

light. Felt like a police suspect. 

 “I’ll think of something.” 
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 “And how are you going to get them to the gallery?” In this too-bright cone of light. It 

was all too close. 

  “Ah…I’ll carry them.” 

 “Downtown? By yourself?” Jimmy didn’t have a car then. 

 Jimmy had a car in 2005 when he tracked me down by dropping in unannounced on my 

parents in San Diego at six am. Who knows what he was doing. I later thought speed. He seemed 

meth-addled. My father just gave out my phone number to him.  

 I was living in Golden Hill in 2005. I had just moved there. Jimmy Grief called me up. 

He invited me out to dinner the next day. I remembered Jimmy as my high school artist first love. 

I was excited to go on a date with him. Finally, romance again after the long drought of post-San 

Francisco living at home. The day we had arranged to have dinner Jimmy called earlier in the 

afternoon. He asked if I wanted to go to the beach, instead.  

 I dressed in the tight, low-slung white bell-bottoms that had been a part of my Nico cos-

tume that Halloween. I wore them to clubs in San Francisco with a deep V black cowl-neck and a 

many-strand silver necklace. I pulled on espadrilles. Jimmy picked me up in a battered Geo 

Metro. It gradually became clear as our afternoon progressed that he was living at home still with 

his mother, sister and bedridden father.  

 Jimmy had a Schizophrenic break since I last saw him. Many years had passed. He was 

not seeing the world in a rational way any more.  

 I became scared. I tried to leave. I left. 
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 Jimmy followed me on his bicycle. Chased me across UCSD campus. I ran, terrified. I 

called up my new roommate at a payphone by a theatre in the woods. I had just moved into a 

poorly insulated two-bedroom with him. I barely knew him. I had tried to sleep with him the day 

I moved in because I was drinking all the time. My roommate asked me over and over again to 

just chill. I could not chill.  

 I asked my roommate to pick me up and rescue me from my date. Told him what was go-

ing on. Gasping. Running as I was chased. He raced up in his white pick up truck and picked me 

up. 

 That roommate situation ended up not really working out. He asked me to move back in 

with my parents after I drank with the newly prescribed Ativan and got belligerent. I moved to go 

to CalArts right after that in 2006. It was sloppy. 
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 Chapter 12 — SNARE FACTOR 

 Jimmy in 1994 before the romance turned to fear. 

  “Look,” he said. “You are really, you’re really looking down today.” 

 The past. I fought the wicker chair that scratched worst than the last. Pulled off my watch 

and spiked dog collar. The spotlight glare had switched us, somehow. Put me under his scrutiny. 

 “I have reasons. God, it’s just so hard, I don’t know how you can know. How you can feel 

so right and perfect.” 

 Jimmy dragged deep. Leaned on the wall with his feet in wood shavings. Sent out saw-

dust and ash that seemed to scratch at my lungs. 

 Snare factor. Scare factor. Factor in fear. I could jump rope to it. 

 “It just seems to me that things will work out great.” 

 “How? How do you know?” Spotlight. Cold light. Tight. I ran my nail-nubs into the 

grout. Smoothed the bare brick into his bedroom. I watched the dawn light slant grey in through 

the window slats. One open window sat above the bed. I threw myself down on the dirty blue 

sheets. Knocked the seven alarm clocks into tick-clatters. I grabbed the old red clock. Gasped 

into its face. 

 “God, no! It can’t be six am. I won’t believe it.” The clocks ticked reproachfully like sev-

en guards. The last one bleared up from a pile of socks and rags. I pulled one clock up by the 

cord then another and another. “I will not, absolutely will not, believe this.” I curled up under the 

blanket. Smelled turpentine. Dried sweat. There was a removed little niche in my head when I 

was here in his pool house. This separate place removed from anything else. Safe. Far away. 
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 I felt the mattress dip as Jimmy sat down. A hiss of ash rubbed out. His arm brushed 

against me. I remembered years gone. Long bus rides together. This same small room back when 

there was carpet and couches and some sense of stillness. Remembered my bright-eyed little self, 

taking everything in. All the new experiences that he had offered me. Were they used up, now? 

 We lay there quietly, The light beginning. Carefully tried to smooth things together. The 

light was soft and gray. Showed dust constellations when we moved. I wanted reassurance, 

maybe. I smoothed my hands down his back. We wrapped around each other. Grey. Soft. I was 

looking for something. The comfort of arms curling around me. Hands on my back. The comfort 

of not talking. There was a certain truth there more pure than anything. I tried. Remembering 

drinking orange juice on the airplane after I left Portland to fly to San Diego. That clear clean 

burst. I wanted that from him. 

 We dropped limp into light sleep. 

 I fuzzed awake to Jimmy talking. Words I couldn’t make out. I didn’t understand. It 

sounded like some thing I’d done. I was still half asleep. 

 “Its just that, I mean, Lena, we’ve been up all night. You’re all over me. I don’t under-

stand.” I was hazing in and out. Not understanding. “Lena, I mean, why are you… You sure are 

aggressive for someone who’s been up all night arguing. All of that emotional energy, then you 

jump me?” I felt heavier. Fell down into the mattress. Dropped away from the arm that held my 

head. “Why are you like that? I just want to know why,” Jimmy said. I pulled away from the 

warm slide of his side. Curled my knees tight to my chest. Separate. Shaking. Jimmy droned on 

in that same tone. I felt my old reaction come on. The hot drip running down my nose. The cold 

tip. A damp space. There was a link. 
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 I was still a virgin. I wanted more. Jimmy just wasn’t that physically interested in me 

once I came back from Reed. I broke up with him the summer of 1995 to date his best friend in 

revenge, a junkie named Sam. We had sex with condoms. Sam was still using. A risk I chose to 

take. 

 Years later in San Francisco, Sam sent me a CD of his band to distribute at a Peaches 

show that he was going to send me tickets to. We connected on MySpace. The single, “Chauf-

feur,” was good electro-clash. But the tickets for the show did not arrive in time. Sam and I 

talked on the phone. He said I could just keep the singles. I gave them to people as gifts for 

years. I think I still have a bunch of them. 

 In Jimmy’s bed, I remembered young men who I’d been intimate with at Reed. One had 

squeezed and twisted my breasts so they hurt. Jimmy always knew how to touch me. Not these 

others, not a nice little pinch like a needle or a nail. Needles like the nipple piercings I had just 

gotten on that same spring break. I was enjoying them tremendously before they had even 

healed. I finally took them out in 2013. The holes are still there tiny on the sides of my nipples. 

My breasts. Small in big hands. I remembered a guy I had gone on an awkward, friend-initiated 

date with first semester freshman year. He was a few years older than me. I was too intimidated 

by his musculature to respond sexually.  

 I still wanted Jimmy. Freshman year I was writing him long love letters. He always wrote 

back. For most of that first year at Reed I pined for Jimmy. I was in love with a faded memory. It 

would never be as it had been once I left. 

 I pulled the ash-blue sheet around me. Blue like every boy’s sheet I’d ever seen. I had not 

seen many male sheets then. I was soon to be seeing quite a few, once I got my shyness and vir-
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ginity handled. Alcohol helped with that. If they even had a sheet. Some men I slept with slept on 

bare mattresses in basements.  

 I curled up small. Regretted I had ever reached fingertips to his neck that night. Long and 

pale. So soft it had been, like a woman’s. 

 Jimmy’s voice went on. I couldn’t stand to hear it. “You do this. You keep doing this. I 

can’t understand why.“ His voice itched awkward and raw. Like the pocket-strewn nickels goug-

ing rings in the backs of my legs. Like lemon juice in a paper cut that slices your whole body. I 

hate sexual rejection perhaps the most out of all the rejections that are possible. 

 Getting writing rejected, I have pretty much gotten used to. Rejection is part of the 

process. For all of the, “no’s,” here is the occasional “yes” that makes everything worthwhile. 

 Having herpes is kind of the same way. I got that in 2004. I take Valtrex every morning. 

For all of the people who have rejected me for it there are those who understand how low-risk it 

really is with the Valtrex and are willing to say “Yes.” 

 “Yes, I have to go.” I lunged off the bed in Jimmy’s poolhouse in 1994. Hiding my face. 

My running nose and wet cheeks. I pulled back on my prickly chains and ash-itched red plaid 

polyester dress. Scrabbled through rubbish for dear saw-dusted black tights. With my clothes on I 

could cover this. Carry this. Polyester nylon, carry me away. 

 “Wait,” Jimmy blinked up. Followed me into the other room. “We’re really in agreement 

here, really.” Was he always seeing reality differently? Was I only just noticing? Our perspectives 

were different. 
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      “You think I’m doing something wrong. I’m not completely sure but I have an idea. I 

can’t stand to think it was that, so I can’t be here.” 

 “No, wait. I don’t think anyone did anything wrong. I always start. Realize it can’t be un-

derstood. Man, when you come back this summer, it will be smooth. I will have everything to-

gether. Really. I will be so smooth.” 

 “You said that already. Last time.” I moved the big painting away from the door. “No, I 

understand you don’t want me here. I’m in the way. You’re bridge-building with these.” I kicked 

the frame on the floor. I hadn’t slept for days. It had all been caffeine. Action. Trying to find the 

right shade of Alizarin Crimson for his lips. I didn’t remember sleep or understand it. “It seemed 

natural. I mean, we were there. It seemed right then.” 

 I opened the door. “Sorry. I mean: I don’t get it, though. Why don’t you want me the way 

I want you? I’m sorry, I guess.” The light outside was glaring bright. Blue and white vertigo. 

How beautiful. Too pure for me to go outside into all unwashed. With sleep crusted in my eyes. 

I’d get lost. I didn’t know if the bus had started running yet. Jimmy pulled at my hand. I let him 

in. He spun his arms around me. Years ago. It was suddenly too close this close seal. The good of 

intimacy I was trying to seal hours ago when it went wrong. I cried too much. All at once. The 

white sky outside like lightening blasting on and on.  

  

 Jimmy Grief. He had a sexual relationship with a previous girlfriend. Though it ruined 

things so he was foreplay only with me. I was completely sexually inexperienced at first. Jimmy 

was my first boyfriend so this was perfect. However, after a few years I was ready. When I was 

in college, a virgin and going on dates, it became awkward. I just wanted to get it over with.  
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 On my first Fall break home I was finally eighteen. I went downtown with a friend and 

got my nipples pierced. Bam and bam. Fiery pain. Double hoops. My body. Finally. I wanted to 

reclaim it. I wanted to be an adult.  

 One night that week at his pool house full of half-completed oil paintings and coffee 

cups, I finally handed him a condom. Said, “Let’s do this.” I was just done being a virgin. I was 

done. Jimmy lost his erection. We never consummated our romance. 

  

 I ended up losing my virginity in the fall of 1995 at Reed to a guy from The Unmention-

ables. He didn’t even tell me his real name. Our tryst was a one-night stand. Very sexy and excit-

ing to little eighteen year old me. Through a friend I met the Dandy Warhol’s. We all had dinner 

that night at Montage. I was underage smuggled into Satyricon under the arm of Courtney Taylor 

Taylor. Dream night.  

 Once the band went back to San Francisco I never saw my first lover again. The soft 

brown eyes I had fallen for. It was somehow fated. It was the right decision. It was time. I’ve al-

ways been a groupie. 

 Sex was great fun until I got genital warts in 1997. That was just awful. I was so 

ashamed. I felt so dirty. Of course I had to keep it an absolute secret. In my close-knit communi-

ty where I had sex with everyone, this would just blow the lid off of things. I would be excom-

municated. It hurt so bad to turn these cute guys down at parties. I was just not available for the 

duration of my illness. 

  Now I was going into the Health Center every week to get the warts burned off my 

pussy. Every week, I noticed new growths. Clusters of warts. My first HPV outbreak went on for 



Lambert / SCAFFOLDING         112

about six weeks. Horrible. Painful. HPV made me feel very weird. As if I was being cosmically 

punished for enjoying sex so much. I was young and confused. Finally, the warts went away. 

They came back a little in San Francisco and then never again. In the late millennium several gy-

necologists told me I’d cleared the illness. I recovered from my HPV completely.  

 I did turn men down for other reasons also, I remember. The guy that yelled, “Fuck you 

and your culture of violence” at two black men as we walked away from a coffee shop. Racism 

was a deal-breaker for me. STDs aside, the slutty college years were a lot of fun. I had a lot of 

variety. I was never bored. I really got to figure out everything I’ve ever wanted to try. Three-

somes. Bondage. Lesbianism. 

  

 So, of course I just fucked the living shit out of Don Divine that night in 1995 on my 

dirty mattress with the soft black sheets after he brought me the Moussaka. It was delicious. 

Night-time. Summery. Don was long and pointy. Had cool sewing needle tattoos. The tattoo on 

his inner bicep was a crude drawing of a trashcan with the word “slop” above it. There was a 

single h to the left above it. It was an unfinished sewing needle tattoo that had meant to say slop 

house. His previous housemates had been unable to ever finish it. I wonder if he ever got that one 

covered up or just wore it always. 

 I thought it was totally awesome to get a tattoo for your house. Your house became your 

new, better family that you got to choose. The name and the honor. We wore our Dustbin mem-

bership like we were a gang. We were non-violent, of course. We never killed anyone or even 

beat anyone up. It was like being in a gang in a way because we were a family. It was like being 

a Jet in West Side Story. We would dance together at the shows. Roll together as a group. Travel-
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ing ten at a time to Northeast in Don’s beat up van. It was like we were all in the same club. If 

you lived together, even if you were total frenemies and hated each other’s guts, all that shit real-

ly didn’t matter in the end because you were family. 

 Don was voted in to move in partially on the force of my advocacy after the night we had 

spent together. Along with Todd and Raisin, his band. When ny moved out of the basement. 

 I thought Don was going to be my new boyfriend. We tried, but it just didn’t work out. I 

just wasn’t punk enough for him. I was too bourgeois. I wore make-up. I didn’t know how to re-

cycle properly. I bought things I could have stolen.  

 But at that moment, on those wine-stained sheets in the red room with the gold trim and 

big black windows dark with the night. Iridescent red curtains pulled slightly back. I looked at 

Don. Later Kelvin. These young men really fit in nice there. I could see them working out for me 

for just a hot second.  

 Even if the “slop h” tattoo was just a sketch. The tattoo had this soft staccato vulnerabili-

ty that I loved. I have seen this vulnerability on other amateur tattoos on writers of the punk di-

aspora. 

  I wear my sewing needle tattoos with pride. They’re pretty inconspicuous. Soft. Black 

sewing needle dipped in India ink imprint of a tiny five pointed star outline with a couple of the 

points uneven. I have two on my inner ankles that are five pointed stars done by different people 

at different times. The Peechee’s sang about everyone in the nineties having a star tattoo. It’s 

true.  

 My high school friend Bianca did my first tattoo. Night before I left for college in 1994. I 

was seventeen. It’s a delicate, even star under my right anklebone. It hurt but it felt like closure.  
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 My boyfriend Kelvin tattooed the left inner ankle with a solid star outline one night in 

1998. We were breaking up and drinking Port wine. I gave him a stick-and-point tattoo too. 

 Don Divine. He was just this angular speed spider of a man. Very beautiful in his own 

way. With a crooked nose. Hollowed out cheeks. Pointy hair. I'd only just met him a few days 

earlier at a show. I hadn’t just picked him up and taken him home. I was on this total this guy 

wants to be my boyfriend vibe. Oh boy! Oh boy! This could be my new boyfriend. 

 I didn't know Don still lived with his girlfriend in a basement. Walls spray-painted "Fuck 

the rain, ride the Train."  Night Train was his beverage of choice, apparently. But then Don 

moved out and moved into the Dustbin. His girlfriend hated my guts after that. Our sudden ro-

mance turned a lot of people in the punk scene into thinking I was the boyfriend-stealing harlot. I 

felt bad but I didn’t really know what to do. I hadn’t known he had a girlfriend when we hooked 

up. Don took me to shows at the Powerhouse and PCC. I felt a lot of hostility for being the girl 

who had broken up Portland’s punk power couple. I resented Don for putting me in that position. 

 Men never took me out to dinner ever back then, so bringing me fancy restaurant food 

like Don did was like quite a lot more of a traditional date. I think that’s another reason I just 

went for it with Don. Despite all I didn’t know about him. Despite all he wasn’t telling me. Will 

Fuck for Moussaka. I slept with him because he brought me takeout. I’ve always been a dinner 

whore. 

 In the nineties I didn’t go on dates too often. I kind of just picked people up at parties. At 

after parties. Late night gatherings. If they seemed pretty and interesting I fucked them. I used 
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protection always. I was quite religious about condoms. I was also not on hormonal birth control. 

I really did not want to be getting pregnant.  

 The slutty years. They are so educational for your body. For example, now I know that if 

I keep having sex with guys who don’t shower that often I will get scabies. UTI’s. Yeast infec-

tions. There was always something up with my pussy. I was very occupied with it. I entertained it 

with porn mags from the eighties lying naked in the big claw foot bathroom in the yellow bath-

room upstairs. 
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Chapter 13 — NE ME QUITTE PAS 

 That second floor bathroom in the Dustbin was notable for being the one where someone 

actually shit right in the middle of the lavender floor during a party. Motivation unclear. The 

morning after a huge party there was this big brown poop on the floor right by bathtub. As soon 

as you opened the door. The poop seemed very deliberate. Seemed like it hadn’t been an acci-

dent. I mean, the toilet was right there. The toilet did mostly work. A mystery. That shit sat in 

there all day the next day while we all talked about what to do. We were like, “What the shit 

what are we going to do about this?”  

 Finally another Reed student and housemate Liz put her big girl panties on. I commend 

her. Liz was such a strong woman. This long black hair. Amazonian princess build. She had been 

honor cased and kicked out of the dorms for having sex too loud, so now she lived in the Dust-

bin.  

 Liz puts on these big gloves. I have no idea where she found them. Maybe she actually 

went to Safeway and bought them for this purpose. She picked that poop up with her gloved 

hands and flushed it. Then she wiped the floor as much as she could with Dr. Bronner’s medicat-

ed soap. We did have big plastic jugs of that. That was the only cleaning supply we kept in the 

house. We just didn’t clean. Ever. But sometimes we all need a hero.  

 There was nothing all that gross in those black and red and dusty brown built in cup-

boards next to the bottom floor kitchen. There was a small kitchen on the top floor too. A kitch-

enette in the basement. In the cupboards I found old pickled things in jars that were near unrec-

ognizable. A big old cast iron skillet full of dried white bacon grease that Karla collected and 

saved to cook with.  
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 Liz said, “We are done with this shit. This is just over. We are strong people because we 

are the Dustbin.”   

 “Totally,” I said. “Right on! Awesome! I am so glad I didn’t have to touch the poop.”  

 Even Don, with all his house spirit, hadn’t wanted to touch the poop either. I didn’t see 

him picking it up with the same fingers he picked his nose and ate it with. I mean, that is an inti-

mate, very personal act. 

 I pick my nose occasionally with my long peach-beige acrylic nails with the mirror glitter 

in the base just swoop and in and done and it tastes like ambrosia. It’s just familiar. That is flesh 

of my flesh body of my body. I’ve always felt really comfortable with my body.  

  

 That bathroom and kitchen were at one end of the upstairs hall. Karla’s room, Mel’s 

room, Dylan’s room and the room I switched to in 1998 opened out from it. Don and I dawdled 

in that upstairs hallway in one afternoon in 1997. 

  "Fuck it," Don said. "I'll just wait as long as possible for Bisy Backson to go on. We’ll 

push the show back as much as we can. Hope no one calls the cops. I want to play late. More 

punk rock." 

 "You do that." Complicit. I bent my head back. Tired. Trying again to connect when I 

wasn't sure I wanted to. To my left an orange felt tip tracing of a dog shone slightly in the 

evening light. Bright against the green wall. I rapped my knuckles against the pointed ears. 

Scraped my nails down the shaggy legs. Don stared into the middle distance with a worried look. 
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 Misshell was this wild girl who just felt things really deeply and would tell you all about 

it. She drank Jim Beam out of the bottle in the middle of the afternoon with Mel and I. I got 

cramps in her bathtub once. She took care of me. She introduced me to L’Oreal Tasseled Taupe 

lipstick and Mac Foundation. She was warm. Frank. Accepting. Partied a lot 

 Misshell was best friends with this incredibly sweet and lovely stripper ex-junkie whose 

first year at Reed was my last year. Her name escapes me but I remember her face. She was dat-

ing Curtis. After we became friends, she told me that she always used to see me around campus 

scowling and looking cool, so she thought I hated her. I thought she was delightful. She looked 

up to me. Treated me like gold.  

 Mel, this sweet nameless stripper and I baked strawberry-rhubarb pies at her apartment 

next to Reed. The girl didn’t drink. Drinking just made her want to do heroin. She was trying not 

to do heroin. She was the first sober person I ever met.   . 

 Curtis was the bassist in Bisy Backson. He lived in a tiny room under the stairs. Was the 

Dustbin’s houseboy. He was supposed to be cleaning everything in exchange for rent. That didn’t 

really work out so well. The Dustbin was so filthy that Curtis didn’t even know where to start so 

he just hung out. Drank. Socialized. Played music in the basement. I got so used to him being 

around all the time.  

  Curtis was quite nice to have around. He was extremely good looking.  A big hit at our 

spin-the-bottle parties. He would tuck his gum behind his gums and kiss me. His mouth tasted 

fresh like Double mint. 

 Curtis died of a heroin overdose in 2005 after I left town. 
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 In 2004 I wrote the following Portland party orgy scene for warhookers.com. A San Fran-

cisco-based porn site that is currently defunct and offline. I used the pseudonym Dolores Switch. 

Warhookers featured local scene girls in pinup style scenarios. Erotica. Party reviews. A heavy 

bisexual edge. I like working there. 

 I got along with my editor really well. I always supplied the coke. We would stay up all 

night editing the pieces until I collapsed in his bed at dawn. He always slept on his couch. A per-

fect gentleman. I would take a taxi home the next day. I had given up my car a while ago when 

repairs got too expensive. I would rather be drunk, coked out and party at night anyway. I was 

content for the moment that I was enjoying an unusual gig.  

 Post-edits this is the original text. Inspired from this period in Portland. These people in 

my life. 

 This sex scene was pulled out of my file when I was going back through the manuscript. 

Included like an annotation. It is to the spirit of the milieu and the moment. Rather then some-

thing that actually happened. Some of the things that I’m talking about in this autobiographical 

fantasy happened somewhat differently.  

 The truth is t a little bit. I’m an unreliable narrator. I’m Schizoaffective. Unethical. I’ll do 

anything to entertain you. Including trot out orgy porn. 

 The porn begins: 

 There were eight of us crammed into my bedroom. The party wheeled outside. Two guys: 

Don and Curtis. Three girls: Misshell, Tonya and I. The party was a trollop. We’d passed a bottle 

of Jack, laughing. The empty bottle lay taunting in the center of the room. 
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 “Let’s play spin-the-bottle!” First Misshell spun. Then Don. Then around to the others as 

they lounged in drapes of damp slips and lip-gloss. Tonya gave Don a lingering kiss. Pushed him 

back, beguiling. His face creased under bleached spikes. 

 Curtis flicked the bottle. The rest of us stared as it wheeled. Lunged. Anointed Don. Tat-

too of a dagger through a heart reading: “Born a Lover, Born to suffer,” scrolled his bicep. Don 

eased forwards on his knees. Narrowed eyes glared across the circle. My nipples hardened. I sat 

forwards on my hands. 

 Curtis leaned towards the bottle. He growled, “So are you gonna?” He was muscle-anx-

ious with a ripped black shirt. Deliriously spiked. Butch waxed. 

 Don flinched. Glared. Flicked eye-to-eye to the girls leering. He clenched wiry tattooed 

arms around his knee. Curtis stared him down. The bottle rolled a bit but wouldn’t veer as Curtis 

flicked a cigarette to the rim. 

 “So it’s a dare?” Don growled. Outside we could hear the party’s yelps and cries. Quiet 

inside with the patter of Misshell’s nails against her thigh. If only the boys would kiss. We all 

longed to see it 

 Curtis caught me wetting my lips. Gave Don a glare. Inside the bottle was still. 

 “Spin again,” Don said nervously. 

 “Hey, no fair, we want to see this,” said Misshell. “What goes on in Lena’s room stays in 

Lena’s room?” 

 Curtis took in the circle of girls. Lips parted. Delicate hands clenched on spiked wrists. 

Misshell’s slight nipples were visible. 
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 Don grabbed onto Bret’s chin-stubble. Slammed his mouth down. They fell across the 

hardscrabble floor. Rough hands tearing T-shirts. Misshell and I giggled in their wake. I crept 

nails along Curtis’ neck. He didn’t budge. Hands clenched in Don’s hair. A muscled arm up his 

spine. Lips wet and moving in front of all those eyes. The ladies were restless. 

 “That’s enough, okay,” said Misshell. 

Curtis looked up for a moment. Considered Misshell’s breath. 

 I glared. Grabbed Misshell. Began dropping lip-gloss on her neck. Soft tits slid across 

her collarbone as we kissed. Misshell cupped my ass. Pulled me in. Shoved me back against the 

grappling boys. Don felt a skirt inch hem up along his fingers. Pulled it up not knowing whose it 

was. Plunged his fingers inside. I yelped. My panties were ripped pink lace. 

 I gouged my hands along Don’s shoulders. Tried to claim him from Curtis. With a tongue-

flick along his lips, Don let Curtis go. A wineglass broke, tipping anxious merlot. Wine spewed 

into Don’s dirty hair as I climbed on top of him. He thumbed the last rent in my panties. Ripped 

them off. Wrenched my pelvis down on his cock. Fucked me. Bare. 

 Moving into me. Don thrust into soft heat. I gasped. Panted into his neck. Grabbed his 

shoulders. Rammed my clit down on his cock. 

 Beside us, Misshell was licking Curtis from the base to the tip. He wrapped his hands in 

her hair. Cum oozed wetly onto her tongue. She slithered across the wood. Splinters in her 

thighs. Dived to thrust wetly against Don’s shoulder. I fell across him. Reached a hand down to 

thumb my own clit and the other to finger my friend. Victorious with boys taken back, Misshell 

let my fingers plunge. Curtis began to feel her mouth in earnest, now. Lost until she reached up 

to his shoulders. Pulled him down. Bit his ear until it bled. 
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 Sliding against Misshell, Curtis thrust into her. She gasped. Grabbed his ass. Pulled him 

closer as they tangled. Tonya lay beside us, fingering herself. Curtis pushed his thumb into her 

mouth. She licked it lingeringly. Curtis reached back to fondle Tonya’s thigh and was stuck with 

Don’s hand on his cock. Curtis started. 

 “Dude!” Curtis said. He pulled back quickly with the hot imprint. “No homo.” 

 “Oh! Tonya giggled. 

 Grabbing Misshell, Curtis pumped into her with a fierce will to take. A spasm shook him. 

He pulled out. Came on her thigh in a white-hot spatter. 

  This fantasy about my friends didn’t ever actually happen. This did not actually happen to 

me or us in exactly this way. Things like this were happening around me and to me. We did all 

play spin the bottle a lot. I wrote this sex scene at a different period of my life that was not the 

most stable. 

 I also wrote club review for posthoc.com in 2001. In 2002-2003 I wrote a few short sto-

ries. Wrote more than were published. Marith’s boyfriend at the time would publish them in his 

literary journal site, now offline  

 Marith and I would talk for hours during that time when everything was falling apart in 

2004. Marith and I talked on the phone a lot when I lived in San Francisco. From the beginning 

and especially at the bitter end, she was supportive. There was a time when we were both noctur-

nal in Portland and San Francisco. We both were drinking. Staying out late a lot. She was a cou-

ple years younger than me.  
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 I partied a lot in my late twenties. I was always up all night alone in my apartment doing 

coke alone. Writing Jet Set Desolate during that period. 

  Marith almost moved out to San Francisco to live with me in the closet of the studio 

apartment where Jet Set Desolate is set in 2002. She ended up not moving after all. My beautiful 

Marith, my protégé in Portland, stayed in Portland to fall in love, get married and have a baby 

with a man. I see the pictures on Facebook. She looks so happy. 

 Marith couldn’t move into my closet. Embark on what would have been a completely al-

ternate destination in her life at the last minute. Because at that point I had made a bad decision. 

Decided to let my new boyfriend Jesse move into the studio in the Tenderloin’s Alhambra build-

ing with me instead. I had only been going out with for two weeks. I barely knew him. I had met 

him at a bar. He was staying with a friend of mine. I just really liked him. I let him move into the 

studio with me instead.  

 That decision changed my life. Jet Set Desolate is based partially on that relationship 

with Jesse and my relationship with this other guy who I was also having amazing sex with. I 

was obsessed with both of these men for a little while. It was hard to get out from under their 

grip. But I did. After a time. Partially by writing about them. They no longer held any power over 

me, after many years had passed. 
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Chapter 14 — BI-CURIOUS 

 Portland: 1997. The popcorn kernels jumped. Twitched. Sparked up in the hot oil at the 

bottom of Tonya's soup pot. I stared down at them. The heat pressed on my face. Tonya shook 

the pot. Muttered. We were standing very close to one another. Plastic sandwich bags of curry 

powder, oregano, and basil were ranged along the top of the stove with green Tabasco sauce and 

chili oil. I picked up a bag of turmeric. Pressed my thumbs into it. Fidgeting. Hunger gouged into 

my stomach. 

Tonya clanged the lid onto a pot. Said, “Alright. Just a couple of minutes, Lena." 

"Okay, okay." I looked up at the clock. Both hands stuck straight up. We had had a long night of 

confusion at the local movie theater. We saw some Truffaut film with Bridget Bardot. I did not 

understand the French New Wave terribly well. I just thought it was so nice to look at.  

"You know,” I said, “I though that film was really fucked up. I mean, Truffaut had the whole 

woman as looked-at-object thing all over the place. We're looking at Brigitte Bardot lounging 

naked on fake fur for half of it." 

"Scopophilia? That shit – I think that's what they call it." Tonya creased her forehead together. 

We both took film theory classes at Reed. 

"Oh yeah. That is what they called it in my Russian film class. Scopophilia. The filmic to-be-

looked-at-ness of a woman. Yeah, either we were gazing upon her unparalleled beauty – which 

seems to occur in every movie I see, unless it takes place in a submarine – or her husband was 

chasing her around with a gun." I waved my hands around the tiny kitchen. Forefinger stretched 

out. Shot with my fingers, "Bam!" 
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Tonya smirked. "Okay, but after the hour and a half of them squabbling – 'I no longer love you 

André,' 'You must love me,' 'You repulse me' etc.… I was going to kill her if he didn't. The car 

crash was a relief." 

"But oh, the car crash. The car crash. That's such a cliché.” I waved my hands in disgust. 

"Archetype." Tonya set her lips together in a neat line. 

"Oh fuck you. It's not." 

"Popcorn's ready." Tonya whipped the top off the pan. A huff of steam wafted up. Moistened the 

playing cards that lined the tops of the walls. Tonya poured melted margarine on the popcorn. 

Shook on heavy grains of Mrs. Dash and clots of Brewer's yeast. "Lets go listen to Billie Holi-

day. I just got this four-record set at the Salvation Army. It's rad." 

"Cool." I followed her into her room. Damp laundry was piled on the floor with teacups and 

records. She shoved it all aside with her feet. Cleared a space big enough for us to sit in. I flat-

tened my palms against the glossy floor. Leaned back. Calm. A series of bamboo-scroll prints  

hung on the walls. I saw children tossing a ball between them in gold tasseled hats. I saw women 

in billowing red and purple kimonos. 

Tonya thumped the pot down between us. Stuck a hand in. She dropped delicate kernels into her 

mouth. "Huh..." she said around bites. "Could've used less of that seasoning salt and added a lit-

tle lemon juice...but whatever." 

I watched her intently as she leaned over. Picked up a record. Flipped it out. Leaned farther. Far-

ther. The muscles in her arms stretched gracefully. Tonya settled the record into the player. 

Dropped the needle. There was a rough-edged purr. A scratchy melody drifted out. Billie Holi-

day's voice welled sadly. 
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I plucked a handful of popcorn. Chewed it slowly. "You know, I saw this documentary about her 

once. They seemed to be short of video footage, so they kept just flashing on image of her face – 

on posters, in photographs, drinking champagne at luncheons, nodding off...it was really interest-

ing, but after a point I couldn't handle being bombarded like that – I just wanted to listen to her." 

"Hmmm...." Tonya said. "Kind of like that MTV thing they’re doing now. Videos with music? 

Like, does that 'Losing my Religion" song really look like a bunch of lipstick-smeared boys tied 

to trees? Come on. Michael Stipe so earnestly falling over while he sings? I mean, who makes 

this shit up?  I don't get music videos, I don't see the point." 

"Okay, then, I’ll raise you one. What do you think of Fantasia? Disney orchestral animation fan-

tasy with pastel unicorns and naked ice fairies set to Mozart? Sure, I'll believe it. It’s pretty 

good." 

“Maybe. But it's like, they use really similar music for all of it." 

"Or classical all sounds the same because you don't like it." 

"Hey," Tonya leaned over. Pushed me. ”I have my 'Sounds of Spain' record around here some-

where.” 

"I've heard that one. Its tango." 

 I grabbed her hand. Pulled on it. Laughed. 

"Whatever. The point I was trying to make was that since they use practically the same music for 

the ‘mommy-and-daddy-Pegasus-do-the-naughty’ scene and then the hula mushrooms, then it 

loses legitimacy."  

"I don't remember. I was six. Had to go to the bathroom when I saw that part." 
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"Well, yeah, they do. To me this proves that they really weren't paying enough attention to the 

whole image-sound correspondence deal." 

“Dammit, Disney. Get it right." I crept my other hand onto her shoulder. Carefully. 

"Right!" Tonya looked at me across her round nose. Across the inches now separating us. She set 

a warm hand on my neck. Kissed me. It tasted like Mrs. Dash. Lemon. Soft. I pulled her down 

onto the popcorn. Spilled it in a broad sweep onto the floor. The sharp kernels dug into my back. 

She pulled up my shirt. Smoothed a hand across my breast. This was a friend-date that had ended 

well. 

I sprawled backwards on the couch. Dug my fingertips into the holes in the upholstery. Don, 

Dave and Karla leaned off the seats of their chairs. Stared at the rising floodwaters on the televi-

sion screen. Dave was yet another housemate. He played bass in Bisy Backson. Perched on an 

overturned shopping cart, the TV screen was full of lapping brown water with weak yellow lights 

glaring on a thin line from the riverbank.  

Floating superimposed, the weatherman droned, "Yes, folks, the Willamette River has burst its 

bounds once again and is creeping up through industrial Portland." 

"Shit!" Karla said, cracking her knuckles. Huge drops of rain splatted against the windows. 

 "We at Channel 11 News advise staying indoors as much as possible. Stay alert for flood 

warnings in your area. Please try to drive as little as possible, as the river is unpredictable." The 

screen changed to a shot of a car half-submerged. A man tried to pull a small child from the pas-

senger seat. "Do not attempt to enter flooded areas for any reason. This is Cal Wilson signing 

off." 
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 “Okay. Well, so much for that rave Dolly was talking about." Don said. He shook a hand 

down.  

I stared at the back of his narrow neck. Thin black hair spiked down over it. I felt vaguely guilty. 

I couldn't pin my finger on how guilty, though. Making out with Tonya had felt so natural. So 

easy. It just happened. I hadn't been thinking about her boyfriend and my housemate Don at all 

until much later. Even then, my regret was tinged with a sort of ruthlessness. Don fucked me 

over. I fuck back. Literally. 

I heard an irregular scratch-scratch that I knew was the rats in the walls. I could imagine then 

skittering between lathe and plaster. Vaulting between crossbeams. Black eyes reflecting in the 

dark. 

"Yeah, Karla chuckled smugly. "I can imagine Dolly’s stripper rave. Beepers. Baggy pants. Vinyl 

skirts all spiraling – all washing – down the warehouse staircase like one big toilet. Fuckers." 

 Dave laughed. Leaned back into his chair. "Yeah, I wasn't going to go either. Not for $25. 

You've got to be kidding. I don’t got that kind of dough." He curled fetal on his back. Started 

making tweeting noises. Two lanky arms pushed at the air like he was treading water. “Not from 

selling my ass, yet. Stay tuned for next month, I know there’s that gay theatre off Burnside. I 

wonder…” 

“I think I'm going to go out in a rowboat," Don said. “I’ll pluck out all the fancy designer drugs 

in their neat little tiny baggies. I could use some E."  

I pulled myself out of my stupor. Sat up straight. "House Ecstasy trip, Don? I think that would 

lead to more trouble than if the place did flood." My voice was a little harsher than I had expect-
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ed. He looked at me searchingly. Turned back to watch the rain gloss blue and silver down the 

dirty windows. 

The 10” record scratched to its last loop. The sound moved piercingly across my room as I 

thought about going to sleep. A high-pitched voice intoned, "It takes one to know one. It takes 

one to know one. It takes one to know one. it takes..." I leaned across the aqua and gold brocade 

of the bedspread. Lifted the needle with a scratch. Settled it carefully in its place. The voice 

stopped. 

The narrowed eyes of a blue and yellow woman painted heavily on cardboard stared me down 

from the wall above. She was flicking a lighter with one hand. The flame was pure Alizarin 

Crimson right out of the tube. I blinked and fell backwards. Tired. Curled into the sheets. 

 I stopped tossing around. I began to hear worried voices coming from outside, from the 

porch. "Oh Tonya. Oh god. Why now? Why this?" It was Don. I clenched the sheets in the dark. 

Stared up at the porch light glowing down through my window. My room was directly to the left 

of the front door and the porch. The wall separating the side of my room from them was only 

widely spaced wooden slats covered by painted drywall. It transmitted sound very well. 

"Look," Tonya said, "You said we had an open relationship. Polyamory is what I believe in, too. 

We don't own each other. None of this my girlfriend my boyfriend crap. Alright?" The rain ham-

mered against the glass. 

"Well, yeah. True. Okay. But I think, but with Lena, that's kind of different." I screwed my fin-

gers deeper into the sheets. Ground my teeth.  
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It was excruciating to overhear them talking. To not be able to do or say anything. It was mad-

dening. I didn’t want to let them know I could hear them. I didn’t want to confront them. I didn’t 

think it would end well. 

"I didn't think it would matter,” Tonya said. “I mean she's one of my best friends. We used to kiss 

all the time last year, remember? Me, Maren, Rachel and Zoe and her would play spin-the-bottle 

last years. It was fun. We’re girls. We’re friends. We’re bisexual, or at least bi-curious experi-

menting college girls. We make out sometimes." 

"I remember that,” Don said. "That was funny." 

 Funny, huh? I bristled. The point when bisexuality turns from titivating to threatening is 

when that chick moves in on your woman. 

  Hosting and leading the all-girl spin the bottle games the previous year was my pride and 

joy in 1996. I whetted my hostess skills in my red and gold bedroom. The circle of willing col-

lege girls kissed as a Jim Beam bottle spun. Everyone loved it. We started playing the game at 

parties. In my room. The secret back room. The boys started wanting to play too, pretty soon.  

 When the boys joined us, things changed. We all started getting laid a lot more. It got a 

little more intense as people pared off during parties. Rachel slept with every guy in my house. I 

didn’t mind. I was working on the same thing myself. But that sophomore spring semester, amy 

little parties were such fun. So nice for me as an out bisexual who was not currently having real 

sex with any other women. 

 We were all very young. It was hard to find women who already knew that they were into 

other women at my tiny school. At least, whom I actually wanted to sleep with also. I liked 
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femmes. I was a femme. That is difficult. It was also very difficult to know how to have sex with 

a woman. I was still learning. I didn’t know very much. It was so delightful to get all of these 

lovely kisses from my lovely friends. They seemed to enjoy the boundaries-respected, experi-

mentation-friendly zone I had set up. My friends came over every Friday night. 

 Maren came to me privately one night with a bottle of wine to try and experiment. To see 

if she was queer. I obliged, of course. Delighted. Maren preferred men. These college girls usual-

ly did. Maren and I never spoke of our lesbian encounter again. Years of friendship later in Los 

Angeles we never speak of it again. But I remember. I knew she does too. That was twenty years 

ago. She’s a married woman now, like so many of my former female lovers. I understand the 

boundaries that are necessary in friendships with married people, no matter your history. I under-

stood them less well when I was young. 

"Yeah,” Tonya continued. “So, Lena and I made out again. It went a little farther this time than it 

had before. But she's your friend too, so what's the big deal? One little event that doesn't have to 

change our relationship at all." 

"But, but, the thing is that it's her. She’s a little intense. You remember how we had that thing last 

year?" There was strain in Don's voice. 

I craned my ears. This was juicy. Not that I didn't hear all sorts of house intrigue from my thin-

walled room. Forties of Old English and the impression of solid walls made the porch sitters talk 

a bit louder than was wise. This was more relevant than usual. 

"Yeah." Tonya said. "She said you were kind of an asshole to her." 
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 "Well, I was going through a lot of shit," Don tried. "But, that's kind of what makes it so 

weird. I mean, she, she, she's my friend and my housemate and all, but in relationships she's kind 

of cannibalistic. Demanding." 

Unseen, I made a muted noise of protest. 

 "Sure, since you only talked to her every fourth day. Ignored her the rest of the time while 

you were living with her." Tonya arched her voice sarcastically. 

 "Hey! She was just weird, then. She wanted too much. I couldn't deal with her. I was still 

breaking up with Jen. Dividing up all our shit. The dog. All that baggage." 

"So you were mean." I jerked up. Peered out the window. All I could see was the dry edge of the 

porch protecting it from the water. 

 "I wasn't – well okay, sometimes I was." Don dropped his voice. 

 "So, I think she has more right to say bad things about you than you have to about her." 

"It sounds like she has already – to you," Don growled. "You're kind of a key person to talk shit 

about me to." 

 "The truth is not talking shit." 

 “Oh, whatever. Come on, Tonya, it's like, I'm just having trouble with the idea of you and 

her like that, when me and you have this thing." 

"We're not a couple." 

 "I never said we were. I know we're not. I just like you, that's all." 

 "Well it's mutual, when you're not being jealous. Who knows, this may never happen 

again. Calm down, okay." I settled back into my blankets. Tonya would smooth things over. She 
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had this rare ability to make us feel like things were going to all be okay. She could produce con-

tentment when things were all fucked up. When things still were, probably, all fucked up. 

 "Well, okay. Okay. Let's just get to sleep." 

 I heard the scraping of feet. The crack of a bottle breaking in the street. The door creaked 

open. Soft treads rattled across the floor. Heavier thuds as they went downstairs. Marlene Diet-

rich's croon wafted up to me through concrete and wood. 
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Chapter 15 — THE ETHICAL SLUT 

 I dug my heels into Tonya's bedspread. Twirled the shaggy tufts between my fingers. 

Across from me she sat cross-legged. Her blue eyes refracted light like a broken Sapphire gin 

bottle. I could never afford better gin than Safeway Select. 

 "Well, yeah," Tonya said. "There were, um, words exchanged...if you know what I 

mean." 

 "Ah. Oh. Damn." I started braiding the yarn. Twined the strands around each other. Chose 

my words so I wouldn't show myself up as a prying wall-listener. All the time watching her 

smooth pale skin from under my narrowed eyelashes. "I had hoped you wouldn't, um, tell him 

that..." 

 "Well, the whole thing about polyamory – which is what he'd said was what he wanted to 

do – and definitely what I'd wanted to do – well it's that you tell each other about things and you 

deal..." 

 "And he's not dealing." 

 "Uh-uh." 

 “Yeah. So this is kind of weird for me. Because, fuck, I live with the guy. I have to see his 

face first thing in the morning angry with me. I hang out in the basement a lot. If I'm the scarlet 

harlot, well, things are going to get fucked up. I feel like we had enough history already to deal 

with." 

 "But that's what you do when you live with people. Or hang out with them for a while," 

Tonya said like it was obvious. "You have to handle it like a grown up when things get all 

sketchy." 
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 "Yeah. You are so amazingly fucking rational about all of this. I don't get it." 

 "I still get all emotional. I mean, I really care about Don. But I also can't just be led 

around all the time by this Snow White idea of perfect romance. Waiting around to be kissed. 

Yeah, I would be really sad if there was some huge terrible fight and relationship – poof!" She 

raised a hand. Spread it like an explosion. “But there are other things that are important. Like do-

ing what I want." Tonya flashed me a sudden glance. It seemed like a layer of skin had been 

stripped off me. She moved closer. 

 "Hey, what's that all about?" I asked weakly. "I mean, I definitely don't object. But what 

about Don? "  

 Tonya smoothed a hand up the side of my face. "What about him?" 

 I put my hand on top of hers. "Um, sure. Okay." I gently plucked at the greasy pomade–

spikes in her hair. Twisted them higher. Pulled. "But when this all gets hashed through again, 

don't blame me for initiating. I'm just sitting here innocently, well, innocently staring at you. 

Wishing you would kiss me but with the purest intent, really. Hail Mary and all that." 

 "Our father who art...something...thy kingdom come, thy will be done." Tonya scraped 

her fingernails against the back of my neck. Pulled me to her. 

The women on the bamboo scrolls waved their fans gracefully. I smelled a slight whiff of gas 

from the stove. My foot rolled through the piles of newsprint. Settled on a record case with a 

flaming red flamenco dancer ding backwards. A plastic rose was clenched in the dancer’s teeth. 

 The show/party was that Friday night at the Dustbin. The dining room was piled with 

amps and speakers. Strewn with cords. Bisy Backson pounded out quick bass and guitar. Hurri-
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cane loud under the ceiling's brown-painted sheriff's star. The chandelier with a lone blue bulb.   

 Don was stretched to his full six feet. Strumming fast. Yelling about black coffee. Under-

neath the strain of methamphetamine abuse, I could hear the old melodic tenor tendency from the 

years of high school chorus he never liked to admit to. Kelvin, Dave and Raisin were hunched 

over drums, bass, and two more guitars. Intent. Not looking at the crowd. The room was full of 

kids. Jumping in the living room. Standing on chairs that threatened to fall. I was up front with 

Tonya and Mel. Elbowing. Throwing ourselves back into the mass of random students and local 

punks to bump and be held by shoulders pressed together. Falling out again to watch all of our 

reflections in red and black against the big back window. The rain made an eerie backbeat to the 

drums. I thought about electrocution. 

 Our mail sorting boxes were lined up forgotten against the back window seat. Pushed 

aside for a guitar case and Pabst cans.  

 One of my paintings was hanging slanted against the back wall of the living room. It was 

a big gold canvas of a Virgin Mary surrounded by a female-led gun execution of a man in a dirty 

white shirt staged in little vignettes around in a circle around the Virgin. The canvas was narrow-

ly close to by the threatening neck of the bass and Dave's flailing arms as he leaned off a speaker. 

But that piece had been through enough since I'd wrestled it up on the wall. It would be okay. 

Strong stretchers. Someone I didn’t know built that massive canvas in the wood shop. 

 I ignored the risk. Kept dancing. 

Don's guitar swerved. Climbed. The drums rat-a-tat-tatted suddenly to a close. Sweating, I fell 

back against Tonya. She took my shoulders. Shook them.  
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 "Grrr," Tonja said. She let me go. The room filled up with chatter. I watched Don d over. 

Tired. He closed his guitar up in the battered black case. There was a cold space on my shoulder 

where Tonya pulled away. She went towards Don. Stuck an arm around his waist. They put their 

heads together. 

 "Awe! Ain't that just the darn cutest thing?" Flo remarked in my ear.  

 I turned around to face her. Beneath Flo’s half-sarcastic mouth, the tattoo on her chest 

read: "If you have no one, no one can hurt you." An anatomical heart stood in for the comma, 

black inked in. Tattoo ink lifting slightly to honeycomb. 

 I lifted my eyes to her face, "Um, yeah. Sure. Right." 

 "What? Don't you believe in lacy doilies? Candy hearts?” 

 "Dirty sheets? Someone else's shoulder putting your arm to sleep? No, I don't really be-

lieve in it. I’m kind of over it." 

 The strobe light spattered Flo’s face. Her black hair stuck out. Red lipstick pasted on. She 

swung around a half-pint of vodka. Put an arm on my shoulder. “Alright. The tweeting doves are 

making lil Lena somewhat bitter? 

 I squirmed out from under her arm. Scowled.  

 "I don't know,” I said. “I don't know. I just – I don't want to talk about it. I'm going to 

wander." I smiled. Moved away. Bumped through the crowd until I couldn't see Don and Tonya 

anymore. Greasy backs of heads confronted me. Jostled around. Chode yowled and dashed be-

tween my feet. Past the purple French doors the huge room opened up. Scabbed with graffiti and 

pages ripped from magazines. Yellow trails of car lights squealed past outside. Dashing through 
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the window. Flares over the party. An abrupt tug on my shoulder pulled me out of my reverie. 

Dave was hovering anxiously. t over to my height. Grinning. 

"Hey you. Yes, you." 

 I was used to him. "Okay, Dave. Yeah, what's the problem?" 

 The smile greased down. He looked grim suddenly. Harlequin-quick. "I kind of need to 

talk to you. Dirty business." 

 "I can't find you any pot, if that's what you mean. Talk to Rachel." 

Dave’ hand sprung out like it was suspended on elastic. Grabbed mine. He started pulling me 

across the room. Talking as he went. "No, no, no my dearie. It's that, well, dirty things happen. 

Things get overheard. Worse things happen. The trouble just piles up. Pretty soon I just don't 

have any help to give out and the floors are just filthy. Well." We traipsed through the dim hall 

into the side-door nook. Two red velvet chairs loomed up surrounded by heaps of books in milk 

crates. I looked up. Two dismantled bouncy-horses were swinging from ribbons hooked to the 

wall. 

 "Well," I said. "If you’re talking about what I think you are. I think you know, and I've 

told you this before, that I think you have a great and unwholesome interest in the sex lives of 

your housemates. I don't approve. At all." I scraped a foot on the Astroturf for emphasis. 

 “Okay. Okay. Okay,” Dave backed up a little in the narrow space. 

 "But, hey. I'm Don’s friend. He tells me things. I sleep upstairs right above the heat vent. 

I hear things. This thing just sounds like it's headed right to hell." 

 "Like I don't know that." "Leaning against the chairs there was a naked child mannequin 

with outspread arms and long eyelashes. Pink-smeared with paint or lipstick, I didn't know. 
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 "Yeah. You should know that. They're out there with their arms around each other and 

you're in here with well, me and a couple of bouncy-horses. That's just how things are going to 

be. I mean, that could be fun too, but – " I stared at the plastic beasts. Molded into caricatures of 

horses. They were meant to swing on a metal framework for a child to bounce on. We were no 

longer children. 

 "But, Dave, get this – she always starts it. We'll be peacefully sitting around talking about 

movies and then, you know. I mean. I'm part of it too. But it's not like I'm out there chasing her 

around...well, not really." 

 "Huh. Don presented it somewhat differently." 

 "Whatever. Don is having some little problems right now. Tonya is one of them. What 

Tonya wants to do. Not how I react to it. I'd really rather not be involved. God, I hate this. We’re 

all stuck in an incestuous little circle like things have been since I moved in here. Three years. 

I'm bloody sick of it. We need some new blood. We all need to kiss some new people who don’t 

live on this block or in this house. Why do you think I have such a groupie band traveller habit? I 

like the new blood." 

 Dave started rattling his head up and down. Shook a finger. "You need to get it together 

and stop fucking around.” 

 "And who are you to tell me about fucking up, Mr. can't even finish his SSI paperwork?" 

The mannequin stared grimly. 

 "Hey!" Dave started up. "At least I know when it's time to get on it." He jerked his chin 

down. Satisfied. "Pill-popper!" 

 "I'm quite functional. Thank you very much. All I need is a little privacy and dignity." 
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 "All I need is my crazy check in two weeks and some martini olives, and I'm set." Dave 

said. 

 "I wish I could get a fucking check like that. Be supported. People like me who can deal 

but just barely have to peddle espresso to yuppies then pop my pills at night." 

 "Well, hey, you could probably get on it. I mean I've seen you pretty wacked out. If you 

ditch the pills for a couple weeks. Go talk to some trees. You know, your voices.” 

"Oh yes. The demons. The little horned demons. But I don't want to go there again." 

 "You should give it a try. It’s nice not having to work. It might really release your creativ-

ity. Just FYI, artist to artist, it also helps not to masturbate so much. When I stopped masturbat-

ing my creative energy was just on fire." 

 "I don't know, Dave. I try so hard for this level of functionality. I want to be taken seri-

ously. I don't want to just throw it away unless I really have to. I know I'll be broke and broken 

some time in the future and then I might try to get on Disability for my mental illness. For now I 

think I'm alright." 

"Well you aren't. There's something you're forgetting." 

 "Would you stop it? This isn't your deal. This is my problem. Why don't you go break 

some bottles on the porch or something?” 

 Dave lifted both hands. "Whatever, Lena. Just deal with it. Handle it. I'm going to go 

drown my irritation in cheap beer now." 

 "Fine." I turned around. Opened the side door. Slid out onto the shuddering cold. Yells 

from the party followed me out. I closed the door. I could still hear the bass of the next band tun-
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ing up. I put both hands on the railing. Leaned out over the bushes. Sniffed deeply. Aired out the 

smoke that was huddled around me in the rain. 
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Chapter 16 — THE TRUTH IS NOT TALKING SHIT 

 I opened the red basement door. Went down the stairs. Stumbled where one of the planks 

was missing. I heard talking from somewhere deep in the basement. I knew Don was down there. 

I stomped the last concrete steps with trepidation. Wondered. I knew everyone left from the party 

was hanging out down there. I wanted to participate. 

  I pulled aside the bleached out blanket used as a curtain. Blinked at the light. Candles set 

in wine bottles. Sat down on the musty couch with Dave and Tonya. Don was slouched in the 

chair opposite. One hand gripping a bottle of Old Crow whiskey. The other drummed out a 

rhythm on his thigh. I looked around carefully. This wouldn’t end well. 

 I felt like I had interrupted something. Tonya leaned her hand on her forehead.. Exhaust-

ed. Eyes luminous. Dave was in his usual state of nervous excitation. Jerking his head around. 

His gumball green eyes crackled at me.  

 Dave said, "What’s up? It's the rats! Haven't you noticed? They have tools. Little scalpels 

and screwdrivers. Scratchy, scratch in the walls! Rats of NIMH!” 

 "Scratch, scratch. The rats have tools." I said. Watched Don and Tonya stare sadly at each 

other. Don pulled himself up. Gouged his elbows into the chair back. Passed the whiskey to me 

like he was asking for something. His long arm was marked with sewing-needle tattoos. At the 

elbow, a trash can with the word "Slop" above it. I remembered that tattoo. I took the bottle. 

Poured a bitter sip into my mouth. It curdled in. Harsh. Scalding.  

 I passed the bottle over to Tonya. Tried to catch her eye. She avoided my gaze. Her eyes 

tilted downwards. Purposefully seeing only the pile of ketchup smeared plates on the floor. 



Lambert / SCAFFOLDING         143

 "Yeah, but we really should deal with this," Dave said. "Tell the landlord or something. 

Or else it'll be the Secret of NIMH all over again." 

 Tonya screwed her mouth up. "I think Karla did tell the landlord. He said he was going to 

deal with it. That was about a month ago. So who the fuck knows.” 

 "They're fleeing for the high ground." I added. Lifted my head. "Like how in California 

you can turn on the hose in your backyard. After a while the porch will go completely black with 

ants. I used to do that a lot when I was a little kid. I'd watch the drone ants carry the itty-bitty 

maggoty pupae around in circles. Then I'd run inside in terror once they got too thick. Slam the 

sliding door. Watch them run around through the glass." 

 "That's beautiful, Lena." Tonya said. 

 "No really, I did this every summer for years. It was better than camp." 

 I looked up. The ceiling was plastered with squares of fifties flower wallpaper. Delicate. 

Sweet above the carpet scraps patching along the walls. A shimmering drumhead hung off a pipe. 

Piles of records surrounded the stereo in the corner under rows of photographs. A piece of stale 

toast was tacked to the yellow slatted wall. 

 I looked back at Tonya. She had set her lips together. Thumbed the threadbare arm of the 

couch. She cast her eyes down again. 

 Don took a drink off the bottle. Hesitated. Took another. "I don't know about this, you 

know, I mean..." He faded off into silence. The needle of the record scratched achingly.  

 Dave jerked his head from side to side, not knowing how to deal with the lack of stimuli. 

I stared at the letters scrawled in black on the wall. No Compromise. 
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 Don paused. Put both hands on his armrests. "Okay, we all need to take responsibility for 

things, alright?” 

 "My daddy told me that once. I didn't listen and it got me where I am today." Dave said. 

 "Shut up!" Don blazed. "What I meant was..." 

 "So we all need to do our dishes so that the rats don't congregate?" I knew this wasn't the 

right answer. I didn't want to and couldn't really talk about it. 

 "You of anyone know what I mean." 

 “Okay. Okay. Yeah," I gave in. 

 "What the fuck, you – “ Don blurted. 

 "Stop it! Dammit! It's not her!” Tonya yelled. 

 "But you," Don flared at me, "I was trying to deal with it without fighting like this!" 

 "So okay, Daddy," Dave twitched his head with a bright smirk. "I will be sure to wash all 

my dishes and brush my teeth at night and say my prayers. Then will you love me?" 

 "WOULD YOU FUCKING SHUT UP!" Don clamped his hands around the armrest 

again. 

 "Not fighting, huh?" I couldn't help prodding. I remembered what Don said on the porch. 

"Just shit-talking, then. How about cannibalistic, huh? How about that? How do you justify that 

little comment?" 

 "What?" 

 "Heard it too!" Dave giggled. 

 "Okay, so you all were having a little listening party to our private discussion?" 

 "So you were talking shit," I said. 



Lambert / SCAFFOLDING         145

 "The truth is not talking shit," Don answered. 

 "Hey!" Tonya said. "First of all, I said that. Second of all, I'm fucking sick of this jeal-

ousy trip. You want me, okay. You want me to not be with anyone else, not okay. I'm not the one 

that you want. I want a poly thing.” 

 "I'm not asking for you. I'm just asking that you, you and her don't do anything without 

me." 

 "I'll do what I fucking please." Tonya jerked down her chin. 

 "Alright then, fine. You do that. With someone else." 

 "Oh, so that's what you mean. Fine then." Tonya stood up. Bounced foot to foot. Glared at 

Don. "So I can only be free around here when I'm not involved with you? That follows." 

 “Wait! Wait! Okay. That wasn't quite what I meant. I mean, don't leave. Hey!" Don 

dropped the bottle with a thick clunk. My eyes rapid-scanned back and forth between them. I 

didn’t want them to break up. I wanted to make things right. 

"Look, I'm sorry," I said. "I mean, I really am. That totally wasn't what I meant to do. That's 

fucked up, I know, that things ended up like this. I just wasn't thinking." 

"You weren't thinking? You weren't thinking?" Don yelled. "Of course you weren't fucking think-

ing or you would have realized that this would completely fuck up things between Tonya and I 

and between me and you also." 

 I took a deep breath. "Well, obviously things between us weren't ironed out yet if you 

were talking all that shit on the porch, huh? Obviously we were just kind of skating on some fake 

sort of calm anyway. Like that's really going to work anymore. I mean, yeah. I'm really sorry, I 

didn't mean to fuck everything up. But it wasn't just me." 
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 "She's right." Tonya added. 

 "Okay, maybe things weren't all settled between you and I. Was this some kind of sick 

revenge trip? Was that it? You trying to get back at me after being all fucked up when we were 

together?" 

 "For you being all fucked up." 

 "The fucked-up-ness was somewhat mutual, I think.” Don said. “You have your prob-

lems.” I would never deny that. 

 "Whatever. Okay, fine. Be a jackass, I don't care." I twitched to one side. Started fiddling 

with the couch threads. 

 "Look, Don said. “I'm just trying to say that things weren't all right. They were never 

completely all right. We were pretending they were all right. I know. Would you quit making that 

face? Okay. But things with me and Tonya we really good up until this point. Up until you threw 

a wrench into it.”  

 "Hey," Tonya stabbed a hand out. "That's the thing: things just are never completely per-

fect like you seem to think. Maybe I was feeling a little trapped or something. Closed in. Maybe 

I was getting some air." 

 Suddenly, a big black rat skittered across our extended feet. Swerved almost into the 

whiskey. The rat dashed under the blanket into the hallway. Tonya shrieked. Jumped backwards. 

The rest of us settled back with stolid, bitter expressions. I heard its sharp pink feet scratching up 

the stairs. Racing against us. Nobody moved. 
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 That night, there was an ice storm. The next morning, I set one foot gingerly on the shelf 

of ice covering the porch step. The post-party bottles were usually recycled for change. Ice sheets 

encircled them. Cementing them to the dirt. I stabbed my hands into my coat pockets. Crept 

down the steps slow. Knowing that any sway of weight too far in one direction would land me 

flat on my nose. A flat gray slate seemed pressed over the sky. Casting no shadows. Melting 

nothing. At the bottom of the steps there was what once had been a puddle with a baby doll head 

floating in it. Now it was frozen straight across. Opening its mouth vacantly. Starting along the 

sidewalk, I skidded on the ice. Flailed. Stuck a foot out. Caught myself again. I took a step back.   

 The tree-lined street was empty. Old craftsman houses ding worn porches under the 

weight of ice. Failed tree branches were strewn across the sidewalk. Iced solid. The weight had 

cracked them in the night. 

 Last winter in mind, I took a step in the corrugated ice with green showing underneath. 

The grass gave slightly. Crushing. Giving my foot enough traction to hold and take another step. 

Slowly, I treaded up the street. 

 At the intersection, there was a chain link fence. I slunk across the sidewalk again to cling 

to the links. Looked across. The fence was draped with Christmas lights. Christmas was three 

weeks ago. In the yard parched bare ground was scraped with ice. Three particleboard reindeer 

had fallen over. Tied with red yarn. A couple of plastic candy canes lay flat as if blown over. The 

house was a squat stucco block with a concrete ledge in front. I walked on. 

 On the other side of the street, there was a fat wide-leafed bush bleeding green through 

the ice. I reached out to touch the perfect ice leaf stuck around the real one. The clear cold leaf 

came off in my hand. I stared at it for a second. Watched the church across the street through its 
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blurry facet. Threw it at the sausage-lined window of the deli. The leaf shattered. Dropped into a 

row of decorative cabbages. The Germanic cottage facade stared down at me. 

 I looped across another street. Creaked open the glass door of the Plaid Pantry. A gust of 

warm air blew out. I was surrounded with gummy tarantulas. Blow-pops. Big League Chew. 

Shelves of orange juice. Snapple. Cheap beer and burgundy spread out in the back behind rows 

of candy bars and salted peanuts. Behind the counter, the usual girl smiled.  

 “Yay,” she said. “No one has been in today. It's been damn boring." 

 "Well, I'm here to be exciting, I guess." I hunched over the hot drinks counter. "Hey, what 

flavor of this coffee do you think is tastier: chocolate macadamia, vanilla nut, or the scary unla-

beled kind in the big pot?" 

 She shook back a thick black perm. "You know, I think they're all pretty alright if you put 

in that creamer stuff." 

 My hand moved to the non-dairy powder. 

 "No, no," she said. "Try the little pots of Irish cream. Green top, yeah, that's it." I piled up 

a few by the Slurpee machine. 

 I pulled out a twelve-ounce Styrofoam cup. Pressed the vanilla air pot. Poured in the 

creamer. A plastic top with a flip-back lid crunched over the top. 

 I slid eighty cents over the glass-topped lottery tickets. The cash register clanged out. I 

felt a tug on my hair. 

 "What?" 

 "Hey!" It was Tonya. Round face bright with cold. Ringed by a fake fur hood. She was 

waving a five-dollar bill. "Just a second. Wait for me." 
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 I loitered by the rack of Wet and Wild makeup. Fiddled with lipsticks and red polish. The 

used car trader leaflet was spread open. Marked up. 

 Tonya bought a pack of Old Gold cigarettes. Ripped the cellophane off the top. Stuffed it 

into her pocket. She loped up next to me. We shuffled out the door into the sparkling bright light 

reflecting off the ice sheets. 

 Hovering on the ice, Tonya asked, "Oh, do you want one? It got so pretty out here." 

 We sat down gingerly on what had once been the curb. Tonya passed me a cigarette. I 

flipped back the lid on my coffee. Took a long, bitter drink. Looked up at her expectantly. 

  ”So, what's going on?" I had excused myself shortly after the rat made its visitation the 

night before. I wanted to know what was happening. 

 Tonya tilted her head back. "Oh God. Well, I decided to stop things with Don. He was 

getting all weird and possessive. I realized I didn't want to deal with it." 

"Oh really? Good for you,” I smiled. 

 "Yeah, it was all getting too complicated. You know how the SE Woodstock and 39th St. 

block is this big incestuous circle that loops back upon itself a million times until it gets tangled 

up? So’s this town. If you don't try to stay clear of it it'll get you." 

 "Oh I know. I know that real well." I swiped a match through the folded edge of a match-

book. Lit my Old Gold. I rarely smoked. I was never a smoker because of the Wellbutrin I was 

on at the time but this moment necessitated a type of girlish intimacy.  

 "Talk to Dave sometime about what everyone else in the house is up to. He'll fill you in. 

Of course, he knows all about my life. Sometimes when I get a secret I try and keep it just for the 
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sake of having just one. Of course it gets out as soon as I tell one person." We watched a lone car 

skid across the street. 

"So, yeah. I'm getting sick of all that. I want to disentangle myself." 

 "Go to Peru. Study abroad. Get a studio downtown." I said. "But really, you're breaking 

up with Don? Does that mean we have a chance?" 

"No." Tonya said. The coffee burnt my tongue. “No. That's kind of the point. I'm sick of sex. I 

need to hang out by myself and make quiche. I'll bring some over for you guys, but I'm going to 

do me for awhile." 

 “Oh," I said very quietly. "Well, okay." 

 Tonya took a last drag on her cigarette. Flipped it through the air. Sparking. It sent on a 

trail of light before sputtering into a frozen puddle. 

 “Alright. I've got to go, hon. Only reason I came out here in the first place was to get 

some rice milk and garlic for the house. I'll see you." 

"I'll see you. I hope," I said to the marks of her boots on the ice. I took another drink of my cof-

fee. Let it fall down slow. Let the warm tingling fill my head. There was a steady drip from the 

ice melting off the trees. My thumb slipped for a second on the hot Styrofoam. The lid bucked 

off. The cup slopped downward. Threw out blazing coffee that melted the ice in a jagged shape. 

Letting asphalt show through. I watched the half-melted edges drip. Got up slowly. Started walk-

ing to the house. 
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Chapter 17 — SWERVE TO ORANGE 

 Kelvin appeared on the porch one spring 1998 afternoon with a backpack and a story. He 

was a friend of Damian's from Spokane. A fan of mine. He read my zine Bedtime Stories for 

Trivial Teens #5 and fell in love with it. He decided he wanted to meet me. Showed up on my 

doorstep. I was extremely flattered. Giddy. Only recently recovered from a bout with HPV that 

had kept me celibate for eight months. I was quite ready to date. 

 We began to share forties and walk down to the train tracks by the rhododendron garden. 

Kelvin slept on the couch in the living room or at Damian's. He didn't have a job but neither did 

most of the people around me.  

 I worked at the Paradox cafe for four hours a week. Made lattes. Gave away vegan cook-

ies.  

 Kelvin was slight. Pale. Black pompadour. Green eyes. He was twenty-five, which 

seemed old to me. I was twenty-one in 1998. He nodded and listened intently when I would talk 

about things I was studying. In response he would have nothing to say. I was sad I couldn't talk 

about feminist theory with him. Kelvin hadn't gone to college.  

 However, unlike Don and Amanda, Kelvin didn't shame me for being bourgeois and mid-

dle class. He seemed to accept it. It was my bourgeois student loans that were paying for our bur-

ritos. I would eat less so that I  could share my food with him. The whole drama over me sup-

porting him didn't kick in until later. 

 In the beginning it was St. Ides Special Brew and the roar of a train passing as we made 

out in the shadow of dusky flowers. Romance. Ah, to be young and dumb. 
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 We would walk down Woodstock Blvd past Reed to the Rhododendron garden by the 

railroad tracks. Purple blossoms fell into my hair. Smoke belched by the train blended into twi-

light. I remember his lips on my neck. The scratch of sand on my back. We would hold hands. 

Walk through the maze of bushes to the fence that bordered the golf course. Look over. Amazed 

at the lush green lawns. Wend our way back up the hill to the Dustbin. It waited like a monolith 

of filth to welcome us home. 

 Elvis pouted down at us from the mantelpiece. The glass over the photograph of the King 

was cracked in concentric circles. Lines spread outwards with blue flickers. Dave, Dylan, Don, 

Kelvin and I were spread out in the living room. Lounging in front of the shimmering fire. I 

leaned back into the muddy couch. My fingers were spread on Kelvin's knee. He painted my fin-

gernails gold. Rain pounded on the walls outside. Inside warm light reflected on white plaster.   

 “Alright. Yeah. This is going to perfect. Okay, now the thumb." A few black hairs fell 

down from his pompadour. He creased his eyes. I moved my hand softly. Kelvin shot green eyes 

up. 

 Dave, Dylan and Don were huddled right in front of the blaze. Talking fast. Weighing a 

zip-lock bag full of white powder in their hands.  

 “Okay. Okay," Don asked. "What is this shit really? What's up with this gel-cap thing? 

Shouldn't we snort it?" 

 "DXM," Dave answered. He was our drugs and mental illness authority. "It's terrible to 

snort. Tastes awful. It's a purer derivative of the active stuff in Robitussin." 
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 “Mmmm,” Dylan smiled. His stubbly face was gaunt. "That's my favorite." His long 

hands lay quiet on the armchair velour. Dylan closed his eyes. 

I watched the guys with a measured glance. 

 I remembered that summer of 1996. The cherry cough syrup gag as the Robitussin went 

down. The swerve and dancing gummy bears careening across my eyes as I lay on the porch ch. 

Mosquitoes wheeling into the porch lights with a crackle like ruptured cement. Dylan next to me. 

His wide blue eyes shining. His thin arms flung limp across the floorboards. 

 I smiled. Dave tossed the plastic container full of gel-cap casings to Don. He picked one 

out. t it between his fingers. "Would you say it's better? Stronger? Different? What?" 

 Dave flashed a smile. "It's fucking awesome. More intense." 

“Alright! What the hell! I'm not doing anything tomorrow.” Don reached for the bag. "How do I 

do this?" 

 “Here. Here," Dave gripped the bag. Peeled it open. He started dipping gel-caps into the 

powder. Snapping the tops on. With a flourish Dave handed one to Don then to Dylan. Dylan 

flickered awake. Gulped it down. I watched his throat rise as the pill slid down. Dave's hand 

hovered over the bag. "Hey, you guys want some?" 

 "Yeah?" I said. Shook my hand fast to dry the polish. "Well, wait. I have class tomorrow. 

I guess not." 

 "But not till noon, Lena," Kelvin said. 
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"Well, yeah," I answered. "But Robitussin-derivatives take too much out of me. The last time I 

did one I couldn't get out of bed for several days. I went to work that Thursday, having taken the 

damn stuff on, what? Monday. I was outside at work sweeping the garden tile. I was moving so 

slow. Each dustpan felt so heavy. I'm sure anyone looking out the window would have known 

how fucked up I was. I can't show up to "Modernism and Post-Modernism," tomorrow like that." 

I did my reading for that class that week. Wanted to talk about it in conference. 

 "Well, okay. Kelvin, you interested?" 

 Kelvin looked at me. "No. I feel calm tonight. Not in the mood to be crazy." 

Dave nodded. "Well, alright.” He tipped a big capsule in his mouth. Followed it with a swig of 

water. "You can watch us." 

 Dylan lay back again with his eyes closed. His plaid shirt rumpled over his chest. Don 

stuck a poker in the fire. Shoved a log to the side. Sent a dash of sparks flying up the chimney. 

The windows flickered with orange light. Kelvin spread the last line of gold on my pinkie. He 

watched our reflections in the darkness of the window. 

Dylan bent gawky elbows to his thighs.  

 “Hey” he said. “Hey, so the protest next week. What did you tell people to bring? I've 

been saying old TVs." 

 "Yeah," Dave answered. "And fruit. Can you imagine? Lots and lots of apples and ba-

nanas all over Pioneer Square. I don't know if anyone's going to listen. We've got to do some-

thing. This country's fucking going to war at the next moonless night, I hear. The protest is on the 

eleventh, right? March eleventh?" 

 "No, man, it's the eighth." Don chimed in. "What have you been telling people?" 
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 "I've been saying the eleventh, shit. When I played at the café the other night I told them 

about it. Everyone was into it. There were these girls saying, ‘'Alright, I'll bring pomegranates.’" 

Dave looked confused. 

 "Well goddam," Don said. "We’ll just have to go back and tell everyone the eighth." 

 The fire sputtered. Coughed smoke into the room. I bumped my chin against Kelvin's 

shoulder.  

 "Hey,” I said. “Do you want to go to the Roxy? Get cheese fries? I'm really hungry.” I 

knew I was paying but I didn’t care. Kelvin didn’t have any money. 

"Sure, okay." His face was smooth and pale. The stubble was barely visible. Eyelashes long. He 

was a boy. Young. I reached out a hand. Kelvin grabbed it. Red polished nails meshed with my 

gold ones. A studded bracelet slid down his wrist. I turned around. Went looking for my coat. 

 Mirrored walls shone around us at the Roxy diner. Reflected rows of vintage Barbie dolls 

in boxes. A gold Cleopatra leaned off the wall surrounded by Quentin Tarantino posters and end-

ing in a pink neon jukebox. Goths in corsets and velvet jackets were perched on the edges of 

spindly chairs. Clove cigarettes drooping from languorous hands. I reached into the pile of 

cheese fries. Slung a strand of cheddar into my mouth. Across from me, Kelvin smiled. 

 "So hey," he said. "I hear Dave is getting his SSI back check soon. All of the back pay-

ments for when he was still disabled from being Schizophrenic but traveling. Un-findable by the 

government. Mostly he just also hadn’t finished filing his SSI yet. Now that he’s finished filing. 

It’s all been processed. He told me he’s going to get all this money. Things are going to get really 

interesting really soon." 
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 "Oh really?" I swallowed. "How much is it for?" 

 "He said $4,000. I'm not sure if that isn't just more Dave-talk. You know how he talks. 

But this might be real this time." 

 "Hells yeah! That'll be crazy! I'm so used to Dave getting kicked out of the Plaid Pantry 

for stealing ninety-nine cent burritos. I wonder what he'll do with himself, being a man of 

means?" $4,000 sounded like a fortune to us.  

 A woman in platforms sashayed by and dropped some quarters into the jukebox. There 

was a series of clicks. A Slits song began. 

 "Who knows?" Kelvin pulled out a French fry. Wrapped a smooth layer of cheese around 

it. "So far he's been talking about showering Mel with rose petals. Cool idea.” Dave and Mel 

were dating now. 

 "They're cute, yes. Cute seems to be the active word these days. It's somewhat sickening. 

I’m happy for her though. They seem happy.” Dave, Mel, Kelvin and my Valentines Day double 

date to Thai Stick and The Pied Cow was fun and adorable. “I don’t know if you knew this,” I 

said. “I certainly knew this: Mel and Dave were totally making out in the back of the car and 

possibly even having sex while I was driving and you were in the front seat on our Valentines 

Day double date."  

 Kelvin stuck the back of his hand over his forehead. Swept back across his chair. "Oh 

swoon! Swoon! you spurn me! You reject my attempts at kindness!" A cluster of raver kids 

glanced over. Giggled. Their fluorescent beepers jiggling on big pants. 

 I smirked. "Man, you're crazy." 

"Well, kind of, but so are you. Nye! I know all about you. I’ve been reading all your zines." 



Lambert / SCAFFOLDING         157

 "Hey, so what? I prickled. I had a soft spot for fans. 

 "Well, we cancel each other out.” Kelvin jerked his chin downward. Satisfied. He nudged 

my ankle with his sneakers. I kicked him back. The cheese fries sent wafts of greasy steam into 

our faces. The blue dish bright against the table. 

  A spout of laughter came rising up from an adjacent table. My eyes dashed away from 

him. From the neon cursive above the cash register to the rain-slicked windows and the down-

town street outside.  

 It felt so good to have a real boyfriend. He was actually a real boyfriend to me. That is so 

precious and rare. 

 Three nights later, I rested my elbows on the windowsill of the upstairs kitchen. Stared 

out across the neighbor's lawn. The glow of the streetlights shimmered on the wet pavement of 

the road. The view shaded by oak trees. Bound by the roof of the house next door. I blinked at 

the bright reflections of Dylan and Dave against the glass. I turned around. Picked up my beer. 

The table between us was littered with empty cans of Milwaukee's Best. A couple books on 

herbal medicine. A plate with smears of hummus. 

 Dave said, "Hey Lena, flying out the window again? Witchy poo, where’s your broom?” 

He shoved the books aside. 

 "Just checking out the garden. Spring is coming, you know.” 

 "Ah, pink blossoms! Duckies! Bunnies!" 

 "Naked hippies on the Reed front lawn, yep,” I said. I knew Rachel would nude sunbathe 

out there. She was almost a little sluttier than me although who could say.  
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 Dolly didn’t go to Reed. She had lingerie parties at her big stripper-filled house in South-

east. She would tell me drunk in the cab on the way home from a club about the naked private 

sex parties she went to so who knows.  

 Dylan widened his eyes. He was huddled in the far corner of the tiny room. His shoulders 

were slumped. Counting on his fingers. The rich yellow of the walls seemed to make a halo 

around him. Two lone bulbs in rusty wall sconces leaned out over the stovetop. Sent deep shad-

ows into his face. I watched him. It smelled like rotting vegetables and pancake mix.  

Dave seemed oblivious. Taking long swigs of his bottle. Swiveling slow feet back to the fridge. 

Rearranging the magnetic letters to spell out dirty poetry. He chuckled to himself with some es-

pecially vulgar combination. Set to work designing more and more intricate formations. 

I leaned across the table to Dylan. Said softly, "Hey, what's going on?" 

 Dylan’s chin jerked. 

  "It's just that,” he said. “It's just, orange, you know? I've been thinking about orange. I 

was talking to that one cat Bike and then his pal came up, and you know how Chode's all 

orange," 

"Yeah."  

 "Well, I was talking with the cats earlier tonight. Feeling myself drift between all sorts of 

worlds. Going in and out of all sorts of worlds. They were telling me how important that color 

was. I've been working it out in my head. Something went wrong in my logic. Now the walls are 

made of orange juice." 

 The piles of greasy dishes in the sink seemed to send out an even stranger smell. "Orange 

juice?" said Dave. Whipped open the fridge. "Yeah, Mel's got some concentrate right here. It's 
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even open." He scooped out a finger full and stuck it in his mouth. "You want it?" He waved the 

orange concentrate at Dylan. 

 "No, no. I'm fine. Look, don't you see it? Orange? Walls? Juice?” 

 I savored a grape-blood-orange Popsicle in the one-bedroom in Hollywood where I lived 

alone in 2014. I smiled that I did the dishes that day. I was trying to do the dishes more often. 

Sometimes the cleaning lady does them for me when they really stack up. I held the Popsicle 

stick in one hand while I typed with the other all night long in 2014. Orange juice ran down into 

my palm. 

  

 In 1997, I squirmed. Either Dylan was still tripping or the DXM had triggered a psychotic 

break. Dave seemed pretty normal. Dylan was not.  

 "Ah – Dylan.” I said. “That's sort of a Van Gogh Sunflower yellow, I think. Matte 

basecoat. Solid. Those Reed hippies that lived here before us painted it. That chick Jossie with 

the really big dog. Like a sheepdog or wolf or something. One guy went into the Peace Corp. 

Left all his shit in the inter-wall storage. Jossie moved to San Francisco. They left us all the col-

orful paint jobs on the walls. The glitter. Some of the shit." 

“No. Orange juice. I can tell." Dylan squeezed his lips together. 

 Dave smiled hugely. Took another drink of his beer. "Dylan, that's just your magic talk-

ing. Everyone has their own bit of magic that works for them. This is yours. You've got to just go 

with it. See where it takes you. Listen to it." 
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 I glared at Dave. Thought about my own methods for dealing with psychotic breaks. 

They involved prescription bottles. A raw gagging taste at the back of my mouth. I never listened 

to my craziness for long. I knew exactly where it would take me. I didn't want to deal with telling 

them about it. 

 I sipped my beer. The malt liquor slid down cold and bright. I set it down again. Watched 

Dylan press tenuous fingers to the walls. Pressing like he was looking for secret rooms. For 

buried treasure. For anything that would tell him what was really happening.  

 The lavender door creaked slowly on its hinges. Opening up to the long dim hall. Rooms 

opened out from the central second floor hallway. Stairs lead down at the far end. There was one 

more room at the far end. That was Dylan's. I wasn't sure if he could make it back. 
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Chapter 18 — DYLAN’S BREAKDOWN 

 In the Dustbin breakfast nook, I t down to tie my shoes. Leaned on the booth's vinyl. I 

pulled the laces into droopy bows. Glanced up. Dylan careened into the room. The side door 

flapped helplessly in the wind. He waved his hands. 

 "Lena,” Dylan said. “Lena. Hey! Guess what? I just gave a prophetic speech up at Papac-

cino’s!" His cuffs hung down below a fraying sweater. His eyes blazed blue. I had an art show 

the previous year at Papaccino’s Café. It was a cute, cozy coffee shop up the street on Woodstock 

Blvd. Warm comforting lattes in big ceramic cups. Bright big canvases on the walls. 

 I googled Papaccino’s in Portland in 2016. They are still open on Yelp with positive re-

views. 

I nodded. "Alright! Was it about the protest?" 

 "Yeah. I've never given a speech or talked in public or anything before. This was insane. 

It was like, I could see all the people but I could see behind them too. I knew they were looking 

at me but I didn't care. I had a good idea. I'm not sure what they thought. I knew it would work. 

It had to work. They were all kind of flickering, but it was good, I could tell they meant me well. 

They were all drinking their coffee and playing chess. The high school kids were waving their 

fists." Dylan jumped foot to foot. His scrappy hair blew upwards with the breeze coming in the 

door. 

I clip-clopped my feet against the floor. "Well, Jesus. My life is much less exciting than yours. 

I've got to go down to school. Go to my Gender and History lecture. Fine if you like hearing 

about 1880s factory girls. Birth control in the early 1900s. Abortion rights. Masculinity studies. 

All interesting. But not too interactive. No audience. A speech! How glamorous." 
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 "No, that sounds cool, though. Oh yeah, I've got to go check on my suit. The suit!" Dylan 

dashed into the dirt-encrusted pantry out the back door. I could hear mops and buckets being 

knocked over. Hear the telltale wasp-hiss of spray paint. A noxious whiff came through the door. 

He pelted back in. Waved a suit jacket and a pair of pants spray-painted neon orange.  

 "Fuck yeah!” Dylan said. “Check this out! It's orange! Remember when I was telling you 

a couple of days ago that the walls were made of orange juice? I was out of popsicles. Well this 

is it. It's all about orange. Now I'm going to be the orange man. I've got it figured out. It all 

works." 

"Orange juice?" It had been five days since that night the guys took the DXM. Don and Dave 

were back to their normal state. Dylan, not so much. 

"Yeah, yeah. You know? Don't you remember?" 

"Of course I do, but – well, okay." A sheriff's star was painted on the ceiling. Encircling a rickety 

chandelier. 

 "Okay, and I've got to – yeah. Don't look.” Dylan turned around. Whipped his pants off. 

Revealed scrawny long legs. Boxers covered with Tweety Birds. I peeked between the blurs of 

my fingers. He pulled on the stiff, painted pants. Peeled off his sweater. Folded himself in the 

orange suit jacket. I lowered my hands, confused. 

 "Ta-da! Look! Isn't it great?” Dylan smiled hugely. Noxious vapors rose around him in 

clouds. I was shocked. Dylan's usual state of sweet passivity was replaced with mania. 

 I knew mania when I saw it. I experienced it myself so often. Sometimes it resulted in 

sculptures, zines or paintings if I was home alone and working up through the night. Sometimes 

if I was out and about and triggered, it would lead to drinking binges. Up till four am wasted 
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night after night on whiskey, beer and wine. All my sorrows compounded. All my tears in-

creased. Sometimes mania brought on long jags of compulsive promiscuity. Sometimes overly 

enthusiastic commitments. Subsequent breakdowns when I saw the messes my behavior had 

made. That was just what I did when I was manic.  

 What would Dylan get up to? I was worried. I knew the path that he was on. 

 I stared. Dylan ran wildly around the room. He muttered, "The smell! I have to run away 

from myself. I've got to run out of myself." Bike skittered between his feet. Almost tripped him 

as he rounded a corner. Bumped into the couch. His rib cage fell forwards. Jutting out. His body 

waved forwards. Fell back. He stood up slowly. Shook both arms. "Got to figure this out. I don't 

have it quite right yet." 

I shouldered my backpack. Knew I had to be in class a couple minutes ago. "Alright, man. I've 

got to go. I hope you work things out."  I swerved through mismatched chairs and mannequin 

parts to the door. The molding was yellow with red stars and glitter smeared in waves. A frosted-

glass pane covered the door. I smoothed a hand down the etched-in vines. I went out. Stomped 

down the porch steps. Rotted. I leaned my head back into the wind. Stared up at the clear sunlit 

sky. 

I strode down the sidewalk. Dylan came skipping up alongside me. “Hi! Hi Lena! Hi!" His smile 

curved more than it should. 

 “Hey, Dylan,” I said. 

 "I'm running out of myself. I've got it all figured out."  

 "That's just great," I shrugged. I felt worn. I stared up at him. At the corner I pressed the 

traffic light. Dylan jigged around me. Next to our ramshackle Dustbin home there was another 
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punk house. The Fridge was to the right on the block. Across the street the ign hedges of regular 

residential homes.  

 The miasma that hovered around the Dustbin gave way when I reached the corner. The 

air was refreshed by the cold green smell when I plucked a leaf from the neighbor's yard. 

Crushed it in my hand.  

 Dylan caught up with me. The wind drove the toxic fumes up my nose. Ripped them 

away. Threw the fumes around us. Into the eyes of the people waiting. Lifting a pile of trash. The 

wind threw it in tight circles. Whirlwinds falling into oncoming traffic. The “Walk” figure 

popped up. I set off across the crosswalk. Squeezed Dylan on the arm as I left. He smirked. 

Started skipping back up to the house. The orange suit flapped around his body.  

 At the corner I turned around. Watched him for a long moment. Cars whizzed by between 

us. I unfolded my hand. Stared down at the sticky orange paint smearing my palm. 

 Home again later that afternoon. I slathered on a greasy base coat of burnt sienna and 

white. Dashed it across the umber-sketched face with it's under painting of red and blue. It was 

Mel's face. I was working on a four-foot by four-foot oil portrait of her for my painting class. 

Working fast as it was due in two weeks.  

 I squeezed a dab of blue into the burnt umber on the Tupperware palette. Squashed it to-

gether with a stiff brush. Swabbed in the shadows under her cheekbones and around her chin. I 

threw the brush down onto a ripped dishtowel. Squeezed out pinks. Ochre. Viscous white. 

Smeared them onto the curves and dips of her face. I pulled back for a second. Brush between 
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my teeth. Glared fiercely at the picture. Though eyeless, I could see something of Mel in the 

round face and brazen gesture of the arms. 

 It felt so odd, to paint her now. After all that had happened between us. I liked to paint 

people who had made a deep impression on me. My intense, hopeless crush. Watching Mel 

through a series of boyfriends including the bartender at the Magic Garden. Lucky. the drummer 

she called “The Midget.” Most recently partner was our crazy housemate Dave who was current-

ly off picking up his big SSI back payments check.  

 I painted Dave later, too. A small portrait in orange and royal blue. Dave smoking a cig-

arette on the porch with a border of gold beads hot glue gunned around. I painted it while Peter 

was courting me. I traded it to Marith when she was dating him for a Japanese white vinyl coat 

that she had. I loved that white vinyl coat. Coveted it while Marith and I were dating in 1999. I 

wore that coat in San Francisco and Los Angeles until it fell to bits. 

 I reached forwards to the painting of Mel. Carefully dabbed in a little more pink to the 

left side of the forehead. Considered it again. One cheekbone was crooked. I t forwards with a 

finger dipped in turpentine. The phone rang. I let it ring. Rubbed the edge of the cheekbone so 

that the paint came off on my fingertip. Bared the bright line of the under painting. The phone 

wouldn't stop. 

 I stabbed my feet into slippers. Plodded out into the living room. Through the French 

doors into the dining room. I swept up the rotary phone. Set it to my ear.  

 "Hello?" 

 "Hello, is this the Dustbin?" It was a deep, kind voice. But not one I recognized. I fiddled 

with a pile of elusive messages scrawled on newspaper scraps. The Dustbin had was one rotary 
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telephone shared by twelve people. No voice mail. No standard message pad or working pen. No 

one ever gave me messages or even took them here. If you weren't sitting by the phone, you 

could miss everything. No wonder I could never hold on to a date or a boyfriend. I never got my 

messages. Would I have been able to have a boyfriend who didn’t live in my room while in col-

lege if I had had a cell phone? 

 As punks we despised people with cell phones. Getting ahold of people you were calling, 

having ongoing relationships with people you didn’t live with or near, that was hopelessly privi-

leged and bourgeois. I couldn’t even allow myself to talk to anyone with a cell phone yet. We felt 

our way of life was right. It seems very silly now. 

 "Yeah, what is it?" I tried to sound tough. I was angry at the interruption. I was painting. 

"Well, this is the Rose City Train Yard. Next to the Ross Island Bridge? We found your friend 

Dylan. I think you should come and pick him up." 

 A freezing wave flooded across my body. "What? Is he – dead?" I felt my cheeks crum-

pling inward. Tears filled my eyes.  

 A circle of glam metal centerfolds stared down at me from the tops of the walls. Metal 

was big this year. 

 "No, no. It's okay. He’s alright. I sure don't know what's wrong with that kid. He almost 

got hit by one of our freighters. He's just a little bloodied up, though. He's okay physically. I 

think. He really wanted us to call you instead of the ambulance. I see that as pretty fucked up, 

given the circumstances. I'll leave it up to you. Anyway, I think you should come down here. 

Talk to him. Talk to us. He needs help. From someone." 
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 I stared at the dim room around me. At the dust falling like snowflakes across a shaft of 

window light. My voice felt dead to my ears. "Okay, where are you?" 

 "1348 Martins Street. Five blocks west of Grand on the east side. We'll see you soon." 

 I slammed the receiver down. Tears prickled at my eyes. There was a series of fleshy 

prints where the peach and burnt umber oil paint had come off my fingers onto the receiver. I 

scraped my fingernails across the lacquered top of the desk. Scratched faint tracks. Crumpled 

post-it notes and phone numbers. Clenched my eyes shut. My head fell down onto my chest. My 

mouth screwed up so I could be quiet. 

 I sped up Grand Avenue. The wide street rolling away eath my Toyota. The sky was flirt-

ing blue and glints of sunlight that I couldn't trust. I watched them with one eye. Braked sudden-

ly at a stoplight. It was Powell Street. I took a left. Another left. Heading south again to Martins. 

I took a right. In the passenger seat, Amanda clenched her hands around her seatbelt. She clawed 

at it. Her mouth tense. 

 “So, what the fuck? Is he okay or not?" she said. 

 "I don't know if okay is the measure of this,” I sighed. "It's like, he almost got hit by a 

train. How did he get in front of the train I don’t know? I saw him leave today. He was wearing 

an orange spray painted suit. Babbling about I don’t know what. Who knows what happened to 

him today? Dylan is mentally ill, I think. He’s having a psychotic break right now, I think as a 

result of the DXM. The drug triggered something in him. What kind of okay is that even if you 

do have all your limbs, huh?" 
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 "I don't know. I don't know." Amanda shook her head wearily. Rolled the window down. 

Stared bleakly out at the warehouses streaking by. The buildings were gray and blue. Paint 

scraped half-off. Huge loading docks open to where trucks hovered with engines whirring. I 

peered at them. Looked for street numbers. Found none. 

 Finally, we wheeled around. Pulled up in a parking lot in front of some drab olive build-

ings. I wrenched my door open. Almost fell out. Strode fast across the gravel with Amanda bob-

bing along beside me. The pebbles shone in the sun. Amanda's face was tight with worry. Her 

black bob tangled. There was a concrete ledge next to the biggest building. A metal door labeled 

"Main Office" in tiny black script. Amanda turned the handle. We went in. 

 Inside, it was dark. There was a circle of loud men around Dylan. His legs bled through 

his orange pants. His eyes were open incredibly wide. Flaring bright blue with dark rings around 

them. He kept pushing a hand down like he wanted to push everyone into the floor.  

Dylan kept saying "I'm fine. Yes, I'm just fine." He was not fine. 

 I ran forward. Squeezed between the men. They cleared away a little. I got right up close 

to him.  

 "What, Dylan,” I said.  “What happened. What did you do?" 

 Dylan stared at me blankly. “I… I don't know. I don't know." 

 Amanda was right beside me. I could hear her ragged breathing. She was backing me up. 

Coming to Dylan’s rescue. Amanda cared about our little community so much. I knew she would 

be the right person to bring with to do this. She was a little older than us. Had lived on her own 

for longer. Was good at handling adult-type stuff. 
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 "Okay," Amanda said. "Let's take this slowly. The train almost hit you. How did you let 

that – how could you let that train hit you"? She fell back. Her moles looked like bloodspots on 

her face. 

 A man in a red nylon jacket pulled me by the shoulder. Said, “Your friend’s in shock. He 

won't be able to answer any questions for a while." 

 "But what? How?" I stuttered. 

 "All I know,” the red man said. “All I know is that we saw this crazy guy on the tracks, 

sitting down on them in that orange suit. It was really bright. I yelled for some people to pull him 

off. One of our freighters was coming way too fast. I looked away at the last second thinking for 

sure I'd see him splattered all over the tracks. But when I looked back up, he was rolling back 

and forth on the gravel. It looked like he'd fallen at the last moment. I ran out. Our people were 

already there. They were talking to him. We couldn't get anything out of him except your number 

and the name of the house. ‘The Dustbin,’ he said. ‘Call the Dustbin and they’ll come for me.”" 

"Oh my Christ! That's fucked up! But his knee? What's up with that?" 

 "Well, from what I can see of it, it's just scraped up. You've got to call a doctor and get it 

checked out, though. He begged us not to call the paramedics. Damn, you better get him out of 

here before we do. He's bleeding everywhere." 

 "Yeah, he doesn't have any health insurance. I don't think.” Dylan worked at a Middle 

Eastern restaurant as a waiter. He was twenty-four. Most of us in the house didn’t have health 

insurance. I did currently through Reed.  

 I lost my health insurance when I graduated. Got kicked off my parent’s health insurance 

at twenty-three. A trip to the emergency room was $800 in debt just to get you in the door.   
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 Countless thousands more for anything at all that the doctor’s did. The ER might not even 

help Dylan. Just tell him to see another doctor or psychiatrist later with more money he didn’t 

have. We would be doing him a criminal disservice, dooming his credit forever, possibly requir-

ing him to move home with his parents if we took him to the hospital now, the way I saw it. We 

wouldn’t do that.  

 “We'll try and deal with it ourselves for now, I guess." I shrugged. 

 "Well, look. You really need to get him to a doctor." 

 "Don't –"Dylan butted in. "I won't go. I won't go to the hospital. I want to go home. The 

Dustbin. Home." Thin shoulders. Shaking. 

 “Okay. Okay. Let's go home. Whatever you want." Amanda reached out and stuck her 

arm around his waist. Started walking him to the car. I scurried to pick up the other arm. We 

slowly dragged him. Walked. Pulled him out of the office into the sunlight. Down the curb. 

Along the gravel to the car.  

 My mouth was dry. I couldn't talk. Just listen to the circles of fear and worry racing 

around in my head. All I could do was listen to the irregular scuffling of our feet in the pebbles. 

To my friend's breathing. To the clatter and whistles of the trains somewhere behind the build-

ings. 

 A halo of spray paint vapor hung around us. Filtered it’s way into my lungs. The sunlight 

stabbed into my eyes. I could feel the tweed of his coat against my neck and throat.  I pressed 

them against his side. Tried to lift him into the passenger seat. 



Lambert / SCAFFOLDING         171

 Dylan's door sent a thin sliver of yellow light into the hall. I knocked timidly. A mug of 

Sangria shook in my hand. I pushed the door open. Dylan stretched out on the bed. All six feet of 

him laid out funereally. Board-flat and straight. His legs tight together. His arms tucked away 

under a soft quilt. His hair falling back into the pillow. His eyes wide. They were fixated on the 

silver whorls of paint lined up on the ceiling. I stared at him for a second.  

 I said, “Dylan. Hey." 

 "Oh." His eyes jerked away. Looked at me softly. "Come in. Hi, Lena." 

 “Hey! Yeah. Can I sit down?" 

 "Of course. Sure. Here." He moved the quilt aside. Cleared a spot the bed. I sat down on 

the sheet. Sloshed my wine.  

 I grasped the cup in both hands. Ignored the purple stain. Stared down at him like I was 

going to cry. 

 “Dylan? I mean, what? What were you thinking? What were you doing?" I asked. 

 He stared at me blankly. 

 I grabbed him by the shoulder. "Dylan!" 

 “Oh. I was praying." 

 "To what? What could possibly make you do that?” A row of old bottles were lined up on 

the rough particleboard shelf. There was a peacock feather tipping limply out of the last one. 

 "To God, I guess." His voice quavered. 

 "But the train?" 

 "I was going to be safe. I knew it. I could feel it. I was going somewhere." 
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 "Dylan," I said, anguished. "You were going to die. You were. The train was coming. But 

– what – did you want to die?" 

 "I wasn't thinking about dying. I knew I'd be okay." He must have had some sort of spiri-

tual experience or psychosis out there. Were they really one and the same? 

 I didn't know how to answer this. There was a long pause. I stared at the row of books on 

Surrealism and Tarot that lined the headboard. Between strangely shaped bits of wood and plastic 

baby heads. Their beady eyes glared at me. 

 In 2008 I started getting really into the Tarot from my roommate Latrice Long, who was 

deeply into Builders of the Adytum. One night that first summer she moved in, I had an intense 

Tegretol-driven dream about the cards floating around me. I was having a lot of very heavy 

Tegretol dreams at that point. The mood regulator was having almost no effect on my moods. I 

was definitely depressed. It was prescribed Tegretol month after month by a County Mental 

Health psychiatrist. He seemed to not give a shit that it wasn’t helping. I was simply waking up 

night after night sweaty and terrified. 

 The Fool and the High Priestess floated against the black of my dream sleep. Images in 

my dream sleep. Inhabiting me.  

 So I went down to the occult bookstore on the corner of Lankershim Boulevard and Hes-

by Street by my apartment in North Hollywood. Next to the little nail salon where I got my eye-

brows waxed. Occasionally falling asleep on the kindly waxing woman’s table. It was the hot 

summer after my graduation from CalArts. I was looking for answers. 
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 I bought a Universal Waite Tarot deck that is still my favorite. I still use it the most today. 

For the next few years, I learned how to read my lovers, friend’s, and my own cards as a way of 

divining the future. 

 I collected tarot decks: Another, more colored pencil illustrated Universal Waite. A Low-

brow Tarot. A Basque deck. The Gay Tarot. The Spiral Tarot, The Tarot of the Witches. A Dame 

Darcy Mermaid Tarot deck. I collected them with my wife and then alone. We would read each 

other’s cards.  

 I worked the spreads into paintings. Photographed them mid-reading for Instagram and 

Twitter along with my read on the cards. I loved to read my own Tarot the most. By 2014, I was 

at the point in my witchcraft where the cards never lied. The Tarot always told me what I needed 

to know. It predicted my life down to the tiniest variation. I had only to listen to the cards. 
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Chapter 19 — BECAUSE IT’S WITCHCRAFT 

 Against Bobby’s wishes, I wanted to be a “Hot Witch.” I pored over Dame Darcy’s ex-

quisitely illustrated, hand-decorated, signed copy of The Handbook for Hot Witches. I bought the 

book off Dame Darcy’s etsy in March 2014. I absolutely loved this book. It was YA. Glamorous. 

A friendly approach to witchcraft meant for teenage girls. Nothing too dark. It was focused on 

enhancing your own life. Pagan celebrations. Games. Friendship rituals. Spells you could do 

alone. The retold fairy tales went extremely well with my feminist beliefs. I’m a big fan of Dame 

Darcy’s art.  

 For Gods’ sake I have a Dame Darcy tattoo on my right shoulder. I forget about it, some-

times. But I forget about all of my tattoos sometimes. Have to be reminded by looking at them. 

There are a lot of them. The Dame Darcy tattoo is a black-bobbed woman in a lace-collared dress 

clutching her chest with red lips and big uneven eyes. A word bubble reading “GASP!” on a red 

background. Bound in a rectangle by a delicate, black-work frame. The image was from Dame 

Darcy’s comic Meat Cake. That one of my favorite underground artists was a witch was a Venn 

diagram that I could get behind. I discovered this while searching her etsy one night. How con-

veniently lovely. 

 I got the Dame Darcy tattoo spur of the moment in 2000 when my friend Maria was visit-

ing San Francisco. She lived in the FBI house with Tonya in the nineties. Was the guitarist for 

Bloody Mary. She wanted to get tattoos on her visit. I picked this comic frame out of what I was 

reading at the time. I had read a lot of Meat Cake with Marith in the late nineties in Portland, 

when I knew Maria. The lacy femininity fit with my new post-punk demure attitude.  
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 So we went to Black and Blue Tattoo in the Mission. This big dyke tattooed both of us. 

She gave me a yogurt afterwards because I looked like I was going to pass out. Then she tattooed 

a tree of knowledge with a snake on Maria. 

 I would do yoga at Bobby’s. Especially when I was stoned. After taking a class at LACC 

in spring of 2013, I was hooked on yoga. I had a breakthrough doing Warrior two. Started crying 

in the second class. I saw there was something there. I saw something that would help me. I be-

gan doing yoga right at the same point that I was getting sober. I started following the Namaste 

Yoga series with Dr. Melissa West. I learned a lot of moves from that YouTube series. I would do 

yoga in my apartment with my laptop and an exercise mat that used to be Katie’s. I loved sun 

salutations. Did four in my regular workout. I tried Kundalini Yoga classes at my gym. Cried 

Had breakthroughs. I took a couple of Bikram Yoga classes that were epic ninety minutes in a 

hot room. I was able to do. Enjoy it. Yoga felt really good. It helped me to feel in touch with my 

body. 

  This health and fitness kick was very tied up with sobriety. I couldn’t attend one 

of my LACC yoga classes because I was in Detox. I did yoga in Detox. I did yoga in the psych 

wards, all three of them in 2013. I would just lay down a towel and go at it for hours. It was ther-

apeutic. It was good for the soul, mind and body. It let me release things. I did yoga in the psych 

wards every morning as I started to feel better. It would lift me up. It felt like a form of prayer. It 

was good for the soul and the thighs. 

 I do pray to Jesus on occasion. 
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  I buy prayer candles, incense, and room deodorizers in sandalwood and rose with 

Catholic icons on them at the Eagle Rock Rite Aid. I buy them from the pharmacist who sells me 

my Valtrex, Xulane, Saphris, Klonopin and Prozac. I am hungry for help. I am hungry for an-

swers. I burn the candles. I place the reeds in the oil. My apartment smells like a church. I am 

full of psychiatric medication.  

 I feel more strongly for Salome. She was a follower of Jesus and a princess, daughter of 

Herod. The story of pubescent, tender temptress forced to dance the dance of the seven veils by 

incestuous desires from her stepfather. Driven by the willful exploitation by her mother, it speaks 

to me. Alla Nazimova’s 1920s film version enchants me. I showed it to a class I was a TA for at 

CalArts.  

 I was Salome for Halloween in 1999 in Portland. Dressed in gold and red chiffon. Plastic 

jewels. Entire costume home-made worn at the party where I met Dolly. I still have the picture 

from the party. Standing next to my boyfriend Peter who was dressed as a pirate in drag. 

  I wrote my final essay for “Art History of the Avant-Guard” Senior year about Salome’s 

artistic representations. Especially Moreau’s watercolors as described in Huysmans’ À rebours.   

 The daughters of Salome are the sex workers. I made the only money I’ve ever made as 

writer writing porn for website called Warhookers.com while in San Francisco in 2004. I feel like 

a daughter of Salome.  

 I felt embodied by Mary Magdalene strongly around Good Friday 2014. A few days be-

fore that I rose out of my bathwater by my chest. Almost levitating. Feeling her spirit.  
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 Bobby was in the ER at Verdugo hospital with food poisoning. We didn’t know what 

would happen to him. I was afraid he would be taken from me. It felt like he almost died al-

though perhaps he was never in danger. I was afraid. I felt that Bobby was my Jesus. He was suf-

fering as Jesus had on the cross. I prayed for my Bobby to be resurrected on Easter. He was. He 

recovered. He attended my Easter party with Mike.  

 On Easter, I was so dressed up in a blue flowered sundress with cleavage and a push up 

bra. A big gold Aztec-looking necklace from Urban Outfitters. The black veiled pillbox hat that 

Katie wore at our wedding. 

 Bobby and I walked to the liquor store to buy beer or champagne for the party. Bobby 

was Mexican. I was slutty as hell. We attracted a lot of male thug attention. Men followed us. 

Watched us. Commented. I walked back down Heliotrope with the eyes boring into me. Beside 

Bobby up to my apartment. I heard the words, “You don’t fuck with Mary Magdalene” echoing 

in my mind. Sacred prostitutes. 

 I just have a different take on Christianity than a lot of people do. It’s more from sixties 

sword and sorcery films and the Romans. The Romans had their heyday around the same time. 

Their history as told in the Bible is quite interesting. The Romans worshipped Dionysus. There 

was institutionalized, state-sponsored worship of Dionysus. I read the Dionysian mysteries arti-

cle on Wikipedia and thought, “Fuck yes. I am a Dionysian.” 

 There’s some good stuff in Christianity. I mean, when you’re not killing people in the In-

quisition. Running around trying to converting the African natives or Aztecs or pagan Druids 

from their perfectly functional birth religion. There’s some stuff in there about being kind to your 
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neighbor and honest with yourself that I like. I’m just not a Christian. I believe in everything else 

too and find it equally venerable. Buddha. Quan Yin. Shiva. Satan. Mephistopheles. Dionysus. 

Persephone. I pray to them my own pantheon from my altar built in in my apartment. Or was it 

meant to be a desk?  

 There is a small desk with a light built into my apartment in what used to be the living 

room closet. The landlord converted these apartments for students and put in the desks and little 

writing nooks, shrinking the living room closets down in annexes. 

  I mostly write either on the orange flowered Goodwill couch that I bought with Katie. Or 

on my big black and white Ikea desk with the wall organizer that fills my living room wall. It is 

large and glass-topped with a drawer unit that pulls out on wheels. It holds my silver MacBook 

Pro. Katie’s black MacBook. The sulky printer with the magic color distortions that my “To Do“ 

box is on top of. The desk holds my record player. Journals. Books. Files. My pulp novel collec-

tion is ranged along the top. A multipurpose, functional furniture unit that hasn’t crapped out yet 

although it’s built of particleboard and tiny wooden pegs. Go Ikea. A sixties painting of an avun-

cular Italian man that we found in the street in Silver Lake sits on top like a cherry.  

 I wrote half of Jet Set Desolate on this desk and all of Lorazepam & The Valley of Skin in 

2009. It is my writing desk. My father bought it for me in 2005 when I was living at home in San 

Diego.  

 The built-in desk in the apartment I have made my altar. On it I have arranged self-help 

books on the left side. Witchcraft books on the right, separated by a ceramic bowl of quarters. A 

heavy black and white eight ball from a lost pool game set sits in the quarters. It was Katie’s.  
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 On my altar: a wedding picture in a frame. Katie’s funeral card of her face and name, 

propped on the self-help books. A transgender doll representing Jean Genet that I rescued from 

Out of the Closet. A fig jam jar decorated with Mod Podge, nail polish and glitter labeled with a 

Lost Angelene business card reading “faerie portal.” A Supreme power reed diffused in sandal-

wood. Balanced between the reeds is a Mexican coin with a lump of rose quartz on top of it. I 

think of it as a primitive computer. Where I pray. Coins and crystals are arranged around the dif-

fuser at the North, East, West and South points of the compass. A Milagro-encrusted, wooden 

hand that an artist friend got in Mexico and gave to Katie and I, sits to the right. 

 I set my hand on top of the Millagro hand when I pray. An antique pocket watch that an 

old boyfriend gave me sits in front, with a single typewriter key on it. An antique green glass 

goblet half-full of olive oil that I used for the love spell sits to the left. 

 I’m genetically Catholic. I respond to the imagery. Something in my blood awakens and 

responds. There is a painting of Saint Rita on the right wall above my altar. Under the light. A 

plastic bead representation of Jesus hangs next to it. A thick gold tassel hangs from the light. The 

tassel is from my apartment in North Hollywood when my father drove up and put up the red 

velvet curtains, right at the end of the time that I lived there.  

 Saint Rita resonates. I pray to her.  

  I pray to Persephone. Persephone is the Greek goddess of spring. Linked to Dionysus. 

She goes in and out of the Underworld tasting pomegranate seeds. As I go in and out of the un-

derworld tasting the wares. Persephone is represented on the altar by an oil painting I did in the 

late nineties in Portland. Particleboard with duct tape under copper paint. A flat solid background 

with the word “fear” carved into the duct tape above my head. Almost Byzantine. I was very 
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much influenced by Byzantine religious art in the nineties. Delighted in flat gold backdrops. The 

figure is my younger, punk rock self. It was a self-portrait I did in the mirror. It looks alive. Red 

and black cropped hair. Spiked collar. It sits to the left on my altar.  

 I pray to Katie. She gave a pendant of Saint Rita for my birthday in 2008. The first time 

we kissed. Saint Rita provided protection from bad men. I needed that badly. I pray to her now. 

She is part of my pantheon.  

 I had a special feeling at St Francis, too. I felt a presence there in the ground by the St. 

Francis lawn ornament. There was a house spirit at Bobby’s who I sensed who I believed com-

municates with me. Bobby was a non-practicing Catholic. His parents were Catholic. Perhaps 

this drew St. Francis to us. The dogs were certainly happy on that patch of earth. 

 I marked the driveway of Bobby’s new house with my blood. Next to St. Francis’ yard. 

Unbeknownst to him one night in 2014. I put three blood points with my toe. I only work with 

bodily fluids that are freely given. I don’t usually work with blood. Blood usually had to be tak-

en. That felt wrong to me. But my body gave me the blood. My ragged toenail ripped off in my 

hand. My toes bled a little bit, painlessly. I marked Bobby’s driveway with three points to form a 

sacred triangle. It was a charm to mark my territory. Future home? Perhaps. 

 Bobby’s yard in 2016 held a BBQ. Some chairs. A lime tree. A garage with his yellow 

Smart car plugged in to the wall. We would sometimes smoke pot in the garage in 2014, depend-

ing on where he had decided smoking pot was ok that week. The rules changed week by week. 

He didn’t like the smell. I liked to do smoke weed often on the weekends when I was over there. 

It made things really fun. But I tried to follow along and obey his rules when I was at his house.  
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 Inside were glossy orange wood floors that he had had redone. Bobby bought this small 

two-bedroom house in late December 2013 after trying for years to buy a house. He really want-

ed to own his own home, at 49. He finally did. 

 I first met Bobby in Portland in 1996. Or I thought I did. Bobby didn’t share the memo-

ries I did of our past together. He doesn’t remember meeting me. Dating me. Leaving me. I  re-

member. I did know a man that resembled this man long ago. Perhaps there is more than one 

curly black-haired musician named Bobby who went to Art Center and lived in Los Angeles. Did 

I encounter a convenient doppelgänger in my past? Or was Bobby doing too much heroin at the 

time? Meeting too many girls on tour that he had little forgettable flings with? It was all a very 

long time ago. 
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Chapter 20 — DYLAN AT REST 

 I sat in Dylan’s room in the Dustbin in 1998 after the train accident. I shook his knee. My 

voice wavered. My wine sloshed. 

 "But Dylan – listen,” I said. “Your friends, us, we love you. And we'd be destroyed if you 

decided to go kill yourself. Don't die, please?" 

 He blinked. I could see each vein in his cornea. 

 ”What are you thinking now?" I asked. Dylan fumbled with the blanket. Wrapped it 

around a long hand. Twisted it around his wrist.  

 "I'm just,” Dylan said.  “I'm very confused. Very confused. I'm trying to make sense of all 

this. I don't know what to do." 

 "How about why don't you tell me what happened Today. I – I'm trying to make sense of 

this for myself, too." 

 "Okay." He pulled himself up. Winced as his leg slid along the sheet. Leaned back against 

the headboard. Clenched his fists. "I was – I was at Papaccino’s. Some other kids were there. 

They were all telling me to go, and –" 

 "And the orange suit?” I asked. 

" Yeah, yeah. I just painted it. It glowed! The kids in the coffeeshop were all gesturing with 

their heads and nodding. Telling me to go." 

 "How were they telling you?" I was trying not to interrogate him. I couldn't help wanting 

to know every detail, as if that could somehow make his actions make sense. 

 "They were looking at the window all at once. I knew that meant go, so I went. I went 

outside. Started walking on the streets. Followed the red lights and green lights. The sun was re-
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ally bright. So I was walking. I kept passing people. They would nod at me. Smile. Everyone 

seemed to wish me well or want to tell me something, so I kept walking. I got to the big 7-Up 

factory." 

 "Yeah, I know where that is. Over by Sandy Blvd." 

 “Yeah. I sat by the door. Just waiting. People kept coming and going in and out. I knew I 

was supposed to protest 7-Up. Protest that people had to work on such a beautiful day." 

 "How did you know?" I remembered the feeling of a psychotic episode: the revelations, 

the compulsions, how all of it just made divinely perfect sense. I knew how he'd known. His an-

swer just confirmed it. Why didn’t I tell him I had been through similar experiences? Why hadn’t 

I given him the solidarity of confirmation? I don't know. I think I was afraid of my housemate’s 

judgments. I tried to be as palatably un-crazy as I could. 

 "I just knew. I could just feel it. And then this guy came out. Asked me what I was doing. 

I said, 'I just don't think you should be working today.’ He said, 'Well, I don't think so either.' So I 

got up. I felt I should walk again. 

   Right as I'm leaving a cop pulls up. Starts hassling me. Says some people reported 

some guy in an orange suit running around acting strange. So I kept putting my hand like this," 

Dylan pressed his hand down over and over again, “…and telling him I was fine. He was asking 

me if I wanted to come with him. I said, 'No, I'm just fine here.' It was like I knew just what to 

say to get out of it. Finally, another call came in on his radio. He just hopped into his car. Drove 

away.  

 I kept walking. This time I was following the arrows pointing all up and down and all 

over. I stopped looking at the lights. Just went. The cars always stopped. I was always okay. I 
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kept walking right towards the sun. It kept getting brighter and brighter. It was like a golden 

pathway. Like my sister used to talk about. I closed my eyes. The sun was getting brighter and 

brighter. More and more. I could see it. I could hear the cars racing by in front of me. The sun 

was so bright. Right when I was about to step, I couldn't stand it any more. I opened my eyes. 

Everything seemed to fall. I stopped. The sun was small and dim. It was like I'd lost faith." 

 "Whoa. What then?" I took a long drink of my wine. 

 "Well, I kept walking. Cursed myself. I felt like I'd lost something. I felt suddenly cursed 

when I'd been blessed before. But then I got to the train yard. I went around. Looked at all of the 

trains. I felt terrible. Finally, it was like they were telling me. I felt like I needed to go sit on the 

tracks. And I sat there. Lifted my hands up, like this. I started praying. I started whispering. Hop-

ing the feeling would come back to me.  

 The train was coming. I could see it. I stayed there, hoping. The light. The light in front 

of the train. It got brighter and brighter. I stared into it. It was like the golden pathway again. 

A long time ago, when I was a little kid, my little sister used to tell me this story. She would say, 

'Dylan, if you could take either a golden pathway or a rocky pathway, which one would you 

take?' I always said the rocky one. But now the golden one was rearing up right in front of me. I 

could see the little conductor. The train was almost here." 

 "Jesus," My eyes were huge. I could feel the prickling of my skin. Adrenaline running. I 

set down the wine. 

 Dylan started in again, "So I prayed. I stared. Right when the train was about to hit me. It 

was almost there. I flinched a little bit, and then, and then..." 

 "Than what?" I said. 
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 "I don't know. I guess it hit me. The next thing I remember was rolling on the gravel. My 

legs were bloody. The train was hurtling past me. All the rusty metal and wheels and the whistle 

screaming." He fell back against the pillow, pulling his elbows to his sides. 

 "So it didn't hit you?" My forehead wrinkled. It couldn't have. 

 "But it did, I think?" He let the last word linger in the air. 

 "Or you fell." 

 "Or I was pushed. I don't know." 

 "Pushed?" 

 "I don't know, I don't know, I don't know. Don't ask me." Dylan curled his face towards 

his knees. 

 I reached out. Started stroking the back of his neck. Gently ruffling the sandy brown bits 

from his home-done haircut. I was trying to comfort him. I didn't know if it would do any good. 

What was going on here was more severe than the orange juice episode. Five days after the 

DXM and still psychotic.  

 I looked down. On the floor there was a child's ukulele. The toy’s five red plastic strings 

were stretched out from use. I poked it with my bare toe. Kicked it as hard as I could. 

 Downstairs in the living room, Amanda rocked back and forth on the couch. Her hands 

pressed over her eyes. I crept up to her. Shuffled my feet against the floor. Touched her elbow. 

Three blow-up airplanes were dangling from the ceiling. Bright green and blue. She moved her 

hands. Looked up at me. "What?" 

 "I just thought, I don't know, you look as upset as I am." 
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 Amanda flicked her fingernails out form behind her thumb. "Well yeah, that's understat-

ing it. I'm just so fucking angry! I don't see how he could do this to us. To all of us." 

 “Totally. That way we're all connected in this. I mean we live together, so every time we 

fuck up it affects someone else." 

 “Yeah. I'm really mad at Don and Dave, for giving him that stuff and not being here to 

pick up the pieces. I mean, where the fuck are they? " 

 "I have no idea." Elvis stared bleakly down at us from the mantle. His mouth curled in a 

sneer. The flamingo lawn ornaments on to the walls were tawdry. 

 "What did he tell you up there?" she asked. 

 "Oh, the crazy story, you know." 

 "Yeah, I've heard it. That story. I don't believe that story." She set her lips in a tight line. 

The front door opened. Dave came teetering in. A smile was plastered wide across his face. Don 

swerved in behind him. His mustard-yellow sweater slid off his shoulder as he fell forwards. 

Caught himself. Spread out a hand. "Ta-da!" 

 "Guess what! Guess what! Guess what!" Dave jumped up. "I got my money! I got my 

check!" 

 Amanda and I looked up from the couch. 

 "You what?" I said. 

 "The SSI back-pay I was waiting for arrived! We just went to the Space Room. Had all 

sorts of drinks. Now I'm going to go play some celebratory rock and roll. Everything's just per-

fect.” 

 Amanda jerked forwards. Angry. 
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 "No fuck you, Dave. Fuck you. Do you know what was happening while you were out 

getting wasted? Dylan, your supposed best friend in the world, was wandering around all out of 

his mind. He just fucking almost got hit by a freight train." 

 Don blanched. But Dave just railed right in. "You're kidding, right?  This is some funny – 

not funny – joke you two rigged up to bring me down, to show me life's not all walking on 

starlight? Why you always got to bring me down? Well, it’s not going to work." 

 "No, Dave. It's real." I said coldly. "As real as the blood he got all over that couch over 

there. It was the DXM." 

 "That you fucking gave him!" Amanda banged her hands on the back of the stained 

couch. "You call yourself a good friend. All that shit. Well, your friend could've been dead all 

because of you." 

 "Jesus, this is fucking crazy," Don said, "But… Oh my God, how the hell did he get hit? 

Can't you tell me?" 

 “Hey,” Don said. “I’m going up there. I'll see you later.” He turned around. 

 "And crazy is the issue." Amanda started back in. "You all knew. We all knew. Everyone 

knew he'd been acting weird all week. Every since that one night. But you were just leading him 

on. Acting like it's cool to be crazy. Like you're all cool with your big checks and your demo 

tapes of 'oh so creative ramblings.'” 

 I drew small and still into my corner of the couch. Listened in a quiet panic. I didn't 

glamorize being crazy, did I? I was so scared of being judged for it. 

 "I do not act like that." Dave said.  
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 "You fucking glamorize it." Amanda said, "Like you glamorize everything you do. You're 

completely irresponsible. You run around getting drunk while your friends are getting hit by 

trains, you – " She crumpled up into tears. Curled up into the couch. 

 Charismatic men like Dave and Don had more pull. They could get away with more out-

rageous crazy-seeming behavior than I could. But even that had it’s limits. 

 I slammed a hand onto the armrest beside me. Sent up a wave of dust. 

 "Look,” I said. “None of us can just go into Dylan’s head and make everything better. 

This isn't doing any good. We've just got to hang out with him. I don't know what else to do." 

Dave and Amanda stared at me for a second. Dave bolted. Ran for the staircase. Heading up to 

Dylan's room. I heard his feet pounding on the stairs. Silence except for Amanda's muffled cry-

ing. I tried to touch her hair. She moved away. Pressed herself to the side of the couch. 

 "It's not going to help," Amanda said. 

 A couple of days later, I lounged on the living room sofa with a book. Dylan and Amanda 

came bumping down from upstairs. Dylan had a duffel bag tucked under his arm. His light 

brown hair flailed in all directions. I looked up. Wedged the book over the armrest. I rested my 

elbows on the back of the couch.  

 “Hey,” I asked. “Where're you going, Dylan?” 

 "Oh, Lena, there you are." Amanda said. "I've been looking for you. Can I borrow your 

car keys to take Dylan to the airport?" 

 "Yeah, I'm getting shipped back," Dylan said. 
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 Amanda shouldered in front of him. Talking to me like Dylan wasn't there. "While you 

were at school I talked to the other kids. We decided that Dylan's parents should know, and 

then…" 

 "Then they freaked out," Dylan said, "And now they're flying me back to Wisconsin for a 

week to get analyzed or something. Electrodes in my brain, I don't know. I'm kind of scared." 

 "Jesus, I kind of wish you'd asked me about that stuff. They won't give you a lobotomy, 

Dylan. Modern psychiatry is kinder, now. They give you pills. No straitjackets." I tried to sound 

hopeful. "Think about it this way… Think of all the cooking you won't have to do. All the ramen 

you can avoid.” 

"Yeah, somehow that's not very encouraging. Mom's really into casseroles, anyway, nothing too 

delicious" 

 "Okay. Think how relaxing it’s going to be for your little vacation at home. No punk rock 

coming up from the practice room. No drunk housemates at three in the morning." 

 "Just the pink painted guest room 'cause my room got turned into an office. Great. I'm 

just thrilled. And they're going to ask me what happened. And I'm going to have to try to explain. 

It's going to be all kinds of fucked up." 

 Amanda took his wrist. Swung it back and forth. "Come on, Dylan. You'll be okay. It’s 

just a week. You'll feel calmer. You'll come back. Everything will be fine." 

 "I don't know how I feel about fine. So I won't feel things? Is that what they're going to 

do?" Dylan clenched his teeth. I pressed my hands to my knees. 

 Sighing, I exchanged glances with Amanda. I knew that old psychosis feeling. That feel-

ing that what I saw was the revelation that had been hidden before. That pills or therapy were just 
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a trick to keep me dumb and blind and not knowing – not seeing – what was really there behind 

lights and bottles. I remembered. But now I took the pills and the elf-things weren't there any-

more. I'd become so used to normalcy that the memory seemed shaded by delusion.  

But Dylan. He was still in that space. Still seeing with the lenses pulled off his unmedicated eyes. 

I was torn between envying him for that and urging him to medicate before he ended up dead. I 

rested my head on the couch. Stayed quiet. Not speaking what I knew.  

 It was a silence I would regret. 

 I watched Dylan twitch uneasily. Amanda stroked his arm. A warm spring wind came 

sliding through the open door. 
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Chapter 21 — DOING TIME 

 The next day, I divided up my tips at the Reed coffee shop. Slid quarters and dimes across 

the countertop. Stared at the pastries below. Rain streamed in the window. Rain splashed my arm. 

I passed $3.50 to my co-worker and stuck the rest in the pockets of my black hoodie.  

Squeals from the Samba band in the Student Union came in through the door. It was the Mardi 

Gras Ball. I was in no mood for a party. I felt limp. Exhausted. My hands were scalded from 

espresso and foamed milk. My head felt scraped clean after a day of scribbling notes and smear-

ing paint.  

 All I could think about was Dylan. Of him lying stiff and straight in a bed in Wisconsin. 

Blood seeping into the blankets. His mind seething. I clattered over to the swinging doors. 

I pushed myself through the door. Was surrounded by people screaming in beads. Confetti fell. 

The Student Union where I usually had a quiet cup of coffee was draped in purple streamers. 

Glittering curtains fell over the doors. Stars hung from the vaulted ceiling. Far away over the 

jumbled heads, I could see trombones pointing upwards. Gleaming bronze. Shooting out tri-

umphant sounds.  

 I could've cared less.  

 I kept seeing Dylan in an open casket funeral. Blue eye shadow on his lids. His stubble 

shaved clean. Smeared with pink foundation. His hands would be neatly folded. His train-torn 

body stitched and tucked into a black suit. But if the train had really hit him, the casket would 

have to be closed. There wouldn't be enough of him to salvage. To stitch and staple.  

Jesus. I couldn't understand why I was at this party. 
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 A tall sophomore with a blond twist in her hair and a slinky red satin dress came stum-

bling drunkenly from one of the lofts. She pushed past me. Turned to stare at my ripped tights. 

Tattoos. My translucent slip-dress was falling off one shoulder. My hair was in its usual state of 

bleached out pixie mess. My patched hoodie had holes in the elbows. I wasn't ready for this par-

ty. I was coming from work. 

 A boy in a trim green suit followed the girl. His perfectly greased hair ruffled when a 

pretty girl to his left threw some beads around his neck. I drifted a little to my right. Sifted 

through overdressed underclassmen. Ran into a table covered in hors-d'oeuvres. I perked up a 

little.  

 There were vegetables. Hummus. Brie. Crackers. These strange circles of densely glazed 

cake spotted the table. I ripped off a hunk of cake. Discovered in the flickered light that there 

were spots of sparkle-colored sugar crystals embedded in the pastry. I grabbed another handful. 

Meandered out into the crowd. Had a vague thought of finding a drink. Distracting myself was 

high on my mind. 

 Towards the middle of the room, I ran into a tight circle of slow dancing couples. Ever 

since junior high, I'd always marveled at the ridiculousness of slow dancing. The graceless clutch 

and step. Still, right now, all I could think of was how Kelvin had stood me up that day. It was 

the first time he’d stood me up since we'd been seeing each other. After not calling for days? It 

was strange. I shoved a fistful of cake into my mouth. It was sweet and rich, but it didn't help at 

all.  
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 The trombones swerved and climbed. Velvet dresses shook in front of me. The heat of 

twirling bodies and botched flirtations was too much. I turned around. Stumbled through shark-

skin elbows. Bare glittery arms. I reached the porch. 

 I coughed. Fell against the edge of a table. Mel and Amanda bumped into me. They 

looked haggard. 

 "Oh thank God." I said. Clutched Mel's wrist. "This thing is nuts. I don't like it one bit." 

 "Yeah," she answered. "We just came down from the house looking for wine or some-

thing. Trying to keep our minds off the shit that's been going down. I've been trying to find you. 

This thing happened today that – " 

 I picked up a napkin. Started ripping off little bits of it. Threw them across the table. 

 "Hey, are you alright?" Mel said. 

 "I'm fucking angry." I let it fly. "First there's Dylan's little near-death experience. That’s 

flipping me out a lot. Then there's the fact that I haven't seen Kelvin for about three days. Fine, if 

a little odd, since he pretty much lives at the Dustbin. But then today we were supposed to go 

have lunch. He was supposed to meet me at the Delta. Kelvin didn't show. I went home. Kelvin 

wasn't there. I called the house Kelvin sometimes stays at, Damian's house. He wasn't there ei-

ther. I don't know what the fuck to think. I feel stood up. That really pisses me off. Kelvin was 

just acting like everything's rad before. Acting all lovey-dovey. Then he just up and takes off. Did 

he leave town?” 

 "Lena, Lena," Mel's lips were pursed. "Hey. We just got the call. Kelvin's in jail.” 
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 Kids in bright beads threw back their heads and yelled. Howls whirled upwards as the 

drums of the Samba band beat out quick. But inside my head it just went quiet. The bared backs 

and cigarettes started going in slow motion. 

 Kelvin and I had been locking ourselves in my room for days, together. We spent hours 

talking about everything in our lives. We had lots of sex. Took short breaks for cigarettes. To mi-

crowave things from Trader Joes. I was working on a painting of him that I had a premonition I 

would soon be hiding from myself. Things had been going so well. Almost too well. It was as if 

the dreamy surface was soon to be marked by a secret or betrayal. Nothing worked out for me for 

long. I knew this. Just as my Bipolar symptoms only stayed dormant for so long before emerg-

ing. Enraged, to run rampant. Things would only go well for so long. 

 "What?" I wailed, "What for?" I had a couple ideas. 

 "Downtown," Amanda chimed in. "Trying to buy drugs. He tried to buy from a narc and 

they got him." 

 "What? What was he buying?" 

 "He didn't say." A long strand of hair fell into Amanda's face. Lights flashed around her. 

 "Fuck! What am I supposed to do?" 

 "We were looking for you and some wine." Mel said painfully. "It's about all we could 

think of, given the circumstances. There's nothing any of us can do." 

 "Well, here's dry. I – I – look, I've got to – I'm – Fuck this!" The rain was stabbing down a 

foot away, drenching the dark quad and dining hall. I glanced back at the strobe light. Turned and 

ran out into the blue-black lawn away from them. 

 "Lena?" Mel yelled after me. 
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 I wheeled in a puddle. Glared. Tears blurred my vision. Water streamed through my hair. 

"I've got to – I've got to get out of here." For a second, the strobe light lit of the back of Mel's 

head. Blasting her shaved-head-stubble with silver. I looked up. A leafless oak tree dropped huge 

droplets of dark water down on me. Branches twisted upwards with the wind. I couldn't stay. My 

face was running with water. Falling salty into my mouth. I turned. Stomped. Through piles of 

mud. My feet ran blindly between the drops. 

 The blue bulb glared over the clutter in my room. Over piles of clothes. Tired records. 

Schoolbooks poured across the floor. Kelvin and I always used to leave the blue light on when 

we made out. The rain jabbed at the window. Tapping. I tore at the T-shirt he'd left on my floor. 

The shirt had some green screen print on it that I couldn't make out. I scratched at it with my 

still-gold nails. I reached up. Angrily bit the polish off my thumb in one acetone bite. It went 

down with a bitter swallow. Scratched at my throat. I was still crying, but quietly now. The tears 

hovered in the hollow beneath my eyes. 

 I looked up. The room was empty except for a bunch of paintings that were staring down 

at me. Big faces leaned off their frames. I could see where I'd misaligned cheekbones. Overdone 

the shadows on lips. Smeared too much pink over olive skin. Mel's painted face in front of me 

was recriminating. The lip twisted. Blazing eyes of burnt umber and yellow. White. Pink. Staring 

wetly at me with a stare like I should have known better about everything. I ripped the collar off 

the shirt. I definitely hadn't known better about Mel. Or Tonya. Or Don Divine. 

 There was a series of knocks. Rising talk behind the door. I jumped up. Pulled it open. 

Red and silver paint across the wood. A circle around the doorknob. Kelvin peered in. His stock-
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ing cap pulled around his ears. A pleading expression on his face. I fell into him. He gripped me 

by the shoulders. Held me for a long time. I pressed my face into the shoulder of his army coat. I 

could feel his fingers through my jacket. Sliding down my arms.  

 I looked up.  

 “Hey,” I said. 

 "Hey." 

 "You're not in jail?" 

 "They let me go for the night. I'm supposed to come to court on Monday." 

 I watched the brown radiating out into green in his pupils. 

Dave and Mel came crowding up behind him. Pushing us. Kelvin let go of me. I fell back into 

the blue cave of my room. They followed me in. Ranged themselves around the floor. As I sat 

down, I shoved the mutilated shirt under the blanket. 

 "So what the fuck, Kelvin? What kind of trouble are you getting yourself into now?" I 

tried to sound nonchalant. 

 “What about I'm glad to see you?" 

 "Of course. You know I'm glad to see you." 

 "Yeah, yeah. Okay. Well, you know how Dave got his SSI back pay." 

 Dave grinned. 

 "Well, I went downtown looking for speed for us, but mostly I was just hanging around. 

 "What, Old Town?" Mel said. "Oh sure you were just hanging around." 

 "Okay, okay, so I was looking. And then this guy beckoned to me like they do. So I went 

up to him. Was like, 'what are you doing?’ He said, 'What are you looking for?' I said 'you're 
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wack, man.' He said 'Black?' I said, 'Black?' meaning 'what the hell?' and turned around. Then the 

next thing I knew there were handcuffs slamming around my wrists. I was flat on the pavement 

with gravel between my teeth. 

 "Wait, wait. ‘Black'? What does that mean?" I asked. 

 "You know: China white, black tar. It's a kind of heroin." 

 "Oh shit!" 

 Dave wrinkled his nose. “Fuck! That's total entrapment, you realize." 

 "Oh, I know that for sure." Kelvin answered. "I mean, I was looking for speed, but I 

hadn't said that to anyone. I had to wait in the van with all of these people until they caught six 

more guys. That was completely shitty. This one guy was all talking to me. Telling me what 

things were going to be like. It was pretty useful information, actually." 

 "Like what?" Dave looked like he might need to know this. 

 "Oh. You know. Things like how long I was probably going to be in there. He said not 

long, really. According to him, I was probably only going to be booked and then let out. This 

dude, though, he'd been caught for possessing an ounce. He said, 'They're putting me away for a  

long time.'" 

 "Jesus Christ." 

 "Yeah. Then when I got to the station they kept putting me in holding cells. There's like 

this series of cells that gets better and better. They left me in one of them for nine hours. Hand-

cuffed. I had to piss the entire time." Kelvin looked up with that smooth pale face. 

"So did you get fucked with in there, pretty-boy?" Dave asked. My eyes widened. Noted Kelvin's 

chipped red fingernails. 
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 "It looking like I was gonna be, at first. I was pretty damn scared. But then when this guy 

started messing with me, I remembered you, Dave –" 

"Alright! What was it?" 

 "It was like I started talking like I was batshit crazy. Talking about killing people and eat-

ing their shit. Watching my mother die. The whole holding cell shifted to the left, away from me. 

Worked like a charm." 

 "Yeah, I used to do that when I was in juvenile detention as a wee lad. Shoplifted some 

walkie-talkies from Radio Shack. Got put away. It works well, that method. Just act like you're 

insane. You can get away with anything. No one will fuck with you." Dave bent his chin down. 

Satisfied.  

 I cocked an eye at Mel. She kneaded the edge of my scraggly yellow blanket. Pulled it 

upwards in short tugs. 

 I looked hard at Kelvin. Absorbed his face. Wondered what he was really trying to buy. 

How much he had really said. The blue light sent an eerie flicker around us. The rain drove down 

outside. His black hair fell completely into his face. Hiding his eyes. Kelvin fiddled with his 

shoelaces. Noticed my stare. Looked back. 

 "What's up, Lena? What's going on in that head of yours?" 

 My eyes flashed around the room, disturbed. I couldn't get into it in front of everyone. 

The Dustbin had enough public melodrama. I liked to try and keep bits of it private. Internally, 

though, I was feeling betrayed and unsafe. Mel caught my glance. Nudged Dave. 

 Mel said, "Hey, man, let's go and play hopscotch in the front room, alright?" Dave looked 

at her. Then back at me, nodding. They got up and left. Pushed the door closed as they went. 
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 "Are you okay?" 

 "Why does everyone always ask that? Of course I'm not. No-one's been okay since that 

night we went to the Roxy." 

 "Yeah, the Dylan thing. Do you want to talk about it, then?" 

 "Talk? Sure, how about we talk about you? About what the hell you were doing in Old 

Town with a wad of Dave' money, huh?" 

 "Well shit. He gave it to me. Come on. Don't freak out." Kelvin put his arm around my 

waist. Pulled me closer to him. I tensed. Went limp. Let myself be pulled until my shoulder was 

resting on his. There was a smell of wet cloth. Wet wood. 

 "Yeah, but it's not so much the drugs that I object to. I know you do them and so do I, 

sometimes. But it's just, it's the criminal stupidity of going downtown and trying to buy from 

some guy on the street that you don't know. You could easily go down to the Reed poolroom. 

Call someone you know. I mean that's just dumb. Getting yourself arrested for putting yourself in 

a stupid situation when you didn’t have to? Jesus, Kelvin." 

 "Okay, okay. It was dumb. I just happened to be there. It seemed so convenient. I mean, 

none of this fucking around with calling people and trying to be their friend. None of this maybe 

they have it maybe they don’t shit." 

 "Sure, okay. Now you're, what, facing a felony charge? Was it worth it?” 

"Well, yeah. Okay." 

 I jerked my head off his shoulder with a realization, "But wait, how do I know you 

weren't really trying to buy heroin. I mean, how do I know what you told us just now was really 

true?" 
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 Kelvin grabbed both of my hands. "I wasn’t. I wasn’t. I don't do that shit anymore. That 

was a really long time ago and it's done with. Come on. Don't think about me like that." He 

shook my wrists. Looked up at me. "Come on." 

 The rain was stopping. The drops slid slower and slower. I gripped his hands. “But how 

do I know? How do I really know? You tell me." 

 "I don't know. I trust you? Does it work both ways?" 

"I don't know. I did, but this is all getting so weird. I'm just not sure about things. I was talking to 

Amanda about this the other day about how we're all connected. When you do something this 

fucked up, you fuck up all your friends, too. What the hell am I supposed to do if you go to jail? 

I mean, sure, go on with my life. Deal with school. Graduate. All that, but do you have any idea 

how that's going to feel?" 

 "Yeah, it would suck for me, too. I mean, jail. Lock-down. I'm not going to enjoy that 

much either. Come on, it'll be okay. I'm not going to go to jail. I'll just do what Dave said. Pre-

tend to be crazy at my trial. They'll say I'm incompetent. Throw it out of court." 

"Or throw you into state-owned mental facilities. That’s the other big house. You do realize, don't 

you, that that'd be worse? They’ll never let you out of there." 

 "Oh come on it's not going to happen. I mean, yeah, this was a fucked up thing and all. 

But I feel like things are going to work out okay. I mean, the sheer fact that I didn't say anything 

about the drugs. It was just conjecture, you know?" Kelvin stroked my shoulder through the thin 

T-shirt. 
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 Feeling the warmth of his hand, I was stuck between wanting to just kiss. To stop talking 

or to interrogate him more. Figure out what was really going on. I leaned towards him. "Okay, 

huh? I've just been a little too scared lately to feel okay." 

 Kelvin leaned closer. t my chin gently with his hand. Kissed me. I let him dab softly at 

my lips. Thinking. Thinking about how I'd been afraid I would never do this again. Perhaps I 

shouldn't now. He smoothed his lips over mine gently. Ran a hand across my back. Suddenly, I 

stabbed my fingers through his greasy hair. Started kissing him for real. Desperately. 

 Hours later, I was draped over his body. Both of us sweating onto each other. The record 

scraping the last groove over and over. Kelvin bent his head down. Kissed my forehead. Warm. I 

curled up. Rested my head on his shoulder. The blue light bulb was still shining a ghostly, metal-

lic light over us. I traced my fingers across his smooth chest. Gliding in the sweat. I slid them 

over his collarbone. The dip at the base of his throat. Then lower. Running them around his nip-

ple in little circles. 

 There was a tiny sewing-needle tattoo of the name "Julia" right above his left nipple. The 

letters were about a half-inch in height. Formed of blurry black dots. The home-done tattoo made 

me pause. I'd seen it before, of course. I hadn't thought about it very much beyond his explana-

tion of: "That was a very long time ago. I was drunk. I kind of regret it." But now, realizing I 

didn't know him as well as I though I did, it grated on me.  

 Looking at it, I was torn between irrational jealousy and a kind of tenderness. The jeal-

ousy for the obvious fact that this was another woman's name. That name had been with him for 
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a long time. Would be with him for a long time after I was gone. A presence lurking there of 

something I would never know about.  

 The tenderness, though, that was there too. I was moved for the sheer emotional capacity 

that would drive him to cut some other person's name into his skin. That Kelvin could love 

someone that much. That he could be that drunk and devoted that he would commit himself for 

life to this name that he knew he would eventually leave or be left by. It was strange. 

 Kelvin’s eyes were closed. His breathing slow. 

 "Kelvin, hey? What about this thing? Talk to me." 

 He jerked awake, "Huh? What?" 

 "This, this ’Julia’ thing. If it's not too personal. What went on?" 

 "Oh, yeah. Well, I guess we were in love. We were together for about two years. This was 

kind of when things were going bad. I got really drunk and sad one night and did it. I was... It 

was... She was upset. She found out about it and she was mad at me. And things were over even-

tually. Now I feel kind of weird about it. Now I have this and it won't rub off." 

I scrubbed my fingers over it. "I wish it would." 

 "Yeah. Sorry. I don't know. It's all over. That was before I moved here." 

 "Huh." I covered it with my hand. Pulled my head up. Stared at him. In the blue light his 

eyes looked almost black. Reflecting back at me. I couldn't see what I was looking for in them. 

For all that we'd been dating for two months, Kelvin was still mysterious to me. He showed up at 

the Dustbin as a friend of Damian’s. Recently evicted from this girlfriend Julia in Spokane. 

Lured by a zine of mine he's picked up somewhere. 
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 Kelvin gave me a sense of feeling chosen. That he's moved here to be with me. Thrown 

away what life he had – working at a video store and living with this “Julia" – to slide his way 

into my life on the strength of my Xeroxed prose. That level of commitment, of reckless roman-

ticism, made me look past other factors in his life that were more unsavory. 

 To be wanted for my mind. To be appreciated for my feelings, my writings, not just my 

vinyl miniskirts and availability. That drew me in. He was a fan of my work, not my legs. No 

matter that he drank every night – we all did. Or hadn't gotten a job yet after four months in Port-

land. Or was couch-surfing between my house and Damian's. No matter that he didn't have any 

driving passions or interests, beyond playing the bass or drums. Kelvin didn't seem to have any 

future. The future was not a big concern for me or for him right now. What I cared about was the 

right now. The sex was good. He was warm. Loyal. Engaging. Attractive. 

 Later that night, I watched him sleep. The dark pools of the sheets wrapped him warmly. I 

pieced together what I could of his life before. Perhaps we could make this work. Perhaps I 

would have to move on. For all that I was looking past, I couldn't look past the possibility of him 

doing time. 
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Chapter 22 — RUPTURE 

 The sunlight shone into the chilly breakfast nook. I shoveled into a pile of curry potatoes. 

The table was covered with ashtrays. Vegan cookbooks. The ancient radio trickled out jazz. I 

took a long drink of my coffee. I was lifting my fork when Dylan came wandering in through the 

kitchen door. I hadn't seen him since he'd left for his parents about a week ago. 

 "Dylan! You came back! I wasn't sure if you would." 

 He sidled up. Folded into the chair opposite mine. “Yeah. Yeah. I'm alright. It was weird. 

My parents kept asking me all these questions. I just kept answering them. I told the story again 

and again until I wasn't sure if it had really happened to me." 

 "Jesus, yeah. Whenever I go home if I as much as change my hair color I get the hot seat. 

Flipping out must make it so much worse." 

 "Oh yes. My mom came back here with me. She's here. She's not pleased with the way 

the house looks." 

 "She must be glad you have people around you, though. It's harder to go through this sort 

of shit alone." 

 "Yeah, she likes my friends. Mom took Dave and me out for dinner last night. He was 

pulling his 'I'm a normal guy' routine, which was pretty funny. Right. My dad, who's a psychia-

trist, kept trying to figure me out the whole week. I knew I was there just to get diagnosed. That 

was the whole point of the visit. Finally he decided to set me up with a shrink who could tell me 

the things that, if my dad told me, I'd freak out and hate him for the rest of my life. It was fucked 

up." 

 “God! What is this terrible thing he has to tell you?" 
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 "What I could make of it was: he thought I should be institutionalized and given heavy 

anti-psychotics. My dad seemed to think before he even talked to me." 

 "We won't let them lock you up." I looked at him fiercely as if my assurance could pro-

tect him. It couldn't. 

 "That's what I said. That if he tries I'll just run away." 

 “Good. Good."  

 Dylan reached out. Whisked a potato chunk into his mouth. I smiled indulgently. Sudden-

ly, a pointy woman in a beige dress came sweeping into the kitchen. Her nose wrinkled at the 

plastic bucket of compost set against the wall.  

 "Oh, there you are,” the woman said. 

 "Mom, this is my housemate, Lena. Lena, Mom." I stuck out a curry-smeared hand. She 

shook it. Looked at me curiously. I felt like a porcelain curio on a shelf she was examining. Oth-

er people's parents always had this effect on me. 

 “Hi! What do you think of Portland?" 

 Dylan’s mother smiled. I noticed the way the wrinkle connecting the side of her nose and 

her mouth echoed Dylan. "Its pretty here. Much greener than Madison. The house? It's interest-

ingly decorated." 

 "Uh, yeah. We like to think so." 

 Dylan’s mom looked at me quizzically. I wiped my hand along the side of my pants. 

Birds were tweeting outside the window. I could hear little chirps. They didn't care. 
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 With the tiny brush, I drew in the iris of Mel's eye. Thick mars black. I whisked the brush 

into a maraschino cherry jar full of turpentine. Swabbed it off on a dishtowel. Late afternoon sun 

floated in through the big silver-framed windows. Making the oil paint glisten and melt. Dabbing 

the brush into white and red, I swirled them into pink and painted membrane-bits at the corners 

of her eyes.  

 Painting was a way of getting through to what I could not have. I could control the im-

ages in my mind and memory.  

 There was a knock on the door. I swiveled around. Dropped the brush into the turpentine. 

Turned the beat-up brass knob. Kelvin was leaning in the door. I moved back. Gestured him into 

the bright room. 

 "Hey, are you okay?" 

 "Um...things aren't too good. I kind of, I mean, I –" 

 "What, you stole a kilo of coke and hid it under my bed? Come on?” 

 "Ah, no." Kelvin shrugged. Shook his hair down into his eyes. It clumped in pointy 

strands. "I went to court today, right? They indicted me. The case is real. I've got to get an attor-

ney. Go back to court again. There'll be a jury, and, and…” 

 "Jesus, what?" 

 "It's really going to be a felony charge. I tried to act all dumb and crazy, but that didn't get 

me two inches with them. Shit, I can't believe this. I was supposed to get off. Dave said I'd get 

off." 

 I sighed heavily. “Dave. I mean, I like Dave a lot but there's a reason he gets checks from 

the government. Reality adjustment needed, you know." I flicked a finger against my head. 
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 “Maybe. But he told me it worked before. In the cell? Why not now? Maybe they could 

tell. Maybe they could see I wasn't quite as fucked up as all that. I didn't need to talk all crazy. 

Run up to the judge waving my hands. It was Dave’s idea. I tried it. God, maybe I just looked 

like an idiot. Like a fucking guilty fool."  

 "I don't know. I don't know. I wasn't there. Just try not to think about it. You're back here. 

It's going to be, I don't know about alright, but hopefully better." I was trying to be sincere. Part 

of me was angry that Dave's little mystique had fucked things up again. It was okay from Dave 

to be crazy, but not for me. I pressed my hand against the side of Kelvin’s face. Cupped his 

cheekbone. He tried to look down. I pulled his head up so he was looking at me. "It's going to be 

okay." I had to tell him that, even if I didn't believe it. 

 I let go of him. He stuck his hands deep in his pockets. Huddled inward. I grabbed his 

tangled bangs. Pulled at them. 

 Kelvin wrapped his hand around mine. Took it off. “No. I've got to think about this. I've 

got to figure out why it didn't work. Figure out their logic." 

 "It's the fucking American judicial system. Logic isn't part of the scheme. As far as the 

logic goes, it's like: you're a young, greasy looking kid. You're in Old Town talking to a narc. 

You're guilty. It’s the War on Drugs. Just say no and all that. Or whatever. Sorry to throw things 

into the tired old 'fuck the man and his mother-fucking plan' paradigm, but things sometimes get 

that way. I'm sorry. I guess that was harsh." 

 "So I'm guilty whatever happens, great." 
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 "Okay, okay. Come on. Let's go make coffee. I need a break from this thing. You need it 

even more." I grabbed Kelvin’s wrist. Pulled him out of the room and into the shabby hallway. 

We tromped downstairs. Rattled the slats beneath the carpet. Shook the scaffolding.  

 I switched rooms with Mel, moving my stuff upstairs, in order to have more privacy. Pri-

vacy. My dramas were spilling all over the porch whether I wanted them to or not. We rounded 

the corner of the side alcove. Set off through the dining room. Don stared up at us from his seat 

in a velvet chair. 

 Don gave us a long, measured glance as we passed through the room under the rickety 

chandelier. The cowboy star shone on the ceiling. His eyes were cold. Steady, his mouth pursed 

as if he was about to speak. I saw that familiar old disapproval on his face. It was the same look 

as when we were seeing each other and I forgot to recycle some can. Or more recently when I'd 

been fooling around with his girlfriend. Now that they were back together and I was otherwise 

entangled, I would've thought Don would’ve calmed down.  

 Now I could see that the cold glare was directed towards Kelvin. From the pomade in his 

hair to the points of his shoes. I turned away as if I didn't see it. Tried to sashay on by. As I turned 

 I saw Kelvin glance. Stop. Frozen. 

 I wheeled around, "What, Don. What the fuck is it?" 

 "I should ask you. Why is he here?" 

 "Hey, why shouldn't I be here," Kelvin said. Hurt. "I have good reasons. Lena's here." 

 I pointedly took Kelvin by the hand. "It should be obvious. We're going to make coffee. 

Then we're going to leave so that we don't have to get stared at like that. What's your fucking 

problem, Don?" 
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 "What's yours? I mean that's pretty stupid that you're still kissing on someone who was 

about to spend Dave's money on heroin for himself. Huh?" 

 Kelvin waved his hands around.  

 "Ah, no, I was not,” he said. “That may be the charge, but it's wrong. I didn't ask for any-

thing, it was total entrapment. Are you going to listen to the cop or to me?"  

 The hair metal posters looked down balefully, shaking paper guitars and bare arms. 

 Don folded his arms. Bent his head to one side.  

 “I know you used to shoot dope, Kelvin.” Don said. “Why shouldn't I think you weren't 

going to go do it again?" 

 I snapped my eyes at him like a mother hen.  

 "Don, really?” I said. “You’re no angel. Who are you to talk illegality?" 

 "I never claimed any sort of Boy Scout record. It's that he bought downtown. He got 

caught. He was buying heroin. He was using Dave's money. That's fucked up. There are lines of 

what's okay and what's not. Kelvin crossed them." 

 Kelvin's eyes were desperate. "Okay, the first two and the last one are true. But I was not 

buying heroin. I was thinking, emphasis on the thinking about buying speed. For Dave and I. 

Dave had given me the money and asked me to get it for him. You would do the same." 

 "I wouldn't get caught." Don jerked his chin down righteously. He glared at me. "Think 

about what you're doing, Lena. Think harder than you've been thinking so far." 

 "I know what the hell I'm doing. Stay out of it." I turned. Stalked into the pantry. Swiped 

a hand across a shelf full of potatoes and canned peaches. Strode into the kitchen. I jerked the 
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cartridge out of the coffee maker. Slammed it against the wall. Sent showers of coffee grinds into 

the ramen-twined compost.  

 From behind me, Kelvin put a hand on my shoulder. Soft. Turned me around. I fell back 

limply against the wall-billboards of beef chunks. The espresso cartridge was in one hand. My 

other hand was a fist. "What?' 

 "Hey, thanks for not listening to him. I don't know why he's so fixated on me doing H 

again, but it's not true. Please don't believe it." 

"I'm not sure what to think, now. I don't want to listen to him, but part of me can't stop worrying 

about it." 

 "Come on. It's not true." 

 Kurt Cobain had died three years ago. We were all sensitized to heroin being a bad idea. 

Worse then other drugs. Heroin had this cachet for me, though I hadn’t tried it at the time. That 

was hardcore. I tried heroin in 2005. On a weeklong visit to San Francisco from my exile at my 

parent’s house. I concluded that I enjoyed it so much that I could see how people could lose their 

lives to it. It just wasn’t something that I wanted to lose my life to. I haven’t done it since. I was 

able to walk away. So many people never do. Sobriety is a many-splendored gift. 

 I dropped the coffee cartridge with a dull thud. Grabbed Kelvin by the back of the head. 

Pressing my forehead to his. We were fisheye-staring cross-eyed into each other. I pushed into 

him until I could feel our bones grinding. "Please," I said. "Please be telling the truth." 
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Chapter 23 — ORANGE PROTEST  

 The rain drifted slowly downward through brick buildings with elaborate cornices. Onto 

wrought iron gates. Gleaming windows of department stores lined the street. Downtown, every-

thing seemed bright and distant. It was as if it was picture of itself that you saw reflected in a 

pond. Couldn't quite get in to. I reached out my hands to both sides. Touched nothing but the 

rain. I closed my eyes. Edged to the left. Reaching. Finally, the gritty edge of a building rubbed 

my palm. 

 "Come on, Lena. We've got to get there. They've probably already started by now." Mel's 

voice rang through me. My eyes snapped open. I lunged ahead. Took a couple quick steps until I 

was caught up with her. 

 Amanda, Kelvin, Tonya and Don were striding ahead, stretching their legs. Pressing for-

wards against the damp air. Dylan's protest was today. The much-predicted involvement with the 

Iraqi-Kurdish civil war had drifted off into a series of blurry treaties. Dylan was holding his 

protest anyway as a sort of amorphous effort against governments, in general. It was an excuse to 

buy a shopping cart full of oranges and throw them around. 

 We rounded a corner. Came out by Pioneer Square: a cement circle sunk twenty feet into 

the ground. Rimmed by circular brick steps. Crowned by the red and black pillars of a Starbucks. 

On all four sides, huge buildings stared down. Looming. Their blank windows revealed nothing. 

The rain was still falling, but lighter, now. We wandered across the street. Into the ches and pil-

lars that lined the square. From this vantage point I could see down into the middle of the area.  
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Dylan, Dave, Dylan's friend, and a bunch of people I didn't recognize were jigging around eating 

oranges. The tune of Dave's snare drum rang out. Don set of resolutely down the steps. I fol-

lowed him. Bouncing lightly down the steps. Half-jogging until I reached the center. 

 Eight blue-painted TVs were scattered across the space with a couple of white-painted 

stereo components. All of it: broken. Screens smashed in or cracked. Paint scraped in words. 

Spilling cathode ray tubes and wires onto the wet brick. The brick was covered with tiny flyers 

reading "Orange" in typewriter print.  

 A girl in cat-eye glasses high stepped around the perimeter. She snapped pictures with a 

Polaroid. Several teenage punks scrabbled around in a shopping cart heaped with oranges. 

Grapefruits. 

 Dave stomped around the perimeter rat-a-tat-a-tat -ing on a silver snare drum, followed 

by Dylan. Dylan tweeted out a bright march on his recorder. 

 I sidled over to the shopping card. Reached out, looking at Dave as I did so. 

 "Hey, can I?” I asked. 

 Dave’s face under the orange sweatshirt was wild and open. “Yeah! Have as many as you 

want. It’s all about orange. It's all about the oranges!" 

 "Where did you get so goddamn many of these?" The cart was heaped high. The bottom 

rack wedged tight with fruit bags. 

 "Spent the last of my money on them. It's for a good cause, I'll get more money next 

month, and for the rest of my life so it’s fine." Dave said. He smiled. “Good karma.” 
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 "Huh." I gouged my damp thumb into the peel. Wrestled it off in long strips. Set on top of 

an abandoned TV. Kelvin bumped me on the shoulder. I handed him a wedge. The membrane t 

inward beneath my fingers. Squeezing out drops of juice to fall like rain to the brick. 

 "I think it’s working," Kelvin said between bites. 

 "What, you mean the madness? Oranges?" 

 “Well, look at Dylan." 

 I looked over. Dylan was talking to a young-looking girl with blond dreadlocks. I could 

overhear bits of the conversation. I wandered closer so I could hear more. 

 "So are you activists, then?" she asked. Peeled an orange. 

 "We're all activists." Dylan glowed with satisfaction. Sacred fools. 

 The Sacred Fools Theatre is in Hollywood. I walk past it regularly on the way to the Dis-

pensary. From the Pizza Paul parking lot in Hel-Mel, The hedges and bright sunshine as I grip 

my pepper spray. Embolden my tattooed shoulders. Look at the theatre’s mural of mad saints and 

angels. Abjection. Beaming down in blue and brown. I always wanted to Instagram it. I never felt 

safe enough to stop. East Hollywood is intense.  

 What is it to recognize something within yourself: but not be able to look it in the eye.   

 My grad school BFF and I were supposed to see “Marat: Sade” at Sacred Fools the first 

time we hung out. I read the play and enjoyed it immensely. BFF is a temporary position for me. 

So many friends lost to the wind and Facebook’s static flash as time marches onward like Dave, 

Don, Amanda, Dylan, Tonya, Mel, Karla and Kelvin were over thirty years. 
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 Dylan said to the pretty hipster. "Oh, you mean in the general sense of the American peo-

ple? I meant what party are you from? What organization?" 

 "It's a birthday party. A Halloween party, sure. Any party you want. Cocktail party?  

Shaken or stirred?" 

 She looked at him, confused. Laughed. 

 "I'm not joking," Dylan said.  

 The rain still fell steadily. Slanting downward as mist rose from gratings on the street. I 

turned around. Giggled. I saw Don standing behind me. Kelvin stood apart from the group. His 

bangs in his face. I looked hard at Don 

 “What?" I asked Don. 

 “Nothing. I'm just looking for an orange. Don't be paranoid." 

 Ah, that Don quality of making me feel like being upset was my fault. Great. I turned 

away. Saw three security guards in black with walkie-talkies and pistols hovering nervously at 

the edge of the square. I went up to Dylan. He was jumping up and down in time to the snare. 

 “Hey!” I said. “Have the security guards messed with you yet? I think they're about to.” 

 Dylan stopped jumping. Looked at me. "Well, yeah, actually. They came up to us a little 

while ago. Were upset about the trash. Flyers. TVs. Dave told them we'd clean it all up so they 

went away. I wonder what this is about, now." Security was coming closer. 

 The rent-a-cops got close enough that I could see the red roses embroidered on their hol-

sters. The taller man whipped out a codebook. Started paging through it. Dave's drum rattled and 

cascaded, higher. The man raised a finger.  

 "Alright, who's the leader here?” said the security guard. 
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“Leader?” said Dylan. ‘I thought you threw this party?" 

 "No jokers here. Come on. I've had complaints. You're going to have to stop it. Look 

here," He spread out the pamphlet with a noise ordinance highlighted in green. "Right here. It 

says that no noise is permitted in the square that causes discomfort to a reasonable person. You 

guys are making noise. I'm going to have to make you leave." 

 "But we'll stop. Okay. We’ll stop." Dave laid down the drumsticks on the bricks. Took the 

strap from around his neck. Set the drum down. Dylan twirled out a recorder-flourish. Bright 

against the whir of passing cars above. 

 “Hey! Hey. Stop that tweeting, too." 

 "But this is such a tiny noise. You can't even hear it twenty feet away." Dylan's round face 

looked open. Lost. "I'm not causing a disturbance." 

 "Oh yes you are. It says so right here.” The security guard spread his rulebook. Jabbed 

with a finger. "It says no noise which causes a reasonable person a disturbance. That noise dis-

turbs me. I am eminently reasonable." 

 "But you couldn't hear it from where you were standing before." 

 "It was bothering me. Stop it or leave." 

 "Alright, alright." Dylan laid the recorder down gently in a bed of orange peels. 

 The cops turned. Left. 

 Mel nudged me. "I heard this story once, right? This guy was causing a disturbance in 

Pioneer Square. Things reached a head. The guy had a gun. The security guards started shooting 

at him. They chased him over to the Saks Fifth Avenue on the corner shooting at his back. The 

guy turned. Shot twice in self-defense. Killed the cop. Now he's on death row. Fucked up, huh?" 
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 "Yeah, that's pretty damn disturbing." There was a flash as the cats-eye girl snapped a 

picture of us huddled. Wet oranges hung from our hands. I looked up. Blinded by the blue light. 

The sky was gray pressing down above us. "So if anything happens we're basically screwed." 

"Well, not necessarily. We don't have guns. We're not causing the kind of trouble that guy was 

causing. We're just peaceably handing out oranges. They won't shoot us." The set of her lips was 

assured. We were safe. I glanced over. Kelvin sulked on the periphery. His head was down. 

 Suddenly, I heard a triumphant yell. I looked up to see Dave hurling an orange in a thirty-

foot arc across the square. It looked like an orange planet, hurtling through gray ether. It looked 

faster than light. 

 From his place halfway up the steps, Dylan leapt in the air. Caught it with a yip. He 

wound up his arm and tossed it back, flying. Dave lunged for it. The orange skidded. Smashed in 

an explosion of peel and juice. Dave picked up another naval orange from the ground. Threw it. 

Hard. Slammed into the brick step next to Dylan's feet. Dylan picked up an orange from his pile. 

Jumped high. Slung it wide through the air. A sweeping arc obscured my view of the office 

buildings and the coffee shop. The orange splattered by my feet.  

 I heard the security guard bark, “Alright! That's it! Get out! You're causing a disturbance. 

You're causing trouble. We're not going to put up with that anymore." 

Dylan turned. Gaped. About to speak. "But – " 

 "None of that. Now pick up your trash and get out." 

Dylan scurried over to them. He started talking fast. Trying to defend his project. The cop folded 

his arms. 
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 Dave ran over to the shopping cart. Pulled out a long roll of paper. He gestured at Don 

and I. We went over. Helped him unroll it. A foot high and fifteen long, the banner was backed 

with duct tape so the rain couldn't melt it. I'd never seen any of it before. We slid on the wet 

brick. Draped and positioned the banner so that it could be read by everyone on the perimeter 

above. Anyone in the surrounding buildings.  

 The banner read: 'Can you believe this is illegal action? Your country – the state, denies 

free speech. These are all just words (words).' It was thick black marker slashing across white 

paper. Blurring as the rain hit it.  

 A kid we didn't know jumped onto a unicycle. Began looping around in circles. 

The rent-a-cop turned away from Dylan. Strode over to look at the sign. He pulled out the black-

bound ordinance book. Flipped through it quickly. Dylan seethed. Set for another confrontation. 

Dave rolled on the drum. Building tension. 

 "This is free speech. We have a right to do this," said Dylan. 

 "You only have free speech for as long as you aren't hurting anyone else." 

 "Yeah, so - " It started raining harder. Slamming down. Drenching us. 

 The cop looked sly. "So this sign hurts me. I'm personally offended. You kids need to 

knock it off." 

 Dylan began to argue. The skyscrapers stared down piteously. As did the crowd of people 

gathering around the edges of the square. Watching suspiciously. Spit out orange seeds. Beards. 

Bobs. Thrift store dresses. Hands waving cigarettes. A smell like forgotten deodorant. It smelled 

like the nineties. Past experiences like these are why I can’t comfortably watch Portlandia. A 

waft of bitter coffee air came wafting out of the Starbucks. Smothered the fresh smell of the rain.  
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 I edged away. Meandered over to Kelvin. He was watching from the far edge. His narrow 

body slumped over. He picked at his nail polish. 

 I nudged Kelvin on the shoulder, "Hey." 

 "Uh – oh! It's you. What's up." 

 "Do you want to get out of here? Things look like they might get bad. I mean, Dylan has 

my blessing, but I think he's trying to get himself arrested." 

 "Oh yeah. That's all we need. Yeah, I'm with you." 

 I started walking across the brick. Leapt up the stairs. Glanced backwards to see Dylan 

still arguing. The cop jabbed his finger deeper into the rulebook. Kelvin followed me. From the 

top of the square, mist hazing around me, I looked down. Saw the rest of the kids milling around. 

Their voices rose. The banner still spilled out words along the brick.  

 Dave bent his arm back. Naval orange in hand. Flung it at us. Smiled. The orange flew 

through the air. Blasted its way through the rain. It was a bright missile cutting through my line 

of sight. It smashed at my feet. I picked up the peel. Scraped the damp white part out with my 

teeth. Chewed it. Swallowed deeply. Breathed in the piercingly clear, empty air. 
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Chapter 24 — SOMETIMES CONDOMS BREAK 

 My room was dark after sex. Streetlights crept in the window. I whisked off my bathrobe. 

Slid back into bed with Kelvin. The tendrils of light lit his back. Sitting t away from the window. 

I curled up around him. My arms across his chest. My legs wrapped around his. Kelvin rocked 

back and forth. Whimpering. The thought slid into my mind that something wasn't right. 

 "What is it? What's up?" I said. 

 "The, the..." His voice was high. Shaking. 

 "What?" Fast. 

 "The condom broke. It's all over the place." 

 "It what?" I pressed my palms against his shoulders. 

 "Don't hate me, please, Lena. It's my fault." The neon from the bar across the street 

flashed. Rolled from pink to ice blue. A green star lit up at the end floating in a circle over the 

pavement. Reflecting against my window. It was a melancholy flicker. Pink to green. Pink to 

green. 

 "Holy Jesus! I thought something felt weird. I should've said it. Well, I did say some-

thing. But you said it was still on." I remembered a palpable warm rush when he came. It felt a 

little too close. Too real. We used a condom so I discounted it. 

 "Oh, it's still on," he said. "It's still on now, but..." I peered over his shoulder. He spread 

his hands. They were wet. 

 "Fuck! Fuck! That isn't supposed to happen!" I grabbed onto Kelvin’s shoulders. Other 

then condoms we weren’t using any back up birth control. Condoms were always what I used 

But sometimes condoms break. I pressed myself tight against Kelvin’s body. Pulled back. Started 
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pounding against his back. "This isn't real! I could tell something felt weird. Why didn't I get you 

to stop?" 

 The green through the window was washed out and translucent. Wavering. 

Kelvin t over farther. Leaned on his ankles. Reached back. Grabbed my hands. Held them. I tried 

to make myself go limp. I sank into the blue sheet. I wrapped myself around him again. Gritted 

my teeth. 

 “Okay. Okay, I know what I'll do. I'll go tomorrow and get the morning after pill at the 

health center at Reed. We'll be okay. That'll fix it. Right? Right." 

 "What's that?' 

 "It's this pill. It's basically a bunch of birth control pills. You take them. Throw up every-

where. Get sick. Bleed a lot. The kid gets flushed out. Then you aren't pregnant anymore." 

"Well that's cool. Sounds, well, not fun, but if it works that would be rad. Sounds kind of shitty, 

though." 

 "Well, yeah. And then, and then...it's Saturday, shit! You're supposed to take it within 

twenty-four or forty-eight or seventy-two hours. Tomorrow? Fuck, it's Sunday. Nothing's going 

to be open. No Planned Parenthood. No health center. No nothing. But… But... I could go in 

Monday. That'll work. Maybe. I'm pretty sure it's at least within forty-eight hours thing. It might 

be seventy-two.” 

 "Good God." 

 "Yeah..." I twitched. My body started to jerk out in the direction my mind was going. "I 

think... Kelvin, I think I'm going to go into the bathroom and throw things now. A lot of things." I 

lifted up away from him. My arm slid through his hand until my fingertips flicked his palm. I 
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pulled away. Dropped a slip over my shoulders. Snapped the door open. Strode through the hall-

way. I could hear Mel practicing her stripper moves in her room. Thumping and muttering in the 

night. The rest of the house was quiet. 

 I whipped the bathroom door open. Fell into the mess. The Virgin Mary nightlight sent 

eerie glows across the pink tile. Shone like a birthday cake. My feet were cold against the wet 

linoleum.  

 I lunged at the crusty countertop. Swatted a hairdryer across the room. Crumpled Kleenex 

swirled upwards like seagulls. White puffs whirling up. Settling to the floor. Before they could 

cement themselves, I dug both hands into the heaps of communal makeup. Swept my wrists 

backwards. Desperately. The tiny bottles and vials spread like pool balls across the tile. I grabbed 

more. Dashed them against the wall. I wasn't looking at what I was touching anymore. Guns and 

Roses slid under the door. I slapped a hand out. Thumped a Big Gulp cup. Swept it in a wide 

half-circle over my head. Stale beer splashed over me. Drenching the slip as it dripped down my 

back. The cold.  

 I stopped. I jerked my head down. Stared at the Kleenex and jumbled crap on the floor. I 

looked up. The orange walls were mottled with beer stains sending out a wretched, rancid stink. 

Sighing, I leaned forwards and examined the stain. Recognized the color as the Henry Wein-

hard’s Special Dark that we'd served at a party weeks ago. Why a cup of it had been moldering in 

the bathroom for so long was beyond me. I kicked listlessly at the empty Super Bowl cup on the 

floor. Stomped out of the bathroom. 

 My room was warm. I locked the door behind me. Turned to see Kelvin lying flat on his 

back. Both his eyes wide open stared at the ceiling. I realized he'd heard every thump and bang. I 
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drifted over. Sat on the mattress. He reached up to stroke my back. I pulled away. Remembered I 

was still covered in beer. 

 “No. I had a little accident. I spilled something. I'm taking a shower." I got up again. 

Closed the door hard as if I could make him disappear. 

 In the bathroom, I peeled off the slip. Dropped it on the counter. Turned the water up as 

hot as I could. I stood in the shower. Let the blazing water slide over me. Encasing me in some-

thing clean. I scrubbed at my hair. Let the water wash into every root and follicle. Two spiders 

spun webs across the bathroom ceiling. I gasped. Held my shoulders. Let the water pour. I let it 

wash away the beer although it couldn't wash me clean. 

 On Monday, I perched, shaking, on a stool in the college health center. Held my wrists in 

my hands. Stared around at the posters on AIDS prevention. The light glared down. The birdlike 

nurse came up to me. Wrapped a Velcro strap around my upper arm. 

 "Alright, dear. I'm going to take your pulse. Take five deep breaths." She pressed a 

stethoscope onto the hollow of my elbow. Pumped the cuff until it pinched. I let out a gasping 

breath. She unhooked me. Bustled away. She wrote down some numbers. Turned around. "Are 

you okay?" 

 "Um, yeah. Sure. I'm okay.”  

 "No, really? Are you okay? Your pulse is racing." 

 I stared at her. My lip shook. "Of course I'm not okay," I said finally, "How does anyone 

expect me to be okay? I might… I might be pregnant!" 
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 "Well, you ought to take it easy. I know it's hard, but getting all worked up about it isn't 

going to do anything,” the nurse nodded. 

 "I, I can't. I don't know how to right now. Please just give me the pills." 

 “Hmm…" She turned. Unlocked a cabinet. Rummaged through it. Pulled out a small 

packet. Handed it to me. She said, "Alright, now take four with food and four in twelve hours. 

You should experience some cramping. Probably a lot of nausea, but don't worry, that's normal. 

Just try and get a lot of rest." 

 "Right." I stared back at her. My eyes were wide. I was scared of this. I seemed to be 

scared of everything these days. Scared of my body rebelling against me. Escaping like my mind 

had last fall. The humming of the centrifuges and instruments buzzed to fill the room. I pressed 

my hand to my wrist again. Squeezing it as if I could get it to behave. 

 I unwrapped my head from the sheets. Glanced to the left to see Kelvin's hand setting 

down a mug of tea. His red fingernails were garish. Chipped against the metal. I groped for the 

mug. Fumbling through the blankets. Pulled myself upright with one arm to dab the scalding wa-

ter with my lips. Kelvin sat down. Ran a hand across my shoulders. "I got you some Peppermint 

tea because you said you were nauseous. This is supposed to be good for that." 

 "Thanks. Yeah, I'm feeling kind of in and out. Hazy. Kind of like I might throw up, but 

then again I might not. I'll just have to take it as it goes." 

 "Here, let me get in." Kelvin lifted up the blankets. Wedged himself between them. 

Inched close until his arm was under my back. His legs were cupped under mine. I leaned back 
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into him. Let myself fall deeper into the covers. It was so easy to hibernate. To slide my head un-

der the comforter. To pretend I didn't exist. 

 "Shit, I should get up and make dinner." I murmured from under the blanket. 

 "I'll heat up some Trader Joe's enchiladas if you want.” Kelvin scratched the back of my 

neck. Wrapped his fingers through my hair. I curled up into a ball. Tried to let everything drain 

out of me. I tried to let the anxiety and the terror come out into fatigue. I couldn't. 

 "So, what was the first band you were in?" I tried a light question. Tried to distract my-

self. 

 "Oh, we were called Sinutab, after the cold medicine. Pretty terrible hardcore, I guess. I 

played drums. It was on this shitty old set that belonged to my friend. I kept having to fix the 

drum heads with duct tape." 

 I lay there quietly. Sinking. Turned my head into his chest. Burrowed into his T-shirt. 

Crushed my eyes closed. I could feel this wave of fear and sadness welling up. Engulfing me. All 

I could see was the smooth blue cotton of his shirt. I pounded my forehead into it. Trying to 

erase. Trying to shut out. Trying to leave. 

 “Hey! Hey! What's wrong? Come here." Kelvin pulled my head up. Peered at me. 

"What's up?" He sounded concerned. His pompadour fell greasily down his forehead. 

 I wrenched my head away. Ground it into his shoulder. "No. I... I don't know. It's just... 

You know how it is – no. Wait, you're a guy. You have no idea how it is. I just feel shitty. Really 

fucking depressed. Kind of like I'm going to cry but I can't quite get myself to do it." 

 Kelvin tugged on a stray lock of black hair. Tucked it behind his ear. "Hey, it does go 

both ways. I'm pretty damn upset right now, too. I mean, in addition to this situation I might be 
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going to jail in a month. I don't know." Oh God. I'd chosen to believe him, in the face of Don's 

flat disapproval. I guess because I wanted so much to trust this. I wanted to have a relationship 

finally that was real. Instead of a fake two week one night stand disaster. Wanted it enough to 

suspend my worry. But the worry welled up sometimes. Wondering whether I really could trust 

him. Whether these arms wrapped around me were real or just something I was leaning on. 

 Wrapped up here, my fists ground into his shirt. My hair tangled. It was hard to see any-

thing outside of this bed. Our endless dual and dueling problems. Another wash of near-tears rose 

up. I clenched my throat against a sob. It wouldn't come. Kelvin stroked my hair gently. 

 I wedged my head against the mattress. Muttered into the sheet, "I've got to raise my 

dosage." My antidepressants are my little solutions. My antipsychotics are my little necessities. I 

shook. 

 Kelvin rubbed his hand along the back of my neck. Said, "Are you sure that's the right 

solution? I mean this might be situational depression. You do have a pretty depressing situation 

here." 

 "What else can I do? I'm going crazy again. I can feel it. I know that medicating is a real-

ly cold-blooded way of dealing with trouble. But it works." 

 "I just wonder." 

 "It's not your head. You're not feeling this." 

 "But I'm feeling something. I'm feeling what it might be like to accidentally cause more 

children." 

 "More?" 

 "I though I told you..." 
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 "What the fuck, Kelvin, you have children?" 

 He sighed. "Okay, remember Julia?" 

 "Oh, the woman's name you have tattooed on your chest?" My voice sharpened. "Who 

you left to date me?" 

 "Yeah. We had a child." 

 "Fuck! Why? There are ways to get out of that. I'm working on one of them." 

 “Hey! That's kind of mean! I know it's weird. Probably makes me sound like an asshole 

to you. It's not like that. I mean, yeah. I have a kid but it was kind of an accident. Julia and me 

were going to get married. Then that all fell through. But I visit my daughter. I really do love her. 

She lives in Spokane with her mom, though, so I can't see my daughter that often." 

 "Well Jesus! You're not getting any more children out of me." I regretted that as soon as I 

said it. I couldn't help myself. 

 Kelvin looked pained. "Look, I'm not some baby machine, if that's what you're talking 

about. It was an accident. A total accident. Like this. But I love my daughter more than anything 

else." 

 "Well that's rad and all but: If I'm pregnant? I'm getting an abortion faster than you can, 

than you, well, I can't think of a neat simile right now. I'm a upset." Apart from the hundred of 

reasons why I never wanted to have kids of my own, it did not look good to me that Kelvin, a 

homeless possible felon already, had one kid already that he didn't take care of or support. 

"It's okay. Don't think because I have a child means I want more. One is hard enough to deal 

with. I get really depressed about not being able to be with her and help her but I just can't be in 

Spokane right now. Plus Julia and I don't get along." 



Lambert / SCAFFOLDING         227

 "Jesus." The sadness was washing through me. Building and building. Slamming me into 

the mattress. "I've got to make dinner." I tried to get up. Half rose. Slammed back into the rum-

pled sheet. Dug both hands into it. Grasped it into fists. 

 Kelvin wrapped himself around me. Cradled my head on his shoulder.  

“Sh…" 

 I rubbed my face against his arm. Tried to wipe it all away. I thought about how I de-

pended on him so much for this kind of thing. For holding me. Comforting me. Making me feel 

better. Like I was some kind of child. I used to be alone and strong in my own way. I'd struggled 

through my depressions alone in my room. Get through them with pills and time.  

 But now I was tied down. Bound. I fell deeper into Kelvin’s arms. Hit my head into his 

shoulder. Pulled away. Fell harder back into his embrace.  

 Over his shoulder I gazed up at one of my paintings: an acrylic of a solitary woman light-

ing a cigarette. Bitter in purples and yellows. I ground my teeth. 
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Chapter 25 — COUCH-SURFING 

 The white walls of the computer lab surrounded me. Sucked me into the whir and click of 

many hands typing rapidly. I paged through the yellow-tinged notebook on the desktop. Looked 

for a key segment. Continued to type with one hand. 

 The concept of the male gaze is inherent to Huysmans’s discourse. In that the intense 

scrutiny to which he subjects the Salomé paintings, with his subsequent fantastical musings, cre-

ate a complex of looking and looking-at-ness resulting from the gendered power structure. Brad 

Bucknell observes that: 

 "The Salomé story is embedded in our visual imaginations so effectively that...she (for 

Salomé is certainly [a] Woman) can be thought of as a sign of the visual...It is the assumption of 

Salomé's visuality, the assumption that she is available to the (male) gaze, which constitutes the 

ground for representing, and thus 'seeing; her, in both verbal and visual mediums." 

 I typed in the footnote. My stomach clenched. Cramped. My head fell. I pulled myself up. 

Tried to keep typing. I couldn't. Lifted my head up slowly. Found my eyes focusing and defocus-

ing on the wall above a hunched boy with dreadlocks. I saw shimmering rainbow patterns. Dia-

monds enlarging. Shrinking. Pulsating on the wall as the tap tapping grew to a waterfall-like rush 

around me. 

 It had to be the morning-after pill. Causing some sort of reaction with my anti-psychotics. 

Jesus. Health problems were an endless merry go round that I seemed never to be able to get off 

of. I stared at the patterns. Barely noticed when a girl stopped in front of me. 
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 "Hey, are you okay?" 

 I stared at her, confused. I forgot what she was asking. Remembered. I knew there was no 

way I could tell her the story. A stranger. The tip-tapping persisted. Violent. 

 "I don't know. I don't know." 

 The girl nodded and left. I shuddered. Glaring at the patterns. My stomach was full of 

scalpels.  

 I shook myself. Took a few deep breaths. Muttered, "Fuck this." I threw my books into 

my backpack. Left. 

 I walked up the hill. Stared at the glints of streetlights against the wet pavement. The 

lines of white luminescence set on glossy black. I felt acutely aware of each sparkle of dew in the 

grass beneath me. Of each line of the heavy shadows of the trees against the houses. Each leaf on 

each tree seemed etched out with a knife. Set up to gouge at me. 

 I hurried. Afraid for what I might see in this state. My head shifted back and forth fast. 

Scanning for goblins. I looked up through the clear, biting air. Saw that the moon was huge. Yel-

low. Leering back like a spoon in a dirty saucer. 

 The porch light hung limply through my window. Hazing over the soft black of the sky. It 

was a couple of days later. I sat on the edge of my mattress. Stared at the pile of Kelvin's stuff in 

the corner of my room. His guitar case was leaning like a bat against my closet door next to a 

messenger bag and a pile of clothes. His army jacket was hung daintily on a hook against the 

wall. Lurking there. Kelvin set down roots in here. In my room. I was starting to get the feeling 
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that he thought he lived here. It was starting to bother me. He was still couch-surfing. Kelvin was 

technically homeless. And a felon who had impregnated me. Great. 

 Apparently there is now in 2014 a social networking and hospitality exchange website 

called Couch-surfing International Inc. Some people use it frequently. It seems to require an in-

ordinate amount of trust to total strangers.  While this may be fun for some people, I could never 

lodge, even for free, in a stranger’s home. I have been raped and assaulted far too many times 

even by people I did know. I could never trust a stranger enough to enter their home and fall 

asleep. 

 I lifted the tea to my lips and slugged down the last strong dregs. I was suddenly angered 

by Kelvin’s couch-surfing. The door swung open. Kelvin sauntered into my room like he lived 

there. He sat down on the floor across from me. t his head to one side 

"What's up, he said. 

  "I don't know. I'm starting to get frustrated with this. You're acting like you live here. 

Well, you don't." 

 "Okay." 

 “Yeah. I'm starting to feel like your mother. You know: providing the shelter, food, giving 

the back rubs at night. I don't want to be your mother.” 

Kelvin pursed his lips. Pushed them out like he was trying to look tough. "Alright." 

 "I mean I can't take care of you. I know you don't have a job yet and you're having trou-

ble getting one. I can't run your life for you. I can’t save you. You depend on me too much. 
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 "You seem to need me, too." 

 "Oh, I do need you. I depend on you too much, also. When I should be standing up on my 

own, I'm leaning on you like some idiot child. I mean, you've been here all week. All week I've 

been either doing schoolwork or hanging out with you. I haven't seen any of my other friends, or 

done any art." 

 Kelvin jerked his chin up. Challenged me. 

 “I've become more than just your girlfriend, Kelvin. I don’t like that. We're not the same 

person. You've got to understand that. I mean? Do you?" I reached out. Tugged on his shirt. "Do 

you?" 

 “Yeah. Yeah. I understand," he said slowly. 

 "Do you really understand? Do you hear what I'm saying?" 

 “Yeah. Yeah." More and more hair was falling down his forehead. The pompadour de-

stroyed into greasy tendrils. It drooped sadly. I dropped my shoulders. Craned my neck at the 

ceiling. I didn't know how to communicate what I needed to say without hurting him. Now when 

I was so emotionally wrecked, I was afraid I was fucking everything up. I reached out to smooth 

my hand down his back. His skin was dead. Unresponsive. The red walls of the room hemmed us 

in with piles of unread books. I closed my eyes. 

 Hours later, I wandered through the living room. I examined the hair metal pinups lining 

the upper wall. My paintings. Beer cans were piled on the floor. The house was strangely quiet.   

Somewhere through the walls I could hear sobbing. I meandered into the side alcove. Paused 

outside of Dave' half-open door. The sound was coming from there.  
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 I bit my lip. Inched up to the door. Pushed it. I could see Dave' big red Christmas lights 

hanging around the window like radioactive apples. I pushed the door farther. 

 I saw Kelvin sitting on the quilt. His head in his hands. His shoulders heaved. Dave 

rubbed Kelvin’s back. His stubbly shaved head almost level with Kelvin's. 

 I watched him there. His narrow shoulders shook. White knuckles gripped his scalp. I felt 

something break inside of me. The bitterness slid away. A wash of maternal tenderness swept in. 

I went in. Crouched on his other side. Ran my hand across his shaking back. I smoothed it care-

fully. Tried to soothe him to moderate my earlier harshness. I couldn't and didn't want to take 

back what I'd said. However, I could show him that I didn't just want him to leave forever.  

 The turntable on the floor was belting out some old pop-punk song about tidal waves and 

bad dreams. 

 Dave looked up at me. He nodded like he knew things. Dave got up and left. Closed the 

door behind him gently.  

 The Christmas lights twinkled down at us. Blinking in a series. They ran along the edge 

between the ceiling and the wall. Tracing lines above the bed. The fairy lights shone down on us 

small and jumbled on the edge of the bed. They lit up the sparse tiny room with its stacks of 

books and acoustic guitar in the corner.  

 I cradled Kelvin's head in my arms as he fell into my lap. The sobs stopped. He swiveled 

his head around. Looked up at me with purple rimming his eyes.  

 I touched the side of his face. 

  "I don't hate you,” I said. “It's okay." 

 "But you want me out of your life."  
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 There were three Loteria cards of La Arana, the spider, Las Jarras, the arrows, and El 

Corazon, the heart, lined up above the pillow on the white plaster wall. 

 I have a tattoo of El Corazon on my left shoulder. The anatomical heart red against the 

age-eaten green ink. It is soft and decayed on my shoulder now. In need of touch ups. A crusty 

traveler woman named Helen gave it to me in a warehouse during the punk Portland years. 

 In Dave’s room in the Dustbin in 1998 I said to Kelvin, “No. That's not it. I just want you 

to get your own place. I want to have space of my own. I need time and space to do my own 

shit." 

 "I just... I just feel like you're trying to get rid of me." 

 I tried not to let my voice show the irritation I felt. “No. No. That's not it. Here…." I 

leaned down. Kissed him. "I wouldn't do that if I wanted you gone." I sat back. Tried to think. 

Leaned down against him again. Pressed my mouth to his ear. "I can't live with you. I can't, be-

cause... Because I'm afraid I'm falling in love with you. I'm afraid of that. It would be too much. 

I... I... I don't know." I pulled back. Thought I must have fucked up again. Veered onto scary ter-

ritory. One of the cards, La Arana, came unstuck and fluttered down onto the pillow. 

 Kelvin was quiet. Looked up at me clear-eyed, now. 

 I turned away, flustered. "I... I have to go down to school now and write my paper. I have 

to go." I untangled myself from his head and limbs. Pulled up. Away. I let my hands slide 

through his until the fingertips were touching. Pulled them away quickly. As I closed the door 
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softly I saw his head drop into his hands. The lights enclosed them with their blurry halos. I 

leaned back against the door. Breathed long deep breaths of confusion and sadness. 

  

 Two nights later, I walked into the living room with Maren and Tonya. Our faces were 

red from drinking wine next door. The room swarmed with people waving forties. Voices echoed. 

Red and yellow birthday streamers dangled from the ceiling. Swooped over scraggly heads and 

broken chairs. 

 I flitted in. Laughed at something Maren said. Saw Kelvin leaning drunkenly against the 

couch. He talked desperately at Mel.  

 I walked up to them. Touched Kelvin on the shoulder. 

 He fell into me. Grabbed both sides of my head. Ground his forehead into mine. 

  “Hey! I really need to talk to you." His voice was soft. Slurred. I saw Mel backing away 

with an expression of pity on her face. 

 I put my hands over his, smiling. Tried to pull his hands away. Kelvin pressed harder. "It's 

really important, really." He tried to pull me in to kiss him. I wrestled out of his arms. Backed 

away. 

 "Yeah, let's talk, but first I need to hang out with my girls for a while. When I'm done I'll 

come find you." I backed away slowly. As if I wasn't sure what he would do. Kelvin simply laid 

his arms by his sides. He looked at me sadly.  

 I turned. Went up the stairs to my room. 
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 I hugged Maren by the side door. Her bleached blond hair fell over my bare shoulders. 

She made an "Mwah!" sound at the air next to my face. Left. Left a scent of cucumbers and a 

trail of glitter. 

  I sighed. Steeled myself for dealing with Kelvin. I was afraid he'd demand too much. 

Want to break up. Have another obscure dire confession. A little girl mannequin leaned out from 

the orange wall. Bald except for crispy blond eyelashes. Both hands reaching wide for some-

thing. I doubted she knew what that something was.  

 I turned to look for Kelvin. He stumbled out of Dave's room. I stepped forwards. Kelvin 

fell into me. Grasped my shoulders.  

 "Hey." He was even drunker. Dave must've been giving him beer. 

 “Hey, you." I tried to make my voice warm. Felt a little guilty for making him wait so 

long. 

 "Can we talk now?" 

 "Yeah, come here. Let's go in my room." I grabbed him by the hand. Led him upstairs.  

 In my room, Kelvin fell against me. Breathed burgundy into my face. The red walls 

closed us in. The blue-lit wire torso sculpture shone incandescent by the bookshelf. He wrapped 

his arms around my shoulders. Rubbed his forehead against mine. Made the same gesture as be-

fore. 

 "I'm really drunk,” he said. “I'm sorry. Really, really, drunk." 

 “Yes. Yes you are." I held him, not sure what this serious confession was. I feared some-

thing messy. 
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 "Well, I had to be drunk in order to say this. Do you remember when we were in Dave's 

room? You told me the reason you couldn't live with me?" His voice pleaded. 

 "Yeah." 

 “Well, that was kind of fucked up. That you were afraid, I guess. Because, well, I'd al-

ready fallen in love with you a while ago. It's too late for me. And if you don't want it to be that 

way, well, I don't know." 

 "It's not that I don't want to be in love with you. it's that I'm, well, I'm afraid of it. The 

other two times I was in love it was a really painful experience. Remember how I told you about 

that shitty breakup with the last person I was in love with? And how I usually have terrible rela-

tionships? They usually last about two weeks to a month and then I get dumped. I'm just afraid to 

get involved to that extent with someone. Plus just because I’m in love with someone doesn’t 

mean I want to let them live in my room and support them.” 

 "You shouldn't be scared of me," he said. 

 "But... But it's also that I'm not sure if I can trust you. That whole thing about the heroin: 

I still don't know what you were really trying to buy. Even if it was speed, that's still shitty poi-

son too. Not optimal. That's no excuse. Then not knowing you're a father until now, and it's been 

two months." 

 "Me having a kid is kind of a secret. I have to know someone really well to tell them that. 

I'm sorry it came out so weirdly the other night. And the drugs? Well, look. I don't have any 

tracks." He pulled up the arms of his striped sweater. Showed smooth pale arms that looked as 

innocent as milk. I ran a finger down the inside of his left arm. Another down his right. The 

blank skin stared up at me.  
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 Through his drunkenness Kelvin started talking seriously. Pushed his face closer to mine. 

Squeezed my hands. 

  "I really mean this.,” Kelvin said. “I was only looking for speed, and even that mostly for 

Dave. Don't worry. I care about you." He wrenched his sleeves down. Pulled me closer to him. 

 I threw my head to the side. Let it rest on his shoulder. It was so easy to just fall into this. 

To close my eyes. Curl up there. We clutched each other. Teetered. Fell onto the mattress. The 

springs squealed but held firm. I lay there. Scraped my hands through his greasy black hair. Let it 

fall through my hands like flour, like water. The Vaseline came off slickly onto my hands. I 

scraped them down his back. I knew Kelvin was drunk. Somehow made him easier to deal with.  

Made him simpler. More compliant. I wrestled my head around until my mouth was pressing 

against his soft neck. Dug my teeth into it. 

 A week later, I hefted the Big Gulp cup full of pennyroyal tea. Amanda told me it was a 

natural way to cause an abortion. I set it on the pink tile of the bathroom. I'd been drinking the 

stuff continually for a couple days. The morning-after pill hadn't had much visible effect. I still 

didn't have my period. So far nothing had happened. A light spring wind wafted in through the 

half-open window. The curtain made from yellow party favor bags.  

 I swung the Safeway bag onto the counter. Pulled out a pregnancy test. My hands shook. 

I read the instructions. Uncapped the tester stick. 

  It was supposed to be simple. A blue line appears in the little circle to show it was work-

ing. To demonstrate if I was, in fact, pregnant, a blue line would appear in the little box. I shook 

the thing like a thermometer. Peered at it.   
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 I listened to Amanda and Mel chattering outside in the garden. I looked at myself in the 

mirror. My hair stuck out in all directions. Purple bra straps showed underneath my unevenly 

black-dyed tank top. I shrugged. Pulled my tights down. Sat down on the toilet. 

 It was tricky. Finally, I straightened up. Set the stick on the countertop. I pulled up my 

tights. Waited. Watched it. A blue line appeared in the circle, but nothing in the box. I glared at 

the test for another few minutes. Waited for a nasty surprise. Nothing happened. I let out a sigh 

of relief. Tossed the pregnancy test in the trash. Sauntered out of the bathroom. 

 It was two weeks later. Steering wheels hung on the walls of the living room at Damian’s 

house alternating with bashed-in holes. A string of license plates draped across the ceiling. Be-

low, two dogs cavorted. A bunch of guys jabbered on. Damian was Kelvin's best friend. The sec-

ond stop on his couch-surfing tour if I wasn't around. I leaned back in the worn couch that Kelvin 

would sleep on that night with me. A can of PBR in my hand. I watched my band mate Jason 

flick a lighter dangerously close to Damian's wife-beater. Next to me, Kelvin leaned forwards. A 

hand outstretched to try and stop the game. 

 But Damian seemed to want the flames. 

 "Come on!” Damian egged Jason on. “Be a man! Come on baby! Light my fire!” 

 Damian was a big guy. Tall. Bulky. His black hair stuck straight up in a pompadour over a 

baby-face smooth as Elvis. Sewing-needle tattoos bulged out of his tank top. Tonight he was 

showing off. He wiggled his stomach like a belly dancer. 

 Damian laughed, "Come on! Make me burn, baby! Give it to me!" 
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 “Alright. You want it, you got it. I'll give it to you, hot stuff." Jason was bony and short. 

Big black glasses hovered on his face. He reeled on the shag carpet. Thrust out the lighter. A 

tongue of flame leapt out. Ignited Damian’s shirt. 

 "Ah – oh!  Ah? Fuck!" Damian fell down. His swagger gone. He rolled back and forth on 

the carpet. Dual flames flared up on either side of him. "Hey now!” he yelled. Helpless. 

 "Shit!" Kelvin jumped up. Stomped on the flame with his sneakers. I followed. Leapt on 

the other side. My Mary Jane’s thumped as my ankles caught the heat. Everyone was jumping up 

and racing around. Some to the kitchen. Others to stomp at the fire.  

 Finally, Dave grabbed a bunch of beers off the coffee table. Poured them one after anoth-

er on Damian's body. Damian went limp. Let the beer put out the fire in a rush of black smoke. I 

stepped back. He sat up. Let out a long breath. 

 "Holy Mary Mother of God, Jason! That was a joke, not my sexual fantasy." 

 "Jesus, man. I'm really, really sorry. I was just playing around." Jason looked stricken.  

The lighter discarded. 

 “Alright. alright," Damian stood up. Examined his charred top. "This just means I'm hella 

tough. I want you to erect a monument to me in this living room." He peeled off the shirt.  

Grabbed some duct tape. Wrenched off two strips. Affixed the wife-beater to the wall. He picked  

up a Sharpie from the table. Scrawled DAMIAN'S HELLA TOUGH underneath it on the wall in 

block capitals. The men laughed. Still a little scared. I stared at the ugly pink blisters rising in a 

strip across Damian's stomach. 

 I sat down again. Found myself next to Jason P. He was picking nervously at his finger-

nails. "Tis the season of disaster," Jason said. 
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 "What do you mean?" 

 "Well, remember that party last night on Mason Street. At that one house?" His lip twist-

ed. 

 "Yeah, I was there. But it was a shitty party. We almost left with Karla and Jeff to go get 

drinks somewhere." 

 “Yeah. Well, they did go get drinks. Too many drinks. They tried to go eighty down Fif-

teenth Street. Rammed into one of those traffic dividers." 

 "Fuck!" Kelvin and I could've been in that car! Are they okay?" 

 "Yeah, they're both fine. The car is trashed. The fuel lines were cut. The side was all 

scraped up. It's just all fucked up. It's wrecked." 

 "Jesus! The only reason we weren't in that car was that Kelvin wanted to see his friend's 

band. They hadn't played yet. I was all ready to get the hell out of there. My God! We could've..." 

“Yeah. Died. They're really lucky they didn't. Really lucky." 

 "Oh god." I looked around me. Kelvin, Dave and Damian on the scorched, beer-stained 

rug. The Misfits were blaring from the stereo. Something about walking the streets at night and 

“going where eagles dare.” I settled into the couch. Began to drink faster. 
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Chapter 26 — UNPLANNED PREGNANCY 

 I let the hot water pour over me in the shower. Slowly scrubbed my hair. Felt the dam-

aged ends smooth out with conditioner. I let my hair pile into a slick ball. Reached for the soap. 

Poured a few drops of Peppermint Castile soap into my palm. I breathed in the steam. Rubbed 

my hands together. Worked up a lather. I ran my hands over my body. Stopped at my breasts. 

Rubbed the soap into the left one. It started to ache. I prodded. My boob hurt more. Engulfed 

with steam and water, I cupped them both with my hands. Looked down. 

 My breasts were larger. Much larger. They had always been pretty small. Something was 

wrong. I weighed the right one in my palm. Realized it was overflowing my hand. A jolt of terror 

hit me. I still hadn't had my period yet. 

 I slammed off the faucet. Got out. Shook myself. Sprayed water onto the old beer stains 

on the orange walls. Scrubbed myself with a towel.  

 I resolved to go to the Safeway to buy a pregnancy test immediately.  

 I pulled the Clear-Blue-Easy tester stick up from the toilet. Set it on the counter. A lump 

of fear rose in my throat. I stared at the white box. The bathroom was quiet. Two flies swirled 

above my head. I could still smell the rancid beer I'd spilled a month ago, masked by a lemon air 

freshener. I looked down. There was a slight hint of blue hovering in the box.  

 A burst of fear came into my throat. I jerked my head up. I stared at my reflection in the 

mirror. Beneath the water spots and lipstick kisses, my eyes blazed back at me. My eyes glazed 

over. I jerked my head down. Looked at the pregnancy test. 
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  A bright blue line glared up at me. Unmistakable. Something exploded. I stared at the 

mark. Etched into the box. Stared at it as if I could erase it by looking hard enough. It was palpa-

ble as a stop sign. Racing headlong towards the windshield at 100 mph. It wasn't going any-

where. I don't know where I was going.  

 I grabbed the testing kit. Whisked it, running, into my room. I had to hide the test from 

the rest of the house. I knew they would find out I was pregnant. I plopped the tester stick down 

on the floor. Ran into the kitchen to look for Mel. 

 The crusty linoleum stuck to my bare feet. I padded down the kitchen. It was draped with 

plastic holly. A plaster Jesus teetered off the wall wrapped with caution tape. Hovered above a 

series of recipe cards. I skimmed over them. 

  My eyes latched onto Mel's black hoodie. She was hunched over a book in the breakfast 

nook. Her short brown hair was held up with a delicate lacing of bobby pins that caught the light. 

 I jabbed my face up close to her. Mel looked up. 

 “What's that look for, Lena?” Mel drawled. 

 "I'm pregnant." I droned. My voice dead. 

 "What!" 

 "I'm pregnant!" Insistent now. The word blurted out into a sob. 

 "Oh my god." Mel reached up. Folded her small arms around me. Pulled me down onto 

her. I gripped her tightly not knowing what I could hold.  

 "Come here, come here." I pulled Mel up the stairs. Baby-doll heads suspended from the 

banister. In my room, we fell to the floor. I gestured at the blue line on the little white stick. 
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 "Oh holy shit." As Mel looked, her voice petered out. I fell onto her again. She rocked me 

back and forth gently, maternally. "It's okay," Mel said. "It's okay. I'll call tomorrow and get you 

signed up. I’ll call Planned Parenthood for you. You can get an appointment. Get an abortion. 

Everything will be back to normal. It'll work out. It'll be okay. Don't freak out. This happens all 

the time at The Magic Garden. Often I make the first call for them. It's hard for the girls to make 

the first call. I'll do it for you.”  

"I..." 

 "I know. Sh…” My window was open. The sun eased its way in. Inappropriately bright. 

Dust constellations spun through the light. The tiny motes individual and soft. I thought about 

the grotesque bulging baby doll heads on the staircase. About Kelvin's neglected kid in Spokane. 

I cringed. My head fell to Mel's shoulder. I stared limply at the ball and socket chains strung 

around her neck. The perfect little balls were piercingly bright. Like tiny cells in the late after-

noon sunlight. 

 I scraped my feet along the living room floor. Paced. Tugged on the ends of my hair. Bits 

of graffiti kept popping out from the walls. Sharpie-scrawled marks that reminded me of some 

traveler kid that'd passed through the house. Some drunken summer evening. That crisis of in-

vading crusty punks that had scribbled insulting tags all over the doors and windows. All of these 

bright, trivial incidents that marked out my life in this house. Good times when I was lax and ir-

responsible and reckless. 

  The thought of some screaming lump that would toddle around this house disturbed and 

disgusted me. Swallowing ashtrays. Stepping in broken beer bottles. Probably dying some messy 
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death by rat-bite. It was terrifying. Impossible. Untenable. It could not work. The simple facts of 

the matter made it untenable. 

 I was barely twenty-one. Unmarried. Unemployed. Flailing through my last year of col-

lege. Drinking a lot with no plans to stop. Taking psych meds that caused horrible birth defects. 

Kelvin's parental prospects were just as bad if not worse. He was homeless. Unemployed. A po-

tential felon. Already had one kid he couldn't or didn’t deal with. 

 I stared out the picture window at the trucks zipping past. Blurred by the hedges and 

drooping wildflowers.  

 I couldn't do this. I couldn’t have this baby. 

 I had to get an abortion. 

  I had to call Kelvin. 

I marched into the dining room. Grabbed the telephone. Pulled it by its long cord into the hall-

way. Hunkered down outside of the bathroom. I dialed Damian's house. Kelvin had to be there. 

The phone thrummed three rings. Kelvin picked up. 

"Hey, what's going on?" He sounded warm. Cheerful. Oblivious. 

"Something really shitty happened." 

 "Oh my god, what?" 

 "I'm pregnant." My voice was flat. 

 "What?" A long, uneasy silence. 

 "Hello?" I said desperately. 

 "Yeah?" his voice was small. 

 "Well, I'm getting an abortion. Don't worry about that. I'm not having it. But I'm – " 
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"How are we going to handle this?" 

 "Yeah. That's the thing. I honestly don't know how we're going to pay for the abortion. I 

only have about $500 to my name right now, and you don't have any money at all." 

 "Yeah." Kelvin sighed. "How much do they cost, anyway?" 

 For some stupid reason I was still trapped in my “I don't want to be an obligation because 

that means I'll get left” mode.  

 I murmured, "I mean, only if you want to. Don't feel like you have to." 

"Of course I'm coming over." 

 "Okay, then, I'll see you." I slammed the phone down. Looked up at the billboard of meat 

chunks leaning against the glossy green wall. Plastic daffodils were dangling around the edges. 

Covered with dust and grime. I looked down. The wood around the baseboard thick with dirt and 

cigarette butts. I sighed. 

 Hunched over an art history book in my room, I felt my back clench and ache. I couldn't 

focus on the words. Phrases kept racing through my head with that same image of bulging. Ex-

panding. Blowing up.  

 There was a series of urgent raps on the door. I scrambled to pull it open. Kelvin leaned 

in. His eyes on the floor. He stepped in. 

  I reached for him. Pressed my face to his shoulder, shaking. 

  He grabbed me around the waist. Held me. Not speaking. I couldn't either. I could feel 

objections. Frustration. Panic. I couldn't articulate them. I just wanted to fall into his body and 

close my eyes. 
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"This is such a cliché, I know,” Kelvin said. "But I can't help feeling like I'm ruining your life." 

"You made me really happy for a while, too." 

 "But I – " 

 "I'm not going to let this ruin everything for me. Don't even say anything about it to me, 

because I've already decided. There was no decision. I hate children. They're creepy." 

 He cringed. 

 "Oh yeah. Oops. Sorry. I don't hate your kid. I'm sure he's great. Other people's children 

are fine. I mean, I don't think your kid's creepy or think that you're creepy because you have him. 

It's just that I hate the idea of me having children. Getting huge. Throwing up all the time. Going 

through massive amounts of pain all to have some, some thing that I'll have to take care of for 

the next twenty years when I can barely take care of myself. I'm not selling any paintings now. 

Yeah, right. Can’t support a kid slinging lattes twice a week at the campus coffee shop. I want to 

graduate. I have things to do with my life. They are higher priority for me. And you don't even 

have a job yet." 

 "I'm working on it." 

 "You better be." 

 His face fell. 

 "Oh, whatever. The thing is, because of those antidepressant pills I'm on the tiny little 

child probably has flippers and claws. I take antipsychotics every day. Mood regulators. Then 

we’ve been hitting it with the morning-after-pill and the pennyroyal tea. I'm crazy. I’m an unfit 

mother. Child protective services would probably take it away." 

 "And you've been drinking." 
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 "’And you've been drinking,’ he says. Yes, yes I have, and I'll damn well continue. Fetal 

alcohol syndrome is just another reason to get rid of it. Does that sound evil?" 

 Kelvin just looked at me with those hazel eyes. 

 "No, I don't care." I said. "I have no maternal instinct, I never have. I have no will to nur-

ture. I want the thing to fucking die and leave me alone. 

 "It's up to you. I mean, I really, I can't handle any more children at all. I don't know what 

I'd do." 

 I faltered, "But do you, do you think I'm fucked up for wanting to kill this thing so 

badly?" 

 "No, no. I want to as much as you do." 

 "Well, good. I'm getting an appointment tomorrow. I’m going to get an abortion." I shud-

dered. Folded my arms around him. 

 Kelvin and I wove our way through the Alibi Bar. Looking for Damian. The walls were 

red. On one wall, hula girls in fluorescent paint smirked in coconut bras. Their pink and green 

grass skirts undulated with the waves. Tiki faces carved in wood encircled the booths. We wove 

between the small round tables. Kelvin squeezed my arm. I tried to smile back, but fell short.   

 Advancing to the bar, I saw it was thatched above with palm fronds. Damian was 

crouched there with Karla and Dylan. I edged up. Nudged his arm. He turned. 

 Damian said, "Oh, hey kids. I'll get us a table." 
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 We followed him through a web of round tables to a vinyl booth in a far corner. Damian 

set down a pitcher of beer. He whisked out three chilled glasses. Filled them. Passed them out to 

us. Smiled. His big lips curling.  

 Damian spread both hands out flat on the table. Said, "Alright, kids I'll cut to the chase. 

You know why I'm talking to you. I won't fool around. I know what's going on." 

 I looked at him. It was obvious. The votive candles flickered up. Cast circles of light 

across the waxed wood. I took a small sip of beer. 

 "I know that you're in trouble," Damian said. "And I'm going to help you. How much do 

you think it's going to be?" 

 "Jesus, thanks," I said. "I'm not exactly sure, actually." 

 "Well, here, here's $300." He whipped out his chain wallet. Pulled out a wad of twenties. 

Holding them out to me, he said, "No, come on, Lena. Take it. I know you need it. Kelvin told 

me everything." 

 I looked down." "Okay, okay. I do. Thank you so, so much." 

 Damian shrugged his big shoulders. "I have a few hundred saved up from the café. I don't 

use it for anything except getting drunk. Seriously, that's really all I spend my money on. So I 

want you to have this. I care about you kids." 

 "Thanks, man. Thank you. I didn't know what the hell we were going to do." Kelvin 

reached out and touched his hand. The chipped black nail polish glinted. 

Damian took his hand. He gathered mine up. 

 "I love you kids," he said. "Now don't wreck what you've got going here. I haven't seen 

my boy this happy in a long time. Don't let this ruin things." 
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 I looked at Kelvin. My eyes pinched up. 

 "It's okay," Damian said to me. "Let it go." 

 "No, I'm not going to cry yet. I'm not going to." I squeezed his hand, trying to reassure 

myself more than him. Looking off into the cave-like interior, I saw the hula girls shimmer un-

derneath the black light. They sent off a pastel luminescence. 

Dylan leaned back on his bar stool. His narrow hands t around a Blue Hawaiian. His head cocked 

to the side as he listened to Karla tell some story I couldn't hear. Her red lipstick startling against 

her pale round face. Her mouth twisted in a way that made me wonder about the story she was 

telling.  

 I squeezed my eyes together. Tried not to break down in the bar. Tried to keep my friends 

from knowing what I knew they'd find out soon. 

 I rolled over on my back. Pulled the yellow blanket tight around me. The clock blinked 

yellow-green. 2:37 am, it read. Bright in the half-lit room. I lay there sinking into the sheet. My 

breast ached. My stomach was wooden. I touched my stomach. It didn't feel like part of my body 

anymore. There was still sensation in the skin. I felt completely disconnected from the thickness 

inside. It was a heavy mass from which I couldn't sense any feeling. I could only lie on my back. 

Dig my head into Kelvin's shoulder. He breathed deeply. Slowly. His smooth face clean and in-

nocent. On the walls, lacquered faces and bodies glared eerily out of my paintings. Photographs 

of friends hung with mouths about to speak.  

 I closed my eyes. Kept seeing babies. A series like a Gerber slideshow. Bulging little bod-

ies sticking out like Pillsbury dough. Needle teeth stabbing out of tender mouths. Cat-claws 
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hanging from soft hands. Their red eyes shone like dogs eyes caught in the flashbulb of a camera. 

 Stared at me. They kept coming. Flashes of deformed infants one after another. Each in a 

different onesie. I opened my eyes. The babies were still clicking away on the back of my retina.   

Still red-eyed in my mind. I clutched my stomach. 

 Grabbing Kelvin by the face, I shook him.  

 "Hey." I hissed. 

 "What? Oh, what's wrong?" His eyes blinked open. He rolled to face me. 

 "I keep seeing things. I can't stop. There are babies. They have teeth and claws and these 

red eyes. It's scaring the shit out of me. I just feel - " 

 "Oh, honey." Kelvin edged over to me. Swept a hand across my back. Pulled me close to 

him. I let myself be wrapped in blankets and arms. Let the warmth slide over me.  

 Even with him whispering, "I'm sorry,” in my ear I kept seeing my children, hundreds of 

them flashing in front of me. It wasn't reproach that I felt, but terror. That this thing could with-

stand all I was throwing at it meant it was strong. Maybe not up to the tooth-and-claw level I was 

picturing but strong enough to wrestle its way into my womb and stay there through the morning 

after pill, Pennyroyal tea, psych meds and whiskey. Another image clicked into my head. This 

time a pink lacy dress encasing a baby with a thin lacing of sharp teeth sticking out of pearly 

damp lips. I clenched my fists. 
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Chapter 27 — DRIFTING UPWIND OF THE SKYSCRAPERS 

 I was hooked up to the ultrasound the next morning.  

 The gynecologist at Planned Parenthood asked me sweetly, "Do you want to see it?" 

 Pinned to the examining table, I imagined a fetus bent oval. Fleshy fin-feet and flipper-

hands sticking out like in "The Wonders of Life" exhibit at the Natural History Museum. 

 I envisioned its shrimp-like pin eyes. Answered, "God, no." The though of actually ob-

serving the demon, of clinically establishing that this thing was inside of me, was too disturbing. 

 I watched the doctor's hands as she typed my name, date of birth, and length of gestation 

into the console. Only four weeks. Not long at all. The machine, mounted on its gray cart, began 

to shake and whir. I noticed a printout emerging from the second level of the cart.  

 The doctor ripped it off. Lifted the paper to my eye level. I stared. There was a tiny black 

dot like a piece of mold on a striated surface. The doctor leaned over me. Her glasses fell down 

her nose.  

 "Now, see,” she said. “It's just a little sack of cells right now because you're so early 

along." 

 "Yeah, okay. That's not quite as traumatizing as I'd thought." I gripped the printout. Stared 

at the black dot. It represented everything that was fucked up in my life at that moment. 

 I leaned back on the uncomfortable vinyl. Watched the mobile of black and white herons 

whirling on the ceiling. Bobbing on their elastic threads. Perfectly delineated feathers stuck for-

ever into balsa wood. I wanted to pull them down. 
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 The alarm clock blasted loud. Blinked 7:30 am. Early morning light crept through my big 

windows. I rolled over against Kelvin. My stomach queasy. He shook my shoulder. 

 "Come on, you've got to get up. It's time. Your abortion is today." 

 "I fucking know it's today. I don't forget things like that." I growled. Wrestled myself 

tighter into the blankets. I gripped the sheets in both hands. Scared to get out of bed. The space 

heater radiated an overbearing warmth that made me want to sink in. Get lost.  

 I pulled away from the covers. Reached for a pair of pants and an old T-shirt. Kelvin tied 

his shoes. Wrenching the shirt over my arms, I shrugged it down. 

 Suddenly, something cracked in my heart. I fell against him. Crushing him. Burrowing 

my face into his shoulder as if I could escape my body and fall into his. He wrapped his arms 

around my back. Held me carefully. Stroked my hair. Sobs welled up but wouldn't come.  

 I murmured, "I'm scared," in a small voice. 

 "I know, I know." 

 "No," I pulled back. Looked at him dead-on. "No, you don't know."  

 In the Planned Parenthood waiting room, Mel and Kelvin hovered in chairs next to me. I 

printed my name carefully in block capitals. Began a long series of forms that were affixed to the 

clipboard in my lap.  

 I looked up from the forms for a moment. Saw Kelvin's eyes were thickly rimmed with 

purple. He grappled for my hand. Gripped it. I let him hold it while I filled out my address, So-

cial Security number and date of my last period.  
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 Encased by the mauve walls of the waiting room, surrounded by pink chairs and People 

magazines, I felt a strange surge of courage. I didn't understand it, especially with regards to my 

earlier fit. It was almost as if, with no other choice, I was finally facing up to what was about to 

happen to me.  

 Mel, on my other side, stared at me intently gauging my reactions. 

 My eyes hit the list of complications on the second page of the briefing sheet: 

 Cervical Tear – The cervix is sometimes torn during the procedure. The frequency of this 

event is less than 1 in 100 cases. Stitches may be required to repair the injury. 

Incomplete Abortion – Occasionally, the contents of the uterus may not be completely emptied. 

This problem can lead to infection, hemorrhage, or both. To remove the tissues, it may be neces-

sary to repeat the vacuum aspiration or to perform a dilation and curettage at the clinic or in a 

hospital. In rare instances, surgery may be required. 

 The complications went on and on. Each a minute percentage but each still possible. The 

results went from infection to hysterectomy or death. I froze up. My eyes darted up and down the 

page. My hands clenched around the info-sheet. What the fuck was going to happen to me?  

 Next to me, Mel leaned over. 

 “Hey,” she said. “Don't pay attention to those. It won't happen. You'll be fine." 

 "I've just had a few too many unlikely possibilities happen to me lately, that's all. I feel 

like a fucking statistic enough of the time. I always get the psych med side effect that 5% of the 

population gets.” 

 Kelvin twitched. 

 Suddenly, a woman with a blond bob came out of the door. "Lena Cosentino?” she said. 
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 I clenched my hand around Mel’s. Leaned over. Kissed Kelvin on the top of the head. Let 

them go. I got up. Walked towards the door. My backpack uneasy on my shoulders. My hands 

awkward by my sides. The woman smiled at me cheerfully in a way I couldn't understand. 

 Flat on my back on the examining table, a woman spoke to me slowly and calmly. "I'm 

your advocate," she said. "I'm here to make sure you're alright." 

 "Um... Okay." I was half-naked. Covered with a paper sheet. Fear and frustration ran 

through my body. My knees pressed together, waiting. The nurse forgot to give me the 

painkillers, four Ibuprofen 800s, only moments before I was sent into this room. I was worried 

about the pain.  

 There were paper booties around my feet to prevent blood from spattering. So they'd told 

me. I stared at the framed print of dancing rag dolls in pastels celebrating womanly togetherness. 

My feet cold against the stirrups. 

 Finally, a doctor with a beard and blue scrubs came in. He smiled. Shook my limp hand.  

“Hi. I'm Doctor Halsey." 

 A woman in blue scrubs followed him and stood against the wall. Her arms folded. They 

pulled blue paper masks over their mouths. 

 "Hello." I said timidly. Peering past the man, I saw a cloth pocket-rack like a shoe rack 

full of paper-encased curettes and devices. They looked disturbingly sharp. I watched him close-

ly. He sat down. Started poking around. I twitched. I couldn't really see anything. The paper 

sheet draped over me was blocking everything below my waist. I didn't really want to see any-
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thing. Watching a needle go into your arm always hurts so much more when you look than when 

you turn your head away. 

 I stared upwards at the web of spider cracks on the ceiling. Imagined insects sliding 

around them. 

 The doctor poked in a cold speculum. Cranked it open. I winced. I was too nervous to 

take this easily. I had had pap spears before, of course.  

 There was even a communal plastic speculum in the bottom floor bathroom of the Dust-

bin. Just sitting by the sink. Thandi left it there in case anyone wanted to look at their own 

cervix. We were hippies like that. I was not that into speculums. 

 In shock, I went inside my mind to a series of pleasant memories. 

 I went to an Annie Sprinkle performance art piece in 1996 where she showed the audi-

ence her cervix using a speculum. 

 I was visiting Shane, my high school frenemy, in in San Francisco while I was at Reed.  I 

would drive up and down the coast on summer and winter breaks.  She and I were mostly friends 

while in college. I visited her every year. We always had lots of fun. 

 I got the ladies-smoking-cigarettes-in-lingerie pulp novel tattoo on my right inner arm 

when I was visiting Shane in Santa Cruz. At a tattoo studio called Staircase. He had a light hand. 

Dipped the needle in water. Drew soft shadow that is fading now, with time. I used to go down to 

UC Santa Cruz and visit her and her girlfriend Candy. Candy was a writer, a really good one. 
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 I would slide through Santa Cruz on my way down the coast. The fog. Driving the 1 

freeway. Winding, through the night to San Francisco. The hazy meadows and soft kisses in the 

meadow at night from a black haired boy one year. We would drink red wine and gin. Take E 

with the girls on her floor in a dorm room with a flat of Kerns Nectar. I would sleep with Shane 

and Candy’s UC Santa Cruz classmates occasionally.  

 I drove through Oregon and California down the coast every Christmas break and some 

summers. From Portland, to San Diego, and back again. Stopping along the way to stay with 

friends. I rarely, only in case of one flat tire stayed in a hotel. Usually I stayed with friends in 

town along the way. I took about a week of it. I would use my Christmas money. Eat a lot of 

bagels. I liked the adventure. I made this series of road trips on my own, sometimes with people 

but often not, without a cell phone for four years. Usually on the 5 but occasionally the 1. I 

stopped to visit Shane in Santa Cruz and San Francisco. 

 Shane moved to San Francisco after UC Santa Cruz to live with her boyfriend, who had 

already been living there a year in a beautiful Victorian flat in the Western Addition. Shane grad-

uated UC Santa Cruz in costume design in 1998. Her boyfriend was a tall, lanky East Indian guy 

who played the upright bass. They were involved in the swing scene. He performed in little din-

ner theatres 

 Shane always drank Midori sours. Nothing else and only one. 

 My first girlfriend used to drink Midori Sours in 1994. Only one. 

 Annie Sprinkle showed the audience her cervix with a speculum in 1996.  
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 In the abortion clinic room in 1998 I knew what a cervix looked like. I knew mine was 

cold. 

 "Now, I'm going to give you some anesthetic, this will pinch a bit." The doctor’s voice 

was calm. 

 I felt several pinpricks somewhere inside me. It wasn't that bad. I wanted as much anes-

thetic as possible. The advocate peered down at me sympathetically. 

 "Alright," the doctor said. "Now I'm going to insert a series of stretching rods to dilate the 

cervix." He stabbed in something that sent a shimmering pain across my stomach. I moaned.  

 The counselor had claimed that 800 mg of Ibuprofen was adequate, but it was doing ab-

solutely nothing. I wanted a Percocet. I wanted Codeine. I wanted to be put under. I wanted 

something with teeth. They might as well have fed me sugar pills. I could feel every flicker.  

 He whisked out the first rod. Stuck in a thicker one. The cramp intensified. More agoniz-

ing than any menstrual cramp. It spread across my lower body. Made me gasp. Whimper. 

 I could usually deal with pain fairly well. The few tattoos I had accumulated had been 

somewhat arousing as well as painful. This was beyond any decorative pinprick. I clutched the 

advocate's hand. Hovered in a delirium of pain. All of my resolve and strength gone. 

 The doctor briskly pulled out the stretching rod. Inserted something else. Began to pump 

it back and forth. I had forgotten about the manual aspiration. I could feel the pump crashing 

around in my uterus. The cramp throbbed as he roughly pushed it around. It was agonizing. I 

wanted general anesthetic but it was too late. The hurt spread. I felt like a toddler that had no bar-

riers or reserve about losing it in public. It was impossible to stop from crying out. I rose half off 

the table.  
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 I whimpered, "Do you have to jerk me around like that!" 

 The woman squeezed my hand. 

 "It's okay, dear, you're doing really well." She pushed me gently back onto the paper-cov-

ered vinyl. 

 "There's just fifteen more seconds." The doctor said. He continued pumping. “Alright. 

There we go," he said. Pulled everything out of me. 

 I gasped. The cramps subsided into a steady but manageable pain. I lay there on the ex-

amining table. My feet fell clear of the stirrups, I breathed short, gulping breaths. My hands fell 

straight off the table. Exhausted. My mind blank except for flickers of relief. The doctor 

squeezed my arm. Left the room. His assistant followed. I let every muscle of my body go limp.   

The advocate stepped back. Waited for me to gather myself together.  

 I just lay there. Felt like I had been cauterized. Erased. Wiped clean of any sensation or 

thought except for the lingering hum of pain in my stomach. 

 I lay on a recliner chair in the recovery room. Rested my hands lightly on the heating pad 

covering my belly. I was almost numb. So weak that when the wrinkled volunteer with the round 

glasses tried to take my pulse, I could barely pull my arm out of my hoodie. She had to pull it out 

for me than tuck it carefully into my sleeve again. The heating pad sent warmth swirling through 

me. I felt as if some very light person were sitting on my lap. I half closed my eyes. Lay back.   

Tried to ignore the thrumming pain. 

 I heard the woman's voice again, next to my ear, "Are you married, dear?" 

 "No." I closed my eyes. 
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 Someone touched my arm. It was Mel. 

 "Hey sweetie! You're all done." She wrapped her fingers around mine. Said, "Are you 

alright? Was it alright?" 

 "Well they hardly gave me any anesthetic. It hurt so much. Oh my God. And I though I 

could deal with pain. I just couldn't, though. I lost it." I stared up at her. 

 "It's okay. It's okay. I think you're fucking tough. You got through it." Mel smiled and 

pulled on my hand. "You want to go home, honey?" 

 "Yeah." 

 "Okay, come on." She eased me up out of the chair with her arm around my shoulders. 

The brown blanket dropped off until it fell on the linoleum. I threw my arm around her. Let her 

walk me out past the nurses, huddled over their forms and questionnaires. Past the desks full of 

volunteers. Past little examining rooms. Down a long hallway we walked. Out the door into the 

waiting room we arrived. Mel opened the door with her shoulder. Held it open while I limped 

through. I gingerly padded across the carpet until I got to Kelvin. He was sitting with a National 

Geographic discarded in his lap. He leapt up. Grabbed my hand. Stared at me intently with those 

purple-rimmed eyes. 

 "Hey," I whispered. 

 "Hey. Are you alright?" 

 "Not really, but kind of." I moved to go up to the payment window. Tried to get out of 

there as soon as I could but Kelvin wouldn't let go of my hand. He followed me up to the glass-

enclosed window. Hovered anxiously while I pulled $280 out of my pocket. I slid Damian’s cash 

over the countertop with my bill. Passed Kelvin the last twenty.  
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 "Here, give this back to Damian,” I said. 

 "Okay," he said. Stuffed it into his pocket. He seemed at a loss. I looked at Kelvin evenly 

as we walked away from the window. His awkwardness and guilt was somehow gratifying. If I 

could at least have him feel something similar to what I felt. It would never be equal. Never be 

the same. I knew I could never make him understand what it had been like. But I needed him to 

feel something. 

 All this passed through my mind in a flicker as we slid towards the door. Mel caught up 

and took my other hand. She pushed open the bulletproof glass door to the entryway. Let us slide 

through. We walked past the second door. Out into the gray morning light outside. The pavement 

was solid and gritty eath my wavering feet. Bits of crumpled flyers skidded over the gravel. Blew 

over the limp geraniums lining the parking lot.  

 I felt light and airy. As if I was going to be blown away or blown over. Like a ragged bit 

of paper floating up into the surrounding skyscrapers. It was over. 
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Chapter 28 — WINSTON’S GIRL 

 Graduation was a blur. My parents were there along with my ancient grandparents on 

both sides. We all went out to dinner at McCormick & Schmick’s after the ceremony. Kelvin was 

shocked at how expensive everything at the restaurant was. My grandfather paid.  

 I wore a black and silver sixties cocktail dress and had short purple hair. My mother 

asked me if I was pregnant while we were walking in the Rhododendron garden after dinner.  

 I answered, “No.”  

 I didn’t tell my mother I had gotten an abortion until years later in 2003 when she took 

me and my sister to an abortion rally in Washington DC. My sister was at Smith at the time. My 

mother and I split a crème brûlée in the hotel café. I confessed to her that I had gotten an abor-

tion while in college. She said that she had had one as well, while in her early twenties and mar-

ried to my father.  

 My mother got married with when she was twenty-two in the sixties. She was a beautiful 

bride. So young and slender in a white lace mini-dress and veil. She got pregnant while getting 

radiation treatments for reasons still unknown to me. Her first pregnancy was aborted, as the 

child would have had birth defects. That was the practice in the seventies. 

 I felt a surge of identification with my mother that night in 2003. Abortion was as impor-

tant to her as it was to me. 

  

 Reed graduation 1998 was a few days over. I sat in the living room with Mel and Kelvin. 

Kelvin was still traumatized by meeting my family, especially my mother. Asking me if I was 
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pregnant beneath my sensibly cut silver lame. My father looked at him with a piercing, belittling 

expression. 

 Mel couldn’t come to my graduation or dinner because she had to work at The Magic 

Garden. She showed up for our late-night celebration at the Dustbin. 

The light outside was promising, soft. I could not stop talking about my new job. 

 "Really,” I said to Mel and Kelvin. “I couldn't believe it when this girl at the Lutz practi-

cally hired me on the spot. We were drinking in the bar. She said, ‘This is basically what this job 

is. You’re doing it now. You’ll be great, I can already tell. Just hang out in bars and give people 

free Winston’s, after taking a picture of their license. We've got these futuristic digital cameras, 

it's real slick.'" 

  It was 1998. Digital cameras were like jetpacks to me. What could you do with that? 

Take naked pictures of each other is what Jason Salamander and I did after I got him a job there 

too. We slept together here and there after Kelvin and I broke up in a friendly, casual way. He 

was like my brother. Jason was a good kid.  

 Jason moved into the basement of the Ponderosa. A house where Sun and Tonya lived 

patrolled by Sun’s big viscous wolf dog. That dog chased me away, growling, when I went over 

there to visit Tonya. The Ponderosa was across Woodstock from the Dustbin. Up 39th St. another 

block. A sprawling, dingy old craftsman. Surrounded by mud and trees. Dave moved to the 

basement there later too. Marith lived in the attic for a while. 

 I visited Marith in 2001 after I was living in San Francisco. She had Dave try to get us 

coke and he never did. Everything seemed to be moving slower and slower in Portland. I was 

becoming acclimated to the speed and clip of my new energizing city, San Francisco.  
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 Marith gave me this cotton half-kimono on that visit which I still use as my summer robe. 

It has a slit right along the breast. She gave me a silver compact of dark blue green and white eye 

shadow. A compact of pink lip-gloss much nicer than anything I had. Marith had bought the 

cosmetics at Sephora at Christmas time for herself and then decided she didn’t want them.  

 We made out. I told her she tasted like hamburgers. She had been eating McDonalds. I 

was teetering on the edge of not being vegetarian anymore, but wasn’t sure if I could handle the 

hamburger taste of Marith’s mouth. I think I may have turned Marith down that night. I don’t 

remember. We were so happy to see each other. 

 Marith was my girlfriend in 1999 after Kelvin and I broke up. We had a beautiful summer 

romance. She was a few years younger than me. Pale. Black bob. Delicate in black vintage 

dresses. I met her at a party in Southeast Portland. The warm throb of conversation by couches 

on the porch in the night. Marith told me she was a fan. She was stalking me based on my zines 

and writings in Anodyne.  

 Anodyne was a local color newsprint arts and culture magazine. I interned for them for 

about six months right out of Reed. Started out putting together the event calendar. Soon I was 

given writing assignments. I wrote art criticism, book reviews and music reviews. Marith cut out 

each article and stored them in a scrapbook. She said she loved my work. I was charmed imme-

diately. Are you kidding? Writers love groupies. They’re rare. 

 The Pond, as they called it, was filthy. Full of half-rotten Food Not Bombs food. When I 

visited Marith there in 2000, cat vomit lay permanently unmoved on the windowsill. Tonya and 

Rachel’s menstrual bloodstains on the crotch of bootie shorts on the floor of the room they 

shared in 1995. The hardwood covered in clothes and fabric 
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 Filth was a mark of pride. It showed you were serious. It showed you had integrity 

 Now in 2016, I have a cleaning lady. My life is much happier. I probably have no cred or 

integrity but I don’t care. I no longer base my self-worth on how much I’ve smashed the state by 

mortifying my own flesh. There are ways to be politically active and fight for your causes yet 

maintain cleanliness and hygiene. I know this at thirty-nine. I did not know this at twenty-one. 

Or perhaps I could not know. I did not have the resources to find out. I still have to pay the clean-

ing lady. She is not cheap. 

 Before the Pond Marith lived in a house whose name I have forgotten if it ever had one. I 

used to have a lot of fun there with her and Misshell. 

  Marith moved down the way by Clinton St. and Dots with Misshell. Misshell’s boyfriend 

lived there too. He gave her a black eye on occasion. She gave him a blowjob on occasion. He 

would just stick around all day every day being gross and asking for cigarettes, according to 

Marith. 

  Marith had been home schooled. Had very delicate standards. We used to shop at Kitty 

Princess Boutique together on Clinton Street. Aspire to look like Edwardian girls in the Dame 

Darcy comic Meat Cake.  

 Marith and Misshell lived with this hot S&M couple. I was just starting to experiment 

with bondage with my post-Kelvin boyfriend Peter. Peter also lived in the Dustbin, upstairs. He 

was coming out of the collapse of a marriage. An anarchist intellectual with the biggest penis I 

have ever seen in my life. We were together for two years, 1998-2000.  

He started tying me up. I found that I liked it quite a bit. 
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  I used to do lesbian bondage with Marith’s housemate, the dominatrix. Marith would join 

in once I was bound and naked.  

 Marith was my girlfriend in 1999 at the same time that I was dating Peter Thompson and 

sleeping with Jason Salamander. It was a busy time. Polyamory involves a lot of time manage-

ment. But we worked it out. 

 "So your job is hanging out in bars?  You should be pretty good at that by now." Mel said 

at that post-graduation hangout in 1998. Bars were my safe space. I felt at home in them.  

I was a Dionysian even then. A Maenad from birth. Bars are some of the temples of Dionysus. So 

are restrooms. Sex is the feast. 

 "It's funny. I usually drink at home to save money. But they give us money to buy drinks 

each night. Petty cash, they call it." 

 "That's wild. Do they need more people?" Kelvin said. He was still unemployed. We were 

still together then. The light seemed to be fading. 

 "I'll let you know. I think they just hired a bunch of people this month."  I leaned back on 

the couch. Felt self-satisfied. Maybe I could get Kelvin a job in Marketing. That would solve a 

lot of our problems. I just got Jason a job there. Perhaps. 

 "Well, if it doesn't work out, the Magic Garden is always hiring," Mel said to me. "You 

should stop by some time and check it out. Very relaxed work environment. You just have to be 

comfortable getting naked." 
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 "I'll think about it," I said. Assessing my post-collegiate job options. Editorial Assistant as 

I had planned didn't seem to be one of them. Internship only as I had procured at Anodyne Mag-

azine. That didn’t pay. 

  There were not a lot of jobs for me in Portland after college. I was temp receptionist for 

the Portland Symphony, for a few weeks. Long enough to get the nickname “Nine Inch Nails re-

ceptionist.” I was fired when someone said something mean to me on the phone. I cried at my 

desk. Had to be sent home.  

 For a few months I worked at an oil paint factory with my band mate David. Screwed lids 

on tubes of oil paint. Stuck on labels. Was exposed to environmental toxins. I did piecework as-

sembling greeting card packages for pennies. There weren’t very many jobs for college gradu-

ates. 

 Most of my female friends were dancing by now. Dolly. Bridget. Rachel. Mel. All were 

strippers. Others l had tried and failed after one traumatizing night. I was scared of the idea. I felt 

that my issues with men, how much I enjoyed sleeping around, plus the still-lingering baby-

weight would get in the way. I would have to see how desperate I got. 

 My first night out at the Winston’s job, at a sports bar on Powell St., I hung back awk-

wardly. This was not a good job to be shy at. My partner, Bess, sauntered in past the wood panel-

ing and mounted TV screens. We ambled up to the bar. She ordered a PBR. I laid down a damp 

twenty for my Hefeweizen.  

 The petty cash the marketing company gave us was spending money for the bar so that 

the bartenders wouldn’t mind that we were hanging out there for several hours talking to the pa-
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trons and collecting marketing information. We gave out two free packs of Winston’s cigarettes 

in exchange for taking a digital picture of your ID and writing your name and address down on a 

card for the Winston’s mailing list. It was a good gig, but a strange one so I thought.  

 My Winston’s girl job paid $9 an hour. Pretty good in 1998 when the minimum wage was 

about $5. I spent some of my petty cash on drugstore lipsticks. I couldn’t drink $20 worth of al-

cohol every night and still drive around safely.  

 Because of this job, I worked from 5 pm – 12 am, Tuesday through Saturday. For a time 

my new boyfriend Peter was temping 9 am – 5 pm at a bank. We could only see each other of 

Sunday and Monday nights. That time constraint made the time management of our polyamory 

easier. Peter also didn’t seem to get jealous, or if he did he never let on. 

 "You drink that shit?"  Bess said. "I thought punks like you only drank Pabst?" 

 "It is a weird habit. I have actually lost friends over the fact that I prefer better beer." 

 "Interesting."  Bess was still assessing me. I could tell. I wasn't sure if I had won this test 

or lost it.  

 The barmaid brought our change.  

 She said, ”I’ll have a pack of Winston’s, if you're working." 

 "Totally!" Bess said. "Here, Lena, why don't you do this one. I'm training her," she said to 

the meth-scarred blonde. I set down my duffel bag full of cartons. Reached into my satchel for 

the digital camera. She extended her ID. I took it. It took me a few tries to get the camera to 

work. Bess chatted while I clicked around. 

 "Busy night?" 
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 "Not bad. Seems to be improving."  The barmaid set down the two beers. There was a 

flash. The camera, set in a holster with a place for the ID to slide, blinked and took the picture. I 

pulled out her ID. Handed it back.  

 I rummaged in the duffel. "Regular or Ultra-lights?" 

 “Regular." 

 "Straight up!" Bess said. That was the Winston's slogan. We were expected to use it as 

much as possible.  

 I passed the bartender two packs. She smiled. Tucked one into her tight jeans pocket. She 

opened the other package. Slid out a cigarette. 

 They peacefully smoked. I wondered if I was going to last. I didn't smoke. Never had. 

The Wellbutrin I was on prevented it. The fact that this job was encouraging people to smoke 

more did not sit well with me. I was too poor to have morals, as Mel kept reminding me. Choic-

es, options, boundaries were for the wealthy. I was floundering. I had to do what I had to do. 

 I turned towards the pool tables.  

  "What should I hit first?" I said. 

 Walking into the Magic Garden after graduation in 1998, I felt instantly uncomfortable. 

Collegiate third wave feminism still had not prepared me for the actuality of watching my friends 

do sex work. The air was moist and dark. Strobe hit the girl onstage. She was down to a thong. It 

was not Mel. I was relieved it was not Mel. I had always known how she paid her rent, but the 

abstraction and the reality were different things. 
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  There were men everywhere. Clustered around the stage. Buying drinks. I turned to do 

the same. I walked away with a $7 beer.  

 I saw Mel out of the corner of my eye. She was in a red fur-walled alcove. Giving a lap 

dance. I watched her undulate, her arms out. Her body was fluid in dark lingerie. I took a sip of 

my beer. Imagined what it would be to be that kind of male, to be comfortable with this. I was 

not. 

 I felt sick to my stomach. Felt awkwardly conspicuous. But in actuality I was in the shad-

ows of the tall Lucite heels. The woman moved around gracefully in scraps of lace and tulle.  

 I turned away from Mel. Approached the stage. I hung back from the front railing, Sat 

down a few chairs back. Swoops of red velvet curtains lined the stage. The dancer swung herself 

up on the pole. Climbed. Posed. Arched her way down gracefully. Money fell. 

  I tried to imagine how this would feel. I did not think I could even negotiate pole dancing 

that aptly. Much less handle crawling along the railing as the faceless men poured dollars down. 

 I set the beer down and left. Crept past the black leather curtain at the door. Stripping 

wasn’t for me, if I could at all avoid it. 

 In my room in 1998, Kelvin huddled on the blanket. The Christmas lights wavered above. 

 "But why did you go to the strip bar, anyway?"  He looked up at me. 

 "I didn't know that I wouldn't be comfortable with it." 

 "You could make a lot of money." Kelvin squirmed. He knew that I could make enough 

money to support both of us which was getting increasingly difficult for me as my graduation 

money ran out. 
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 "I could make a lot of money, yes, but it's not the sort of thing I could do. Are you seri-

ously pressuring me into being a stripper?" I paced above Kelvin. Waved my hands in a black 

shirt. "I feel like everyone these days wants me to be a stripper. It's really not want I want to do. 

I'm already doing things I don't want to do at this Winston's job. I'm encouraging people to 

smoke lots of cigarettes. That’s against what I believe in as it is."   

 "You know what Mel says about morals." 

 "Mel is a great person and Mel has done a lot for me, but I don't think I can totally be 

morally vacant at this point in my life. I'm twenty-one. I'm still holding onto a lot of things. 

There are a lot of things I would like to believe in. Graduating from college I'm realizing that 

things are a lot different and a lot harder than I had thought. I'm still figuring them out right 

now." 

 "I see, yeah. I've been in that space for awhile. I didn't go to college. I went right on to 

having babies and trying to be an adult. That didn't work out so well." 

 “Yeah. Didn't work out so well for me, either. No babies." 

 He smiled ruefully. "No babies."    

 I looked down at my rapidly deflating stomach. Gulped. There was a sense of something 

lost that would never come again. I knew I had made the right decision, but it was something that 

would haunt me. It was something that would haunt this relationship, too. I went on to never 

have children. 
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 Bobby wanted me to have a child with me for a little while in 2014. Anton Israel 

Cosentino-Mendez  if a boy or Zoe Israel Cosentino-Mendez if a girl. We named our future 

progeny in a dream of love. But it was not to be. 

 I wasn't sure if Kelvin was the right person for me, anymore. His initial adoration and 

fandom was charming. But as months wore on and he hadn't gotten a job, or a place to live, the 

thrill of adopting a puppy was lessening. I got a little sick of taking care of Kelvin. I got money 

for graduation from my grandparents and parents but supporting two people I wasn't sure how 

long it would last. 

 A couple of weeks after graduation Kelvin just stopped coming over. I was moving out of  

the Dustbin for the a house called the Beat Hut in Sellwood-Moreland with some more glam-

orous musician guys. They seemed nice. Definitely had a higher standard of cleanliness than my 

filth pit on Woodstock Blvd.  

 When Kelvin heard I was moving  he came over once to get his guitar. I had very little to 

say to him. 

 Kelvin crept in my door with a scowl on his face. 

 “Hey,” he said. 

 "Hey. Haven't seen you lately." 

 “It’s just that, things got weird.” 

 “Definitely, things got weird. You got me pregnant. I got an abortion and graduated. You 

bailed. Are you mad I didn’t have your kid like that other chick?” 



Lambert / SCAFFOLDING         272

 “No, but it was just like the way you didn’t seem to care about anything but your ambi-

tions. I realized I didn’t care about you either.” 

 "Yeah, I kind of realized I didn’t care about you three weeks ago. You weren’t coming by 

anymore. It was kind of a relief, actually. I can actually afford to buy makeup and food now. For 

myself.” 

  I smiled with the pleasure of going to Walgreens and picking out a lipstick. L’Oreal, 

smooth and waxy, coated my lips. Tasseled Taupe. I was figuring out what colors of lipstick I 

liked with my new petty cashed lifestyle. I liked not splitting every meal with Kelvin. Getting 

enough to eat. 

 "Oh, for your fancy pants new San Francisco life. Yeah, I heard about that. Everyone's 

talking about how your parents are saving you from punk-land. You were never one of us. You 

always had a safety net." Sneering. Mocking. Class war was a new side to him now that he no 

longer efitted from it. A side I guess he always hid before. Convenient. 

 “Yep. I'm leaving. Get out of my room. Get out of my life." 

 "Do you want to have breakup sex?"  Kelvin spread both hands. Pleading. Charming. 

 "Um - no…" I couldn't believe it. I could.  

 He trudged slowly out of my room. I watched him go for the last time. 
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Chapter 29 — SINKING SHIP 

 Peter and I hooked up a week later, or possibly a few days later. He moved into an up-

stairs room at the Dustbin. Peter, Dolly and I went to the Lutz the night he moved in. Over the 

bar table Peter and I connected on a deep intellectual level. We read the same things. His intelli-

gence impressed me. 

  Later, Peter was in my room. I suggested we make out. 

  “I need a moment to think about this.” Peter said. He went into the bathroom with the 

beer-spattered walls and speculum by the sink. 

 He stepped back into my room a few minutes later. Said he had thought about it. Dived 

for me. It was on. Peter was my new boyfriend, or, “sexy friend.”  We had a non-monogamous 

polyamorous relationship for two years. Good years. Sexy friends. 

 Walking into the biker bar with Peter, my adrenalin told me something was off. It was a 

swoop I had gotten used to. The zing of entering yet another sketchy bar as I worked the Winston 

job. Walking up to group after group of men. Offering them cigarettes.  

 Being around people drinking when you're cold sober is disgusting. Laughable. When 

you're a young, attractive women talking to them in a bar, the men got more so. Danger was part 

of the package. 

 I started to bring Peter to the bars when I worked so as to dissuade random men from 

thinking I was available. I was just doing my job. The problem was, Peter was such a feminist 

anarchist pussy that he was worse than useless in these situations. Having a non-macho 
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boyfriend was turning out to be a liability. Who would have thought that feminist me actually 

wanted to date someone who could hold their own in a bar fight? 

 Portland in 1998, beyond the hipster havens, was redneck territory. Biker territory. We 

were never far away from that. Walking into the Thirsty Ace, the bikers were out in droves. I 

could smell the meth. They loved free cigarettes.  

 A stringy, bearded guy was on us immediately, "He, you got to gimme some free cigs. I'm 

an outlaw. I can't give you my ID cause I don't got one, but I need some cigs." 

 "No ID. No cigarettes," said Peter. I was surprised. It wasn't like him to lay down the law. 

We had actually been told to give cigarettes to bikers freely. Maybe Peter was getting a back-

bone, though at an inopportune time.  

 "What the shit, man!"  It was dark except for the light from a single window backlighting 

the biker’s denim vest and wiry arms. Raised in anger. "Come on..."  

 "No cigarettes," said Peter. 

 "Hey, ah, we should go."  I grabbed Peter's arm. Steered him around. My duffel bag of 

Winston’s bumped his shoulder. It was bright outside. I blinked. We walked fast. Got in the car.   

Before I could start it, I saw the biker from inside lunge onto the hood of the car. He drew a foot 

long bowie knife. 

 "I'm going to kill you and take all your cigarettes!" the biker said. In slow motion I leaned 

over and locked the car doors. The biker jabbed the knife against the windshield. It didn't break. 

The knife gleamed silver, deadly. 
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  Peter sobbed. The biker's long body was wire and meth in odalisque along the hood of 

my car. He leaned over. Slashed my tires. First the left. Then the right. As he cut the right I 

snapped out of my trance. 

 "What the fuck! Let's get out of here!" I turned on the car. Gunned it. The biker slipped 

off the hood. Disappeared as I bumped away. 

 My car was still amazingly drive-able. Amazingly able to make it a few blocks away to a 

house where Peter knew some people. We broke into Peter’s friend’s house through a screen to 

use his friend’s rotary landline to call for help.  

I called the Winston's marketing firm. I called Bess. Reported the incident. Quit. I needed a job, 

but I didn't need this job. I needed a job in another city, far away. I needed a safer job. 

 Eventually, the Dustbin began to feel like a sinking pirate ship. The rats would not be 

eliminated. They had more evolved technology than we did. The filth became overwhelming. 

The cigarette smoke billowed in clouds. Would not come out of clothing. I washed my clothes 

little enough.  

 Every three or so months Thandi, Liz and I hauled our laundry to the Laundromat down 

the street in shopping carts. Four or five excursions a year. I just kept recycling tights and un-

derwear. I had a lot of clothes. I didn’t smell very good. 

 All of the Dustbin housemates chain-smoked. Jason Salamander, Dave, Dylan and Karla 

all chain-smoked, I remember. The cigarette butts stacked in half-drunk beer bottles on every 

surface of the house.  

 The film of decay disgusted my guests. 
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 Shane came through with some friends from Santa Cruz. They opted to stay in a motel 

for the next two nights. I was beginning to feel embarrassed about my home as I moved into 

adulthood. I brought a nice punk girl from Northeast over to make Pad Thai one night. She dis-

gustedly wiped down my kitchen first.  

 The compost in an industrial size trash can in the bottom floor kitchen with the flies 

whirling above it. It aggravated the nausea side effects of my Wellbutrin. I retched every morn-

ing as I made my espresso.  

 When my Anodyne editor picked me up at home, she was afraid to come in. 

 Finally I gave my thirty day notice at the Dustin, that ramshackle autonomous zone that 

had been my home for so long. Karla seemed bitter, hurt. She was cold to me after I said I was 

moving out. We had been such a community for the four years. It was sad to see it go. It just felt 

like time. My life was changing. I was out of college. I wanted to be an adult. I had to make 

changes. 

 I moved into a house called the Bean Hut in Sellwood. It was a cute district with little 

shops and bakeries in Milwaukee, southeast of regular Southeast Portland. The house was dark 

wood with orange carpet. Behind a hardware store. 

 I got a job in an antique mall chain called Stars. For a six months, I lived with three seri-

ous, cleaner-seeming musician guys and a girl who worked in the mall. Ben was the master ten-

ant. Also living there was this short drummer guy that was really into the Rolling Stones. He had 

dated Mel for a hot minute. It didn’t worked out.  There was also this guy from Alaska who was 

really into Italian horror films. 
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 I saw Valley of the Dolls and Beyond the Valley of the Dolls for the first time in that house 

with Marith. We drank pink champagne. 

 Ben and I became friends in the beginning. He was in a band with our housemate. They 

would practice in the basement practice space. 

 Ben began to drum for Glass Candy, back when they were called Glass Candy and the 

Shattered Theatre. They practiced in our basement. Being around the house a lot, unemployed 

after the biker fallout, I met them. Had drinks with them at Kay’s down the street.  

Marith and I idolized Ida Cross and Fancy Johnny of Glass Candy. They seemed idiomatic of an 

aesthetic of glam that we desperately wanted. They were older than us. Hung out at Seventeen 

Nautical Miles with just the best style imaginable. Ida wore slacks with heels. Gloves with black 

hair in a short crop. She was very tall, slender and unspeakably glamorous. Yet sweet. Ida 

brought me Claritin from her job in the pharmacy section of Fred Mayer. I had a perpetually run-

ny nose due to allergies.  

 Once I had a guy who I had a crush on from my antique mall job over. We jammed in the 

practice space. He played guitar, a song called “Shiver and Shake.” I played drums, inexpertly.   

At the end of the session, the black-haired guy got too proprietary over the space. He wanted to 

reserve time in it for the future. Mark would not allow this. It was his and Glass Candy’s practice 

space only. They defended their space as people must. 

 Marith and I were in identical fifties bathing suits. Black. Cut straight across the hips. We 

paddled in the Reed College swimming pool under late summer sunshine in 1999. Screams from 

a child falling down the waterslide. The caress of the lukewarm water. Both swimming suits were 
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mine. I was pleased to have put little Marith in the smaller one. The one too small for me that I 

couldn’t wear but held on to because it was so beautiful. 

 Marith said, “I have such stubby fingers. My hands look like dough.” Screamingly bright  

sun flashed on blue water. Under blue sky. 

 “No, your hands look like little birds.” I read this is in Anaïs Nin and wanted to say it to 

her. Bell-like laughter. Close. 

 I stood up front at Stars antique mall. Nose pressed fog-tight against the glass. I stared at 

the wreath in the locked case. Behind me, my co-workers scuttled and plucked hobnail glassware 

from gleaming cases. Antiques. Relics? Bits of trash grasped compulsively and recycled into new 

products. Glistening. My “Stars” badge hung limply. Loosely pinned to my sweater. I pressed 

both hands around the object. Framed it with sweaty fingers.  

 A daguerreotype of a be-corseted woman with hair drawn back severely presided over a 

scroll. In calligraphy, the word, “Lucretia.” Around the word, there lay an ornate wreath of flow-

ers and vines, woven around wires. All made of human hair. Gray. Black. Blond. Brown. A 

glancing strand of red stood out. They were divided and wrapped then woven into flowers that 

struck the air harshly. A tag attached read, “Victorian Mourning Wreath - $895.00” I stared, en-

tranced, as vines twined into curls. 

 “Burgeon,” Marith said. Raised her hands in my small room at the Bean Hut. Air divided. 

Spliced. The space heater buzzed. I watched the twinkling points on the wall. Drawled a re-



Lambert / SCAFFOLDING         279

sponse. My eyes were trained to the frail spout of Marith’s hair. Dyed red like leaves rotting un-

derfoot. 

 “Burgeon,” I said. “Like, Marith, let’s go out somewhere are burgeon into blossoming 

nubile young things.” It was, of course, impossible. The morning’s windstorm had pounded 

power lines down. Lines like bones holding the fragile streets together. Trees like tendons again 

snapping and falling. 

 “I know. I know. There’s nowhere to go with electricity. Seventeen Nautical Miles has got 

to be closed.” I sighed. “Besides, I think you burgeoned a long time ago.” The wind rattled the 

hollow window frame. I took another sip of red wine. 

 “Hey, since when is a long time ago five years, huh?” She raised blond eyebrows, betray-

ing her incomplete dye job. 

 “Okay, in old people terminology a long time ago is more like twenty years or something, 

like a marriage or something horrible and unlikely like that.” We were very young. I did not 

know what my future held. Everything seemed short and temporary. 

 “I’m twenty-two, Lena.” She was twenty when I met her. When we were together, I could 

say.  

 In the summer of 1998 while I was with Peter, Marith and I dated in a sort of alcohol-

hazed honeymoon of jealous non-monogamy and gossip-embittered spats. The deal breaker for 

me occurred when Marith slept with Don and Dave and told me what they had to say about me. 

Poly has to work both ways, but their pillow talk cut deep. 

 I couldn’t quit her. We are friends to this day.  
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 Marith lives in Oregon now with her husband and child. Christmas 2015 she sent me a 

gift of a mirrored boudoir tray and a VHS copy of Valley of the Dolls that she said she’d found in 

a neighbor’s discards and knew she must send to me. I was moved. 

 I asked Marith in her room in 1998,  “Okay: date of virginity loss, date of puberty onset, 

date of realization that you’ll never make it past temp work?” 

 I had a silver tabby named Tinsel in 1998. I raised her from a kitten. She was pure white 

with grey stripes on her back. She was contented in the Dustbin, where she grew up, with Karla’s 

Siamese Bike and Liz’s depressed Chode. Tinsel didn’t like the Bean Hut. Ben’s cat, Shakes, 

would beat her up. I didn’t know that to properly socialize cats into new associations. I didn’t 

know that they need their own separate food bowls and litter boxes. I just thought they could all 

blend together.  

 I didn’t know a lot of things about how to live properly. I was twenty-two. I made salmon 

and left it in the fridge for a week, rotting. I was going to feed it to Tinsel but Ben stopped me. 

  

 The door teetered open. Let in a small white cat and a tall black-haired boy. Jason Sala-

mander. 

 Jason smiled, resting his hand on the doorknob of my room in the Bean Hut. He was 

long. Narrow. Varnished. Polished. Jason shaved his chest so as to be more attractive to women. 

He pomaded his hair. Gilded his nails. On the slats next to his futon in the Dustbin basement lay 

a five-hundred-page epic entitled, How to Succeed with Women. He often did. 
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 Marith got up. Slid her arm around Jason’s waist. Purred. “Hey, we were waiting.”  They 

were sleeping together now. I encouraged this. I occasionally slept with Jason while he and 

Marith were dating casually with the go-ahead from both. Peter was in Russia for several months 

visiting a woman he was having an affair with. The time difference and cost of long distance 

phone calls was prohibitive. I missed him. In his absence, Jason, Marith and I were a team. A tri-

ad. We had a lot of fun. 

 “I had to, um, write a letter.” Jason said. A flashlight hung from his hand. 

 “And pluck your eyebrows?” I suggested archly. 

 “No, you hussy. Just, you know. I had to do some shit.” 

  “Right, right. Okay,” I replied. “How about we go somewhere more exciting now. Like 

anywhere?” 

 We pattered down SE Milwaukee Blvd. I saw every coffee shop and paint-your-own-pot-

tery joint in Sellwood was dark. This corner of Southeast Portland was sleepy. Not surprising for 

non-nightlife businesses to be closed at midnight, but the streetlights were also out. The entire 

block and the next were bleak. Slammed shut. Velvety. Jason trained his flashlight over the stuc-

co bulk of the Wilhelm Funeral Home. A masonry lump stuffed with the unknown undead, horror 

flick personalities. I saw the black smoke trail of the crematorium every day from my bedroom 

window. My shudder was minimal. We trod on. Veered around drinking fountains. Buffeted by a 

leftover wind. 

 At the corner by Kay’s Bar, the pink neon sign lit down to dim crimson. Marith pulled at 

my fake fur coat. 
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  “Fuck,” she said. “They’re closed.”  

 “No gin for you, dear,” Jason said. Shadows t in close as we loitered by the old bar. Kay’s 

was my neighborhood bar now that I lived farther from the Lutz. Wood paneling, strong drinks. 

We would go there with Glass Candy after practice, spearheaded by Ben.  

 “Yeah,” Marith pouted. “There’s nowhere to go. Any ideas, Lena?”  

 “Okay, okay, how about this,” I lifted both hands in mittens. “There’s this thing at my 

work I want you to see. They’re closed, I know, but I think it’s visible from the window. It’s Vic-

torian hair crafts. Fucking cool shit.” 

 “Well, um, it’s not like we have a lot of options. Sure, how far?” Marith signed. Wishing, 

I knew, for a strobe light and a beer. 

 “One block up. Come on!” I tugged her hand. “Run, goblins!” Our feet shimmied up the 

street in anticipation of some errand. Some adventure. Any sort of thrill. We were so bored in 

small town Portland that we’d take it. Sellwood was pretty safe at night. 

 The yellow lines in the middle of the street blinked as Jason sped his flashlight across 

them. He whisked it back and forth. Across the Starbuck’s dead façade. A framing place. Flashes 

of trees and then down to our feet. While one hand maneuvered, the other snuck up Marith’s 

sweater. 

 The orange overhang of Stars loomed. We stopped inches away from the glass. I pointed, 

agitated. “Okay, next to the dress form. No… In the case, yeah! Between the marble lady and the 

shell ware powder box. The gold edges of the case peered out as Jason and Marith leaned into the 

glass. 

 “Holy Fuck.” Jason murmured. 
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 “Uh. Yes. I think now is the time when I run away,” said Marith. 

 Rumbles and bangs, rattles and serrated edges slithered through my ears. I tossed in hot 

sheets. Threw my hand over. Rammed my knuckles into a glass. Knocked tepid water so that it 

spread through the carpet. I was not the cleanest roommate.  

 The touch of liquid and lint, cold pile woke me. I curled up to hear a rumble. Whistling 

and whirring rattled the window. The light on my clock was dead. I got up. Wandered blearily 

around. Thumped light switches and stereo metal. Nothing worked. 

 I looked within myself the groan of frustration. The expected, “Oh God, I can’t listen to 

Blondie while I do my sun salutations.” Smirked instead. A big empty space of nowhere to go 

still, nothing to do still, a big liminal zone of possibility opened before me. Like I even did sun 

salutations back then. And I didn’t work at Stars until Friday. 

 I blinked decaffeinated eyes. Settled into the carpet that Tinsel had peed on. Looked for 

some way to entertain myself without music or coffee. My coffeemaker took electricity. Read? I 

ran a hand through the greasy black bob on my head. Pinched a misguided strand at the nape. I 

tugged. Thought about Lucretia and flowers woven tighter. Thought of rotten leaves and flutter-

ing strands. Cut short from shampoo inklings, I started scavenging through a drawer. Pulled out 

bits of cloth and thread.  

 It was art time. Several packages of Sculpey Polymer Clay thumped by a line of needles 

stuck in Easter Bunny stuffing. I crossed my legs. Ripped open the clay wrappers. Twisting and 

rolled molding the fleshy lumps into heads and arms and legs. A nail bored through thigh and 

shoulders. Fabric flew. 
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 “Mimicry, if over practiced, will efface actuality,” I overheard Rhiannon say at the Lutz 

one night. That’s about what I got out of Baudrillard’s Simulacra and Simulation. A glass 

clinked. Ice dropped. Smoke slid by. 
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Chapter 30 — BAUDRILLARD HALLUCINATIONS 

 Eyes hell bent to the black thread, I wrenched the needle through the knot twice. Snipped. 

I flipped it. The moppet stared back. Painted eyes on baked Sculpey. I ran my fingers down the 

length of the tiny coat. Whisked lint from the white vinyl. Lay down the small doll of Marith 

next to dolls of Jason and I. They lay in a ragged line on the rug. Limbs splayed useless. Eyes 

staring wide.  

 I made another doll later as a gift for Peter. A doll of made to look like him that I gave 

him Christmas 1999. 

   These dolls were bald. Lumpy pink domes sat above brushed-in faces. Fingernail gouges 

plunked by pinch marks. Scalps were places that were supposed to be covered. One bump or an-

other was nothing? I wondered. 

 The last shimmers of light faded outside. Sent my room into a dim red blur. I wrenched 

my stiff legs up. Fumbled through my dresser matches. Carried the jittering orange light around 

my room. Snapped candles on with a blue flutter. Whisked out the match. A golden halo fell, 

warm, around the rug spread with thread scraps and purple stuffing. 

 “God.” I muttered. “What the fuck.” My fingers were scratched from pins. My eyes were 

dense from glaring. The evening light sent a calm flicker into my shoulder-knitted compulsion.  

Hours and hours without moving. My back was knitted up. Aching from concentration.  

I settled back down. Lifted my small self up by the waist. Her head lolled. I smoothed my thumb 

over the empty scalp.  

 I muttered, “So now? And what?” My hair tipped into my face. I thumbed the strands. 

Reached back to the shaggy ends in the back. “Okay, yeah.” 
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 I snapped up the glue and scissors. Placed a sheet of paper below me. The scissors glided 

up my neck. The door wheeled open to show Jason. His mouth twisted. He placed both hands on 

the frame and door. Pushed the door open through paper and the plastic guns that I would bring 

to parties as conversation starters.  

 I snapped the scissors inches from my hair-tips. Slammed them down. Caught. 

 “Okay?” Jason said. “Are you okay, Lena?” He inched in. Slid the door closed. 

 I lifted to my knees. Gestured. 

 “Oh hey,” I said. “Yes. Well. I think. It’s been this dizzy space for a while. I’ve had this 

urge for crafts. Look.” I picked up the Jason doll. Waggled it at him. The black-lined legs waved 

gently. Bare pink feet with gold toenails swung. 

 Jason’s eyebrow lifted. “Right. A little macramé plant holder here and there? No, you had 

to go all out and make a Seventeen Nautical Miles play-set.” 

“ Well, that is the future of that box over there.” I waved at the shipping box looming from 

the window. “Actually no, probably not. I think I’m drawing the line here. But, look, they have 

fingernail polish.” I flourished doll-Marith’s cold little hand.  

 “Blue luster,” Jason said to the doll’s manicure. “Sure.” Fingers tapped the clay. 

 “Aquamarine.” 

 “Why no hair?” he said. He slid onto my bed. 

 “Well, of course I’ll use real hair. It’s real black velvet. Real tights. Real vinyl. It has to 

be real hair. Authenticity.” I leaned back on my heels. Swung doll-Jason and myself by the neck. 

 “Vaguely sinister.” 

 “Come on. I don’t believe in doing things halfway. You know that.’ 
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 “True.” 

 “Do you have power yet?” I set the dolls down in a line. 

 “No… I had lukewarm water and canned cream of corn for dinner. The TV’s not work-

ing, so I don’t really know when we’ll have light. Considering the usual whatever, expected effi-

ciency of our fabled city – soon, I hope. But, really, you never know.” 

 “Yeah, I don’t have to work at the Antique Mall until Friday. Then I figure out how indus-

trious Portland really is.” I crept over to the mattress. Flung myself face-first into the comforter. 

 “Until then, I really don’t give a fuck.” I rolled over. Stared at him. Noticed the beaked 

arch of his nose. The dark spike of his hair. The cat hair adhering to his sweater. 

 Jason touched my arm. Slid gently up the inner curve. I breathed very slowly. Gave him 

my most seductive look of nonchalant distance. I was practiced at this one. Stern and straight I 

glared.  Than let my eyes drift. Moving upwards. I passed my needle-bit fingers through his hair’s 

pomade. Running them through it like some show-off-y brat passing fingers through candle 

flame. Jason glided down. I strained my back up. We tangled up in kissing. 

 Several gasping minutes later, Jason lifted his head.  

 “Could you… Not so much tongue?” he said. 

 I arched hostile. “Um, darling, if you’re going to kiss me you’d better enjoy it. And if you 

don’t like it the door is over there and Marith lives five blocks down at the Pond.” I squirmed 

away from his body’s weight. Lifted up on one elbow to glare. 

 “I – “ 
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 “You read somewhere, in that five hundred ways with women book of yours, that the man 

is supposed to lead the kiss. Well, look, when I’m doing this – making out – I’m not really think-

ing about what I’m doing. I’m lost in it. Orchestrating and concentrating aren’t high priorities.” 

 “Look, I was just saying…” A candle sputtered and blacked out. 

 “One of the things they must have left out of that book was not to criticize your partner 

on her sexual technique. Would that be after or before where to take your back up girlfriends and 

not to mention bondage on the first date?” 

 Bobby owned a book called How to get Beautiful Women to Sleep with You. It contains a 

chapter on negging: the technique where you subtly criticize a girl to wear down her self-confi-

dence so that she just wants to surrender to you. Bobby negged me with the nitpicking on my 

appearance and behavior. I wondered if it is just second nature by now.  

 I found the embarrassing book in 2014 when I was organizing his bookshelf according to 

size and subject. I’m a helpful girlfriend. Bobby asked me not to read it. Told me to put on a dif-

ferent one of the three new white bookshelves in his living room. 

 New white bookshelves that I’d helped him pick out in Ikea one weekend. I watched 

through subsequent weekends as her enhanced them with screws, braces, putty and felt pads so 

that they fit perfectly straight against the molding and held all of his big coffee table photo 

books.  

  Bobby was interested in photography. He studied photography at Arts Center before 

switching to graphic design. He has photographed me a few times, sometimes topless. He’s good 

at capturing something human, a soul, in the lens. 
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 I gave him a book of 1970s and 1980s punk photography for Christmas. I gave it to him 

in early February 2014 as we were broken up on that sad Christmas Day. I gave him a dazzlingly 

sexy book of Helmet Newton Polaroid photos for Valentine’s Day 2015. It sat on his coffee table 

for a long time until he got the bookshelves.  

 Jason didn’t have any bookshelves in his basement room in the Dustbin. 

 I had two silver-spray painted particle board bookshelves in my red-painted room in the 

Bean Hut in 1999 holding my schoolbooks. 

 “Calm down, okay,” Jason said in my room in the Bean Hut in 1999. He carefully patted 

my shoulder. “I didn’t mean it that way, it’s just a personal preference thing.” 

“Well, when I start hearing that I’m a bad kisser, that means I have to give up and start learning a 

skill like carpentry or typing or something.” I gritted my teeth.  

 I jerked down my head. “ Okay, I’m kind of kidding about that part. But the thing is, you 

know, as a vain neurotic hussy I base a lot of my identity on being a sexy girl. If you say shit like 

that that wrecks it.” 

 “I’m sorry. I’m sorry.” 

 “Okay… Whatever. That didn’t happen.” I leaned back. Pinched Jason’s sweater with one 

hand. Pulled him closer. Our lips met in a cautious, experimental way. 

 My eyes snapped from dream-haze to ceiling. Groping, subtle, I nudged Jason’s elbow. 

Lower. Hip. Lower. Knee. I pulled myself up on one arm. Watched him breathe shallowly.  

Smeared hair dye showed grey on his forehead. Jason’s hair was naturally sandy blond. The dye 



Lambert / SCAFFOLDING         290

was L’Oreal Feria Blue Black that he would shoplift. He meticulously made sure to dye his eye-

brows with a Q-tip as well. 

 Jason and David moved into the Dustbin when Don and Liz moved out. One night when 

we were playing around they asked me how to be cool. They wanted to have more sex. They 

seemed to think I had it pretty well figured out. I told him to dye their hair either black or blond. 

Jason chosen the former. David the latter.  

 I told them to always dress well when they left the house and to be seen out and about 

looking good as much as possible. I told them to let themselves be admired and watched. Estab-

lish a connection by running into someone many times, then get drunk with them and watch the 

sparks fly.  This method worked for me and now my male protégés. 

 I pulled back the sheet. Jason was asleep after sex. I placed two fingers on Jason’s collar-

bone. Pressed lightly. Nothing happened. Smoothly, I crept over to my workspace. Grabbed the 

scissors. Whisked mini-Jason and glue along to the bed. Lined up the dolls. Began to add real 

hair. A touch of cold steel to the back of the Jason’s head as he slept. I laid the blade behind his 

ear. Snipped quick. Deftly flipped the fragment over to the empty scalp. Two lines of Elmer’s 

Glue squeezed across. The L’Oreal-dark swatch was affixed to the doll. I snubbed my thumb to 

the head. Wiped each strand to stick. Plopped dear Jason-doll up on the shelf again next to me 

and Marith. My room was full of art supplies. Filthy in the dim light. 
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 I remembered well all the filth that we used to live in when I was young. The Dustbin. 

The Ponderosa. The FBI House and the Bean Hut. It was stylish and easier to be filthy at that 

time. I followed.  

 The filth we lived in then. I remember it well. Blue mold fizzling on a splotch of rice in a 

pan on the Bean Hut stove. Lurking in the warm fridge next to white-trimmed tomatoes and wiz-

ened mushrooms.  

 A musty stench hung in the air the next morning. No electricity still. 

 Jason was up. Still at my house. 

 I slammed the refrigerator. Turned to him.  

 “Well,” I said. For breakfast we have canned chili, or, perhaps, canned chili?” 

 “Well, perhaps. We could go out and see if Marsee Baking is open.” Jason looked worn. 

Eyes red-rimmed. There was something of the apocalyptic in all of this.  

 None of us had cell phones. It was 1999. We couldn’t use our regular phones. We didn’t 

know if everyone else in the world was dead. There was no sound except the scratch and wheel-

ing whistle of the storm winds. 

 “Right. Let’s” We clattered down the cement steps, cigarettes ditched. Stomped into the 

windy street.  

 As we passed the to stand, I saw Marith walking towards us with red leaves coating her. 

Clinging to her, brazen, flinging around her. The wind swirled. Lifted Marith’s thin coat to show 

back tights flesh-ripped with runs. The Marlboro in her hand drooped ash to be whipped in gritty 
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circles. Her hair as she strode was red like rotting leaves. My fingers clenched spasmodic in snip-

and-glue strictures.  

 Marith came closer. The Japanese white vinyl coat that I traded her for a painting of Dave 

later was wrenched back revealing a corset wound tight. I inhaled sharply. Glanced at Jason, I 

saw him droop. Guilt showed on his face. It struck me as hard as the brazen red of bottle rockets 

what I felt for her and what I should hide. 

 Marith was so beautiful. She knew I’d slept with Jason the night before. Perhaps our triad 

was a ticking time bomb like the one with Tonya and Don had been. I was about to find out. 

 Breaking the concrete space, Marith stopped in front of us. She flicked a long ash to fiz-

zle out. “So you guys finally got up. I’ve been looking all over for someone and some coffee or 

lunch. Everything’s closed. All I can find are these stupid mother-fucking leaves.” 

 I stared at her. Stared long. Marith was looking for Jason and I because we were her 

friends. Perhaps she wasn’t angry. I began to realize that I should say something. 

 I limply added, “I think Marsee Baking’s open.” 

 Marith radiated a devilish smirk. Perhaps she did know. Did care after all. Was saving it 

up to use against me later. Polyamory was so goddamn complicated with all of the feelings, emo-

tions and personalities. It fluttered into my mind that Marith’s manipulation could be wider than I 

wanted to know. Girls could always manipulate me if they knew I wanted them. 

 My high school friend Eleanor in 1992-1994. The first woman I ever kissed. The kisses 

shared in her clean white bedroom in her parents beautiful La Jolla home. The practice sessions 
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with our high school band where she would torment me. Manipulate me. Hold me up for 

ridicule. Eleanor knew I could never get too angry with her. She used that to hurt me.  

 Finally I wrote a poem about a painful incident in Eleanor’s teenage sex life and put it in 

my zine. Bedtime Stories for Trivial Teens #4 was the last quarter-size issue. I would call it “a 

pocket-sized blot.” 

  I was in college at Reed in 1995. Felt no one Eleanor knew would ever see the poem 

Eleanor was so mortified that she had had her parents call my parents to get me to stop the press-

es. Since they couldn’t understand what a zine was beyond an art project I went ahead and pub-

lished my poem. We were simply never friends again.  

 Eleanor and I finally are friends now on Facebook. I cautiously like her pictures of her-

self with her daughter, her husband. I know to be very careful with her. 

 I didn’t want the result to be scorched earth with Marith like it was with Eleanor for so 

many years ago. At home, I had the action figure of her. A little Marith. I would call her little 

Marith when we were dating. I made this doll in an effort to to understand this woman. But I 

couldn’t. Instead, I followed her wafting hem like a lovesick puppy to the street. Listened to her 

bait Jason. 

 We reached the slick windows of Stars. Stopped momentarily. Leaned against the glass. 

Newspapers spun along telephone wires. Downed wires sparked orange flashes from trees. Sev-

eral telephone poles lay prone in the street.  
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 From Marsee baking’s dim interior, a few people crept out with cold bagels and cokes. 

Leaves careened with plastic straws and coffee cups. Signs clattered eerily against shut store-

fronts.  

 Jason snapped up and lit a cigarette. Tried to inhale but the wind tore it away. The wind 

waved the cigarette in bright flourishes. Still lit. Tracing orange along the awning. Jason lit an-

other. 

 I turned slowly. Peered into the dark store. Looking for my dear Lucretia. My treasure of 

twining vines and split-end slipknots. I scanned the aisle past aluminum Christmas trees. GI Joe 

tableaux. Prison art picture frames. There was a smooth empty spot on the varnished shelf where 

the hair wreath used to be between the marble lady bust and the shell ware powder box. Looking 

right there I glared at the boring hole which spelled NO and NEVER and WHERE… Not there. 

 I grabbed Jason’s sweater. Sent his cigarette flying off towards Marsee.  

 “Jason,” I said, “Fuck, who has it? Who has $895.00 to spend on morbid trash? I want 

that morbid trash! I want to know exactly where it is so I can know it’s not sneaking up on me or 

doing some fucked up pseudo-metaphysical magic hoodoo trick. Because it’s real and….” 

 I looked at Marith. Her knowing look twisted into fear. Both that the creepy relic had ac-

tually sold here in impoverished nineties Portland and for my impending psychosis. She touched 

Jason’s wrist. Pulled his hand from its lighter-ward trajectory. A gust of wind shuddered past. 

  I pulled away to hallucinate that the people passing were twining into wire replicas. 

Stolen, somehow, for the alternate world of my art supplies. Hair blond and black. I saw wires 

twisting into bodies striding. Mouths moving. Legs pacing in and out of the bakery. 
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 Jason and Marith slammed terrified eyes into mine. We all innately knew that I wasn’t 

okay. We had to get back home immediately and contain the situation. 

 We started running back to the Bean Hut. Prayed the concrete would stay Torrit Grey. 

Puddled. Real under our shoes. Rattling up the stairs to my room, Marith gasped through her 

corset. Fell back on the landing. 

 I opened the door. Hallucinated that my room was swarming with tiny replicas of me, 

Marith, Jason and everyone we knew in Portland in the nineties.  

 Mel. Lucky. Bud. Eddy. Karla. Liz . Thandi. Beetle. Don Divine. Amanda. Dylan. Dave. 

James. Tonya. Josh. The Jasons. Todd. Raisin. Rhiannon. Todd Patrick. Flo. Spider. Misshell. 

Maren. Kevin Sampsell. Avalon. Miranda July. Bridget. Dolly. Sarah. Maria. Christopher Won-

derful. Rachel. Zoe. Dame Darcy. Matt. Kelvin. Jeff. Damian. Zach Von Joo. Peter Thompson. 

Ben. Ida Cross. Fancy Johnny. 

  All dolls running wild on tiny painted feet. Tromping sheets in that room. Pattering 

through typewriter keys. The heads of the dolls I hallucinated were carefully domed with real 

hair like bitter floss. Brown and black and gray. Flat eyes stared blank. Still mouths chittered in-

comprehensive. Jason clenched his hands.  

 Sprawled on the mattress in glorious, hideous precision were two naked replicas of Jason 

and I, made of knotted woven hair in blonde and black and gray. Salt and pepper twining and 

writhing. Each strand was like tiny worms. The figures roused and curled. Shocks of black stuck 

upwards. Eyes opened to brown-knotted pupils that whispered here and you.  

 The hair-I beckoned with fingers ding back as the real-I fell silently on the bed mouthing 

the word, obsolete. 
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 I blinked. The hallucinations disappeared. Reading too much Baudrillard lately. This 

could happen. Not the first psychiatric crisis I’ve had catalyzed by critical theory.  I’ll never 

know how much of what I saw that afternoon in 1999 was imaginary or simply exists somewhere 

else within my mind. 

 So much about the nineties is obsolete now.  

 As I had no health insurance I did nothing to treat or remedy the psychotic episode I just 

had. I just looked around at Marith and Jason. Calmed them down. Opened up a bottle of wine to 

entertain them as we laughed it all off. 
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Chapter 31 — THE FINAL COUNTDOWN 

 At the Beat Hut we had a party for my twenty-second birthday. Everyone looked glitter-

ing. I have black and white photographs of Marith dancing. I liked my new social circle. A little 

more sophisticated than the Dustbin. Misshell was there, wild-eyed with a bottle of whiskey un-

der her arm. Marith was there, tiny and black-bobbed. Zach Von Joo came early and stayed late. I 

appreciated him as not very many people showed up. Zach was a sweet kid. An artist. A film-

maker now as I saw on Facebook. 

 I always slept with Zach when I saw him in the early millennium in San Francisco be-

cause I liked his droopy blown hair and soulful brown eyes. He was an excellent painter. We ex-

hibited together at Seventeen Nautical Miles. The art show that was written about in Anodyne. I 

pulled a few strings for that one as I was interning there. 

 After the party, I drank out of the large size jug of Carlo Rossi for a week later. Picked the 

gnats out from under my tongue. This disgusted my housemate at the Bean Hut.  

 After a while, I disgusted all my housemates in the Bean Hut. I just didn’t know how to 

clean. We had always had cleaning ladies or housekeepers while I was growing up. At the Dust-

bin where I had lived for four years no one ever cleaned. 

 I took wine into the bathtub at night. Didn’t let the water out. Left my dirty bathwater to 

cool and be found by others with gnat-bedecked wine mugs on the rim. I didn’t know how to 

wash dishes properly. I used cold water and no soap. There were bits of food on the dishes that I 

put back into the cupboard.  
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 I was poorly socialized from living in the Dustbin for four years. I didn’t know how to 

live like a civilized person, although I wanted to be one. I felt it was time to grow up. I didn’t 

know how yet.  

 Tinsel began to pee out her dissatisfaction. I would come home from my six hours long 

minimum wage shift at Stars where I had made $30. Tinsel would give me a look then pee all of 

my shoes. 

 After a few months of this, I got kicked out of the Beat Hut in a letter taped to my door. 

Tinsel pissed and shit all over the house for three months while I was at work. The landlady 

came over and expressed concern for all of the cat urine in the carpet. My housemates confronted 

me angrily. My housekeeping was deplorable. I had to go. 

 I moved in with Peter, temporarily. Decided I was moving to San Francisco to hang out 

with my high school friends Shane and Laura and get a white-collar job where I could have 

health insurance. Portland for me seemed used up. Tired.  

 For a melancholy, if nostalgic, three months, Peter made me fried tempeh in bed. We 

would rent VHS porn from the local theatre and watch it together. It was the first time I saw live 

action porn. I found it quite arousing. He cooked cans of pinto beans and kale with delicious sea-

sonings. 

 I was content, for a time, with Peter. We both knew it wouldn’t last. He wanted to move 

to New York. I wanted to move to San Francisco. After I left town Peter did move to New York 

and got a PhD.  I moved, too. Both of our ambitions were too big for small town Portland. As we 

outgrew Portland we outgrew each other.  
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 We both knew this living together was temporary. That was part of it’s bitter sweetness. 

For an interlude in 1999 we would drink a bottle of red Avia wine night every night. Watch Jan 

Švankmajer films like Alice, or Conspirators of Pleasure. 

 Finally, it became time to say goodbye. I never know how to say goodbye. I packed for a 

week. Sorting through piles of shit. Giving away so much stuff people thought I was crazy again. 

 I had a yard sale at Peter’s house on Belmont. Everything I owned was in his basement. I 

knew I couldn't take very much with me to San Francisco. Only what would fit in my beat up 

Toyota. That wasn't much.  

 I accumulated so much random art crap in the six years I'd lived in Portland. Plastic flow-

ers. Baby doll heads. Toenail polish for puppies. Bits of velvet. Cool stuff, yes, but not really 

stuff I needed to transport across the country.  

 I was nervous in sort of a high fever pitch. I knew a few people in San Francisco. High 

school friends who had moved there and gotten real adult jobs and had real adult things like 

health insurance which sounded real amazing. After the abortion with no anesthetic I had decided 

some Blue Cross Blue Shield would be a goal to aspire to. I knew I had to do something.  

 Waiting for the biker that assaulted me on the Winston’s job to figure out where I lived 

and track me down was not something I wanted to sit around for. I was terrified. 

 I tried to apply for workman's comp. Because of my preexisting mental illness, the 

woman on the phone said I was unlikely to qualify. So instead I ran away to a city with more 

crime. More glamour. 

  For god's sake I needed some glamour. I was beat down. The graduation money ran out 

fast. My parents helped me move to San Francisco, as they saw as clearly as I did that there were 
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no jobs in Portland. The dot-com boom was taking place in San Francisco in the proto-Silicon 

Valley gold rush of the millenium. It was an extremely desirable place economically. Surely I 

could get a job.  

 Here in Portland?  I was being judged and judged hard. "You're going to go away and be-

come a rich cokehead." Don said.  

 "Why you got to go thinking you're better than everyone else?  You always did."  Karla 

said.  

 When everything in Portland turned petty and dirty and ugly, suddenly I walked away 

and I was free. Behind the steering wheel driving to San Francisco. Peter by my side. He took the 

Greyhound home once I got settled in.  

 I drove down the I-5 into California. Into my destiny. The Rose City was behind me. 

Everyone I had known and loved and hated was in the past. There was only the future. Gas sta-

tion coffee was my cup-holder burning my tongue. Burning away the memories. The creeping 

sloth. The gossip and hookups. Burning away the feeling that my youth was a rotting sickness. 

There was so much to find out. The white line of the freeway drew me ahead. Beckoning me 

ever forwards. 

THE END 
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