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The Buckham Arts Collective is a core group of highly 
motivated working artists (visual and writers) and arts 
advocates who continue to cultivate our non-profit mission:

… to enrich the cultural lives of its surrounding community 
by presenting a broad range of innovative contemporary 
art, both visual and non-visual, of the highest quality and 
standard. 

Our vision includes supporting and nurturing artists, building community 
and inclusivity, while challenging our audience to engage with and look at 
art in new ways. One of the joys of being part of a family of artists are the 
opportunities to share ideas and thoughts on creative practice. Each year 
our collective votes on a theme to explore throughout the year with the 
creation of new artworks. The 2025 theme, Born For Such a Time as This, 
comes to fruition with this anthology of compositions by our collaborating 
writers and annual group exhibition to be held in November by our 
collaborating visual artists.

I owe much gratitude to the Artist Collaborators and Writers, past and 
present, for their hard work and community building within our Buckham 
Arts Collective. Many thanks to Bob Campbell, Connor Coyne, Nic Custer, 
Vivian Kao, Tim Lane, Jenifer Fernandes Veloso, and Jan Worth whose way 
of interpreting the world around us and thoughtful words continue to move 
me- just as art should!

This second BAC anthology publication would not have the professional 
design and layout without the hard work of Carly Aldridge for whom I am 
indebted. Thanks as well to Buckham’s Board of Directors, Buckham Arts 
Collective, and Community Members, whether directly or indirectly your 
support is appreciated!

FOREWORD
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Next, I would like to say thank you to all the individuals and organizations 
who support Buckham Fine Arts Project and Gallery, including Charles 
Stewart Mott Foundation, Community Foundation of Greater Flint, and 
the Greater Flint Arts Council Share Art Genesee Grant program made 
possible by the Genesee County Arts Education and Cultural Enrichment 
Millage Funds. We couldn’t do it without you!

It is with delight that Buckham Fine Arts Project shares this second 
publication, Born For Such a Time as This, by the Literary Artist Collaborators.

Michele Leclaire 
Executive Director 
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Every November, Buckham Artist Collaborators exhibit new 
works around a shared theme selected by the collective. 
This annual show becomes a snapshot of the membership’s diverse 
styles and interpretations of that theme. As the sometimes-lone writer in 
the Buckham Arts Collective, a creeping imposter syndrome was always 
outweighed by the responsibility (and requirement) to participate. The only 
other writing expected typically being the program’s brief context of artist 
name, artwork title, medium and price. Visitors wouldn’t have noticed my 
absence if I didn’t submit, the show would go on and be just as impressive. 
But I would have missed the chance to grow as an artist. It was never easy 
but I charged headfirst towards the challenge, writing poems and then 
making them gallery worthy. Video poems inspired by figure drawing class 
quick sketches, or spray-painted across the Flint Block, a conch shell 
whispering audio waves when you put it to your ear, and broadsides printed 
on handmade paper or on vellum with sugar and coffee-stain flourishes. 
Each season, I pushed beyond my anxiety and insecurities to claim my 
writing’s place among the framed and pedestaled visual art occupying the 
gallery. Last year, the growing BAC Literary Committee decided it was time 
to claim their own space and published their first anthology exhibiting their 
unique contributions to the collective. 

This second Buckham Artist Collaborators anthology is the next addition 
to that evolving annual tradition. This year’s theme comes from the Book 
of Esther imploring one to show faith through solidarity with others and 
action against the injustices they face. Larger society will survive its current 
struggles but your choice to remain silent is its own form of complicity 
and will eventually guarantee your destruction. The Old Testament passage 
continues, almost as a consolation prize, “And who knows whether you 
were not born for such a time as this.” This verse is as humanist as it 
is religious, evokes active intervention as much as it does passive faith. 
Our contemporary world is rich with opportunities to speak out and act, 
whether bringing baby formula by boat to fight back against the televised 
ethnic cleansing and genocide of indigenous peoples, or calling out 
corruption, cruelty and greed under threat of arrest. But hope rises from 
the leveling equality of the odds, the agnostic 50/50 chance of success 

INTRODUCTION



7

challenging a pre-destined fate. The only certainty guaranteed is you will 
fail if you never try.  So, why not have faith that this moment of great 
struggle is being met by the right actors?

Each of the seven collected writers consider this millennia old wisdom 
in meeting the different crises of our moment. Concerns range from fear 
and anger over the far-right chokehold on U.S. politics, to accelerating 
environmental collapse, and the duty to call out emboldened racists. These 
writers, who all show great pride of place, also reveal the power of local 
actions and communities coming together in solidarity. The poetry, fiction 
and essays in this collection find power in nuance, in small acts of hope and 
resistance like walking with a neighbor or protestors assured their unity will 
cause oppressors to weep. These diverse writers consider the disappearing 
luxuries associated with aging, progress and uncertainty. They address 
generational responsibilities towards affecting change or how the daily 
dangers and resentments in one’s front yard are just as pressing as those on 
our intergalactic doorstep. Each author finds power in action, bravely facing 
absurdity and rallying a cry of defiance.

Buckham Gallery has always been more than well-lit white walls and a 
ready nail. Buckham itself is a work of art on display, a container of human 
potential now living its second life in its second physical location. Few 
of the founders are still active after more than 40 years, but their mission 
and values live on in new outgrowths. One generation’s inspired project, 
adopted and adapted by the next to address changing community needs. 
There are no prophesies that guarantee the gallery’s longevity, but we have 
faith in its outsized impact on Flint’s art scene and its affiliated writers who 
continue to use their pens as weapons documenting the abuses and shields 
defending their neighbors.

So many hands contributed to the publication of this anthology. Special 
acknowledgement needs to be given to all the unseen labor, including 
Executive Director Michele Leclaire, the dedicated Board of Directors, 
designer Carly Aldridge, and Roy Richard, who spearheaded development 
of the BAC Literary Committee and introduced the initial BAC Anthology.
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During this dark era, protest placards giraffe down city streets and 
politicians act as if they’ve been lobotomized by lobbyists, but Buckham 
Gallery continues to serve as a showcase of individual visions and  
collective catharsis. A place to contemplate snapshots of the personal or  
be challenged by the bold and audacious. A space not limited by its bricks 
and mortar but as far reaching as the action it inspires in its artists, viewers 
and readers.  

And who knows, dear reader, whether you were not destined to be inspired 
by a book like this and want to turn the next page yourself.

Nic Custer
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AAPI Tanka
Vivian Kao

Look: the Thai restaurant 
Keeps their TV on Fox News 
And the Korean lady 
At the dry cleaner’s tells me 
Be careful, face full of fear
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At Forty-Two
Vivian Kao

after Henri Cole

He was right, it was different. 
For years she tried to fornicate; now she debated 
between pairs of equally sensible shoes.  
For years she never thought she’d become a parent;  
now she listens to true crime to forget she is one. 
She’d never considered a minivan… 
Still, hers was so damn roomy. 
Yes, she wore her pants looser. 
No, she never improved her (r)ear. 
No, she still didn’t care for gynecologists or endodontists. 
No, she never ran a marathon or lasered anything while it mattered. 
Long ago, she thought she could “give back.”  
Now she said, “Sorry, I still don’t make enough”  
to the alumni association.

On the treadmill, in the hour between afterschool pickup 
and soccer practice and gymnastics and drum lessons 
and chess club and karate and archery,  
she pondered perimenopause. 
Yes, you did disappear from the male gaze at forty, 
but this was to be expected, a prize, a relief. 
Yes, she’d been purer than an angel these last twenty years 
and so what…she’d been a hell of a lot more useful, too. 
Yes, she’d had to give up wine. 
No, she got up before dawn to make sure everyone got what they needed,  
to pack lunches and make breakfasts that satisfied no one. 
Though she succumbed to gravity and collected carbs, 
her arrival was something to behold.
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Inauguration Day
 Vivian Kao

I weep when a friend texts:

If they take the gays 

before they take the Asians 

you can have my car. 

It’s a sparkling red Cadillac 

luscious and tawdry like

plucking a plump cherry

with crimson fingernails

and offering it up

to vermilion lips. 

I write back: No. 

They will have to take us 

together. My life has no meaning

if I cannot serve my Queen.

Him: You’re right.

Our barrack will be hotter

than Eurovision.

They will weep to see us.
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Joy Division Doorway
Tim Lane

Now that Gen Xers were in their 50s, I felt like we wielded a bit of power, 
which might explain how I won the NASA contest. However, winning the 
contest didn’t really change the ways in which society had dismissed us. 
It was clear to me that the smallest generation in history had been largely 
ignored and forgotten, despite the fact that our generation innovated music 
like nobody else’s.

	 Music was our legacy. Once all my attempts to succeed in sales had gone 
up in a flash, like a ticket stub lit by a pink Bic lighter at an outdoor concert, 
I wound up falling back on what I’d done in my bedroom as an angry, 
isolated teenager growing up on the East Side of Flint: I played records. 
I became a DJ. My favorite band was Joy Division. I often devoted entire 
shows to their music.

*

It was an essay contest and the theme was Why Should I Be Added to the 
Space Mission which Will Attempt to Intercept the Interstellar Space Object that  
Is Hurtling Toward Our Planet?

	 Contestants were limited to three hundred words.

	 I focused on three things: 1.) Gen Xers were basically aliens; 2.) music 
should be the conduit; 3.) my obsession with Joy Division, duh.

*

Metaphorically speaking, Joy Division had turned out to be one of the most 
luminescent stars of the 80s. Now, the band was eternal. But none of us 
could have forecast this back then after the lead singer, Ian Curtis, killed 
himself. I mean the band never made it to America. They only released two 
albums. Nevertheless, those albums became one of the major gateways to 
Goth and Electronica. Over the past fifty years, Joy Division’s music had 
crossed over into elevator and shopping mall muzak, had made hundreds of 
cameos in commercials, had been included on motion picture soundtracks, 
had been covered by hundreds of bands all over the planet. Surely a Joy 
Division specialist could break through the communication barriers that 
more sophisticated and scientific attempts had failed to shatter.

	 “It’s time to give a slacker with a penchant for post punk music a chance,” 
I argued in my interview. “You’ve tried all the other music.”
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	 I argued that a Joy Division expert, with a portable phonograph and 
dual-action cassette player, stood a better chance at communicating with 
aliens than anyone from the science community. After all, Goth, Post Punk 
and New Wave genres had stood the test of time. The bands continued 
to be explored and treasured by younger generations. The music crossed 
boundaries. It was still influential. Nobody could’ve predicted that Joy 
Division’s meteoric yet isolated popularity would slowly expand and 
explode like an old star almost fifty years later, but it had. It did. It was. We 
were still basking in the light of Joy Division: the guitar of Bernard Sumner, 
the iconic bass of Peter Hook, the drums of Stephen Morris, the nova of Ian 
Curtis’ life, death, vocals and lyrics.

*

Over the years, as the band’s popularity had grown, it was discovered 
that Ian Curtis’ frenetic on-stage dance moves had resembled the lack of 
control he had had over his body due to a debilitating case of epilepsy. The 
severity of the disease, plus Curtis’ poetic sensibility, love of literature and 
complicated home life informed the dark and tragic themes of alienation 
which his lyrics explored.

	 Gen Xers could relate to alienation. We had raised ourselves. Created  
our own rules. Scoffed at conformity. As adults, nobody was marketing to  
us. The advertising industry had skipped right over us, marketing to our 
kids instead.

	 For those of us born in the mid to late 60s and early 70s, who had 
struggled with adolescence—and had carried those troubles into adulthood 
like a backpack full of spray paint cans and mixtapes—Joy Division and Ian 
Curtis had been life affirming. We were not alone.

	 And now it appeared we were not alone in the universe.

*

Once NASA introduced me as the winner, my life changed. People came out 
of the weeds. Strangers needed favors. Non profits wanted donations. The 
losers were bitter.

	 Old girlfriends called me on my parents’ phone.

	 Nobody pointed out that I wasn’t a trained astronaut. Or a pilot. Or a 
scientist. They were too interested in the prize money to care. The prize 
money was more money than I’d collectively made in my entire life.
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*

I was in a booth in Starlite Coney Island, on the edge of the East Side  
of Flint, when my good friend, who shall remain anonymous because  
of outstanding traffic warrants, put forth some salient points.

	 “People are gonna be pissed, dude.”

	 “How so?”

	 “The hip hop heads. The pop stars. The rappers. Like why not send Harry 
Styles? Or Lil Nas X? I mean who are you? Why not send Megan Thee 
Stallion? Why not send Dolly Parton? Or Taylor Swift? Oh, my God, I can’t 
believe I just said that.”

	 It was shortly after this limited discussion that the brick crashed through 
my parents’ living room window while they were watching Netflix one night. 
Yes, I was living with my parents.

*

The next bull session, as I was fond of calling them, took place over beers at 
Timothy’s Pub:

	 “I think you were right, man.” I hated to admit it. “I think somebody’s 
pissed.”

	 “The brick was probably just a fluke.”

*

But it wasn’t a fluke. The next attempt to derail my good fortune occurred 
shortly before I left for Cape Canaveral. I’m talking about the graffiti on  
our garage door: WATCH YOURSELF, NERD. My confidence was shaken.  
I had just received the second installment of the prize money. This time  
I called Fish. I had known him my whole life. We had grown up on the 
corner of Wisconsin and Cronk, near Kearsley Park. We had played in  
the streets together.

	 Fish was a genius.

	 “It’s obvious, dude. You need muscle.”

	 These days, as a financial planner, he could predict the future. He 
immediately recognized how I should invest my prize money.

	 “You need bodyguards, man. A legit, bonafide security detail. Why not 
invest in your community? Share the wealth, dude. Don’t be such a bitch. 
Hire an East Side gang to protect you. Shit, the feds ain’t doin’ ya any good.”

	 “How?” I asked.
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	 I couldn’t argue with his logic. It was East Side logic born out of  
growing up in a gritty, failed industrial town where desperate people  
did desperate things.

	 “Leave it to me.”

	 The whole idea scared me to death. I had been roughed up pretty bad in 
my teens in front of a 7-Eleven by some street toughs who had purportedly 
been gangbangers, but this had never been proven. When the police called 
the house to coerce me into coming downtown to review a line up of guys 
they’d been trying to nail for months, I passed. My dad held the phone out 
to me. I was sitting at our dining room table, eating Cheerios.

	 “Are you kidding me?” had been my only response.

*

A small contingent of men with complicated tattoos and shaved heads 
hand-selected by Fish accompanied me to Cape Canaveral. At first, NASA 
balked at the idea, but when I offered to return a portion of the prize 
money, they fell in line.

	 Fish also advised me to lobby for a break dancer, so we held our own 
contest. I think NASA thought it was just a publicity stunt, but we weren’t 
messing around. Gen X didn’t play.

	 “I mean if you think about it, Ian Curtis was sort of a break dancer.”

	 “Dude, Ian Curtis was definitely not a break dancer.”

	 “Yeah, but those moves.”

	 “That wasn’t break dancing.”

	 “Well, that’s my advice. I think a break dancer would help you get your 
message across to, um, like, whatever, man.”

	 The winner, who wound up being a wiry fifteen-year-old girl of African 
American and Filipino descent from the Bronx, was coming along. Between 
Joy Division’s haunting music and existential lyrics and a break dancer’s 
defiance of gravitational forces, we would communicate with the alien 
cosmonauts.

*

The break dancer’s name was Jasmine. Her moves were as quick and fluid 
as the strokes of graffiti that crisscrossed the subways of New York City, and 
in a strange way, her break dancing did sort of remind me of Ian Curtis’ 
unforgettable stage moves.
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	 I flew her and her mother down to Cape Canaveral on my own dime. 
At NASA’s insistence, I was the contact between the government and her 
family. This seemed unorthodox to me, but I did not question it out loud. 
And for better or worse, I failed to tell her family that we weren’t actually 
going to be strapped into a rocket.

	 The space ship that would attempt to intercept the interstellar object  
had left a long time ago.

*

For months on end, there were repetitive treadmill tests with electrodes 
and a breathing apparatus, flight simulator sessions, zero gravity training, 
strength training, health and hygiene education, IQ testing, seminars 
dedicated to problem solving for surviving emergencies. In one of the 
seminars, Jasmine impressed a room full of NASA aerospace engineers  
by creating an effective patch out of wire sheathing for a torn space suit  
in three and a half minutes flat.

*

One afternoon we found ourselves sipping iced lattes at a Dunkin’s in  
Coco Beach. The days of R and R had been rare. 

	 “Now let me get this bullshit straight. The rocket is gone?” Jasmine had 
questions. “How can the damn rocket be gone?”

	 We were late for our Pilates class. Jasmine had passed all of the fitness 
exams, but I was still working on my core because you couldn’t just point a 
laser gun at a beer gut and make it disappear.

	 “Yeah, it’s been gone.”

	 “Can we see it?”

	 “Yeah, dude, we could see it. If they’d let us in mission control. But they 
won’t.”

*

Our Pilates instructor, a middle-aged woman from the West Coast, was a 
science fiction nerd. When I explained that the gang from Flint tagged 
along wherever we went because we were part of a special task force from 
NASA, she asked me on a date. We met at a bar. She reminded me of my 
second wife, but I didn’t go into that. Besides, I wasn’t looking for anything 
serious anymore. I wasn’t cut out for relationships. Joy Division’s most 
popular song, “Love Will Tear Us Apart,” had been one of my personal 
anthems for years.
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	 While we waited for our shrimp, the conversation centered around Star Trek.

	 “You really think it’s teleportation?” I said. I’d never been a big Star 
Trek fan, but I could visualize the depiction of Spock beaming Bones’ and 
Captain Kirk’s particles down to the rocky terrain of unexplored planets 
inhabited by scaly beings who resembled mashups of humans and reptiles.

	 The mission, of course, was classified and I had signed a stack of forms. 
“Maybe it’s something else,” I said.

	 If the rocket was gone, she surmised, and you’re catching up with it 
later, then NASA had to have developed a way of breaking us down and 
reconfiguring us someplace else.

	 “Oh, they’re breaking us down,” I chortled. My abdomen was killing me.

	 Many unknowns remained. The only thing I had heard was that they  
had successfully rolled a tennis ball back and forth, as if the whole thing 
was a game.

	 “I’m not at liberty to talk about the mission,” I said, plucking a blackened 
shrimp from a skewer with greasy lips.

	 My ignorance of the project, which I passed off as loyalty—which Gen 
Xers doled out very infrequently—was a deal breaker. The night ended 
in the parking lot. I did not get invited to share an Uber back to her cozy 
beach-side condo. No nightcap. No lapping waves on wet, warm sand 
between our toes.

	 “Let’s go, homies,” I said to my bodyguards as we watched her white 
Camaro turn out of the parking lot. The mufflers growled. “This night’s 
officially over.”

	 It was quiet for a moment. We could hear semis on the Coco Beach 
causeway.

	 One of my bodyguards, who was a man about my age with colorful 
scorpions wriggling up his arms, broke the moment. “Dude, we’re not  
your homies. We just work for you.”

*

It was about this time Fish contacted me to tell me it was him who had 
thrown the brick through my parents’ window.

	 “What the heck, dude!” I was livid.

	 His calm response: “You owe me big time, man.”

	 It was more of that East Side logic.
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*

The bodyguards proved their worth on the final day. As our van headed for 
NASA’s headquarters for the main event, it was nearly run off the road by 
a white stretch limo carrying gang members from a Miami mafia who had 
been hired by a prominent LA recording artist and his partner. The couple 
was furious. As the limo driver swerved into our lane, the tinted windows 
came down so the famous recording artists could hurl glasses of champagne 
at the silver NASA Sprinter.

	 “They’re wasting good champagne,” I shouted.

	 Fearless Jasmine giggled.

	 As the van screeched to a halt, our East Side bodyguards quickly exited 
the vehicle and fanned out around it. Likewise, men rolled out of the limo. 
A face-off ensued. Sunlight glinted off the cold metal of the guns which 
were brandished.

	 “Give ’em this,” I instructed one of our men, handing him a briefcase full 
of cash that I’d been saving for just such a predicament.

	 The famous LA couple were beside themselves as their hired guns walked 
away from the scene. What had the couple hoped to achieve anyway? There 
was no way they could replace us. They lacked the preparation. They held a 
significant place in the entertainment history of the 21st Century, but they 
hadn’t been born for this particular moment. This moment belonged to me 
and Jasmine, thanks to my knowledge of Joy Division. The other musical 
genres would surely have another day if Jasmine and I could successfully 
communicate with whatever was driving the object which was slicing 
through space toward our cosmic neighborhood.

*

By now Jasmine and I had been fully prepared for crossing over. As we met 
in a large conference hall in front of generals, scientists and politicians to 
take a few scripted questions from reporters, I was nervous. Sweat soaked 
my armpits.

	 NASA had finally revealed the secrets of our undertaking to the world, 
and it would not involve teleportation as our Pilates instructor had hoped.

	 Many of the newspapers ran variations of the following headline: A Walk 
in Space and Time Unlike Any Walk on the Moon. They were of course 
referring to Neil Armstrong’s walk on the moon. I had just been born when 
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he had gone for that stroll. Jasmine hadn’t existed. Obviously, Armstrong 
was not from my generation.

	 I wondered how many people were following this event. I wondered 
if anyone cared. I thought about how history might look back on us. I 
wondered where I’d end up when it was over.

	 It was hoped that Jasmine would not have to wear the special reflective 
suit when she danced, but she had practiced in it for months in case it was 
necessary. Whatever happened, I knew her moves would be just as fluid 
in space as they were in the street in front of her brick row house in the 
Bronx. As for myself, I was prepared to spin the song, “She’s Lost Control,” 
from Joy Division’s debut album, Unknown Pleasures.

*

Like the Gen Xer I am, I struggled like hell to stifle the emotions I was 
experiencing as we were escorted to the stage. The stage resembled a 
boxing ring. A doorway was positioned in the center, but we had to trust 
this information. Blinding light possessing a savage force poured out of 
the opening. Our visors protected our eyes, but we couldn’t really see 
much. The noise coming from the opening was mind-numbing, resembling 
hundreds of trains screaming through a tunnel.

	 A voice came over the loud speakers: “Whenever you’re ready. Take your 
time. Continue holding hands. Remember, it’s only a few steps.”

	 We had been promised that the interior of the space ship, which was 
only about thirty-three million miles away from Earth at this point, was 
just beyond the screaming light. My senses swam like electrons circling 
the nucleus of an atom. I clung to my coaching, all those months of mental 
gymnastics. The hypnotic voices of the NASA psychologists clashed in my 
head. Clutching Jasmine’s hand as if regressing—as if I were in fact the 
child here—I fought hard to remember how I had listened to Joy Division 
as a teenager, alone in my bedroom, how the music had walked the fear, 
sadness and punk rock angst beyond my teenage body. Ian Curtis’ lyrics 
and personal struggles had always made me feel seen in a life I was leaving 
behind, a world in which I hadn’t felt I had ever truly belonged for more 
than a couple of decades.

	 Men wearing protective suits identical to ours guided us up the steps 
attached to the stage. Everything around us was blotted out by the brilliance 
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of all that frenetic energy. The disembodied voice on the loud speaker had 
switched to comms in our helmets.

	 “That’s it, now.” The voice was robotic. Knowing deep down this was the 
moment my generation had been waiting for, I hoped it wouldn’t turn away. 
The comms crackled. It was impossible to tell if I was still holding Jasmine’s 
hand. And then the voice was back, saying, “In fifteen—twenty steps tops—
you’ll arrive.”
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A kiss of truth - by Jenifer Veloso

We’ve overestimated our level of consciousness 
in matters of levels of importance.  
We are the only species that believes our consciousness is superior,  
colonizing the earth and committing constant genocide.

The Keweenaw people say, 
“We have no fear of global warming. Mother Earth has lived for billions of 
years before us, and she will continue after us.”

They believe their duty is to protect and care for their sister tribes in the 
sea, sky, and the tribes that roam the land. 

Roots and branches have intertwined with sand and wind for 5,000 years.  
Human life expectancy barely lasts a century. 
And yet, we close the heavens of others with ignorant impulsivity. 

[Matter cannot be created or destroyed] 
Where do our souls deserve to go 
after the sins we’ve committed,  
finally, demand their toll. 

Research reveals avalanches of DMT greet us when we die and  
when we are born.  
[a kiss from the universe on our way in, on our way out].  

The Kisêdjê people know — because Nature takes care of us,  
we must serve her. 
And yet, the Earth will find her way to live,  
even if she must burn and erase us. 

I have heard the billion-year-old mountain stretch and yawn when  
her back grew stiff. 
I have felt the weight of billion-year-old water lift me. 
I have seen the sky split and scream, summoning fire to rise from  
mud and set ablaze fields and forests.

A kiss of truth
Jenifer Fernandes Veloso



22

I have witnessed Mother Earth's generosity, again and again.

She has sent her warnings with her chariot-led forces, but the greedy 
ignore all her commanders, soldiers, and spies. 

The whales remember and seek vengeance. 
The elephants remember and visit the graves of their dead. 
The castanheiras provide comfort and sing to their suffering.

And humans, we believe our level of consciousness is the summit  
of evolution. 
But when Earth calls me back to her, I will feel her embrace,  
and feel her soul and mine intertwining for eternity,  
below the mountains, below the trees,  
where I have always belonged.
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One Tufted Bird
Excerpts from Daybook of a Difficult Year

Jan Worth

Can a day be old fromCan a day be old from

its wan first light? Here

it comes again…sun struggling

to clear the horizon –

its ancient circumference

blurred by bulky

overcoats of clouds.

Down here in our stuffy

small rooms we feel

elderly, too, 

pushing off the

long night’s bedspreads

and angst-filled dreams

our bodies groaning but

still hungry for light, 

finally sweeping blinds open

for whatever we can get. 

How many ways are thereHow many ways are there

to say I am anxious I am

worried I am ill at ease

I am lonely I am untethered

I am lost for words and

trying on for size the me

that needs a savior for

these fraying nerves?

The shrink says

go ahead, so this morning

I reached for the bottle
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first thing.

Standing half naked in the

cold upstairs bathroom

staring at my new haircut

In the mirror I think maybe my face

looks younger now, as

young as it will ever be…

But no, that is a somebody

I barely recognize, in those eyes

hope an icicle dripping

slowly off a gutter’s edge.

What astonished you today,What astonished you today,

the hearty guru asks.

Nothing, I insist, resisting

his ecstasies, hoping

to keep a hold on my bitters. 

But then walking in the park,

wait, there were those four deer

leaping ahead of me and they

stopped and stared and I stopped

and stared and felt my

body go quiet in their pause,

my pause, the four seeing me

and not leaping

for a minute, me just breathing

in the quiet snow. 

JigsawJigsaw

I abandoned

a jigsaw puzzle today

because who has 

time to find the

edges, fitting together
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white with white, pink

and brown, in this case,

bits of doggie tongues.

Who said

it would calm me?

Just the opposite.

I have piece after piece

to fit in real life without

this mess on the coffee table.

All my nightmares

are mazes:  I’m lost on my way 

somewhere urgent,

solving problems only dreams

can create. So I pushed all 500 pieces

of the jigsaw into the plastic bag

with furious energy,

folded up the poster of

beagles and hounds, and

stuffed it all back into the box 

to give to Goodwill.

On a day I am meanOn a day I am mean

to my husband, I

am alarmed.  It isn’t

the first time.  How bad

is it that sometimes

it feels dangerously good – 

to yell, to mock.  

What has happened

to me?  A shameful 

relief, to dump my

pique, to insult, to

blame even, but so

often banal, a cliché
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of unimaginative

slights, snides. Is this

quotidian, just the boring

every-day-ness of this life

or am I simply a flawed

crab in the tide pool, 

unholy and unredeemed?

Well, simply a flawed

crab in the tide pool,

unholy and unredeemed:

not a bad place to begin.

But today I found a slide

into kindness, thinking

about old memories and

the idiosyncrasies of us.

Perhaps that is the only

gift to bridge the gap between

disappointment and acceptance.

Just being kind.  Just being kind.

To him.

I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I said, 

taking his hand across the space

between us. He said 

it’s okay.  He said he loves me.

The delicious lovelinessThe delicious loveliness

of other people todayof other people today

Yes, they were all lovely

and filled me up:

protestors, all so angry and

yet happy to be together
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with our signs, 

declarations, outrages, and

wit, handmade and taking

sail in the April wind, the

laughter, the intimate small

talk, the alternating chill and 

warmth of the body of us –

I needed that.  Then 

long chats in the car with two

good women:  all our heartaches

and inside jokes.

And then, the coup de gras,

taking my man to the weed shop

way down Hemphill, 

where he was hailed like Jesus

coming into Jerusalem by all

the sweet kids and where

even I get a surprise

gigantic hug around my whole

body from Jacob, who is 

beautiful and huge.  

I got what I needed today – 

good humans

from morning till night.

There is a more elegant way to

say this but it’s after midnight

and it all left me moored to

the safety of a shore.

In my little universeIn my little universe

there are things you have

To see from the ground up.
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Lying flat on cool

uneven earth at last light, 

Then and only then can you see

under a gentle cluster of leaves,

bloom of the

nodding wake robin

trillium of the woods

flowering there only

if you look beneath,

the garden bed still unraked,

frowsy on the Fifth of May

small revelations in 

the leftover scraps of winter.

No matter how lovely that moon,No matter how lovely that moon,

rolling up from the southeast, rosy

and almost girlish, lighting up the midnight

act of the May budding,

I missed it. Missed the sunset too, touted

on the 11 o'clock news by the weatherman

who almost got fired but fought back

and is so happy now to be telling

us the truth of the moon and the sunsets

far from D.C. The sunset

was pink, he said -- just like the flower moon

which by then was well overhead.

I've been missing my walks because of

a bad leg and ennui; all day I hunkered inside,

dispirited and stuck, eating cheetoes

and watching vampire shows

at 3 in the afternoon. 

The air smelled great when I carted garbage 

out to the compost heap in the dark.  

At least I did that, while the flower moon 
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slid up behind the thick trees

across the street and all I vaguely 

knew was the night was purple with 

what I missed. 

A disappearing normal?A disappearing normal?

On a day of chaos in New York,

In inescapable, abysmal D.C., 

we went our own way.

still the coffees, two of them,

In a cardboard carrier, and

we watched the numbers

fall, fall, fall, while we ate 

our breakfast, hummus for

him and leftover chicken

 for me, and after an hour or so we needed

something besides the news

so we watched last night’s

Wheel of Fortune (the final

answer was “banquet room” 

and even with an extra consonant

the lady didn’t get it) and then

the news still was so bad we

watched last night’s FBI Most

Wanted, until the alienated poisoner

was dead and his son rescued.

We decided to get out for awhile.

I wrestled the wheeled walker into

the back seat and we got Ted to Quest

where they sucked out four vials of blood

for the kidney doctor we’re seeing

next week, and then we filled our tank at the corner BP

and picked up antidepressants 

at Walgreen’s.  He did not remember
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how to get there, but we made it

and he managed the correct turn and

I had enough cash to cover the copay.

I picked up a bottle of gummy D3s while

I was at it, and took a couple and gave

some to him in the car on the way

home.  It was all “normal” for us and

when we got back we sank into 

our chairs but the numbers were still plunging,

So we watched NCIS Origins

And both of us napped for a while—

a sort of narcotic nap, if you ask me,

as if our bodies wanted to forget

all of it and wake up somewhere else,

some other time.  Finally I went for

a walk, my usual walk, with my

friend, and we talked about

writing all around the curbs and

potholes of my favorite route and I 

made a point of telling my friend

how much I like his early

work, even though he finds it

immature, and of course now 

we agree his work has taken on

new layers of nuance.

Back home my husband

was still in his chair and after chicken

sandwiches with mayo and avocado

 I made him a sundae:  

Ice cream, chocolate syrup, sliced

bananas, and a peach half on top.

He said it tasted delicious.

By nightfall the world outside still

was seriously shocked and falling apart, 
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the world as we know it,

and I wonder if this sweet spring day

full of its unremarkable moments

might be a disappearing luxury,

 maybe among the last of its kind.

How to explain howHow to explain how

one morning you wake up

and there’s a tufted little bird

on the feeder and it feels good

to open the blinds and let

the light come in, and all the

little morning chores are

pleasant and the body is

quiet and whatever torments

the days seems for now, a

distant story.  It’s a small

thing, one day in a train of

troubles, but it is one day.
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Nic Custer
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Treating Toxic Male Fragility
…and ending co-dependency

Bob Campbell

[Warning: The following essay contains content that some readers may find, well, 
disturbing. Reader discretion is advised.] 

I want to rap about white men for a moment if that’s cool. Not all of them; 
just a disturbing subset. Think of this way: Although the vast majority of 
mass murderers in the United States have been white men, we also know 
the vast majority white men aren’t mass murderers. Right? So chill and 
hang with me for a bit.

The dudes I’m thinking of are guys who, in certain settings, may wish to 
dap up a brotha like they’re “fam.” They may even roll with hip hop and flow 
easily with those warning-label lyrics – all of them – when rapping alone or 
in the safe company of friends who share roughly the same melanin content 
in their skin.

However, many are also the same dudes who have been and continue to be 
whipped up by demagogues like Donald Trump, the, um, 45th and now 47th 
President, as they struggle with a condition known as Toxic Male Fragility, or 
TMF.

While TMF symptoms have been present for at least several generations 
(more about that later), it reached near epidemic levels in the U.S. around 
the time of the kneeling protest started by now-former NFL quarterback 
Colin Kaepernick and has persisted ever since. A quick recap: Seeking 
to call attention to racial inequality and police brutality against Black 
Americans, beginning in August 2016 (a presidential election year, by the 
way) and into the first Trump administration, Kaepernick waged a silent 
protest by kneeling the during the playing of the Star-Spangled Banner 
before the start of NFL games. The protest was not widespread initially. But 
as it continued into the 2017 season, more than 200 other players would 
later join Kaepernick after Trump demanded team owners to fire players 
who protested. 

Never mind that Kaepernick modified his method of protest from sitting 
during the song to kneeling at the suggestion of a supportive former 
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Green Beret, with whom he’d spoken and whose opinion he valued greatly. 
That didn’t stop Trump, TMF-in-Chief, from seizing on the protest and 
transforming it into something else altogether. 

Trump shows particular zeal in going after Black people of a certain stature, 
most notably in trying to challenge the citizenship of Barack Obama. In a 
twisted way, his unfunny and abhorrent antics call to mind Yogurt’s advice 
to Lone Starr in the Mel Brooks’ comedy Spaceballs. “Use the Schwartz!” 
Yogurt says. In a similar vein, whenever Trump, in his little mind, faces some 
adversity, an apparition of the diminutive Alexander H. Stephens appears 
on his shoulder to urge: “Use the racism!”

Kaepernick’s protest was initially pushed as an affront to the American flag. 
However, this symbolic argument didn't gain much momentum, possibly 
because those who might have been offended had no issues with Robert 
Ritchie Jr., in his grungy Kid Rock persona, wearing a desecrated flag like 
a dashiki or admiring a buxom blonde babe in a revealing stars-and-stripes 
bikini. A current example of U.S. flag desecration by a “real patriot” on the 
Right is the stars-and-striped handkerchief that Pete Hegseth stuffs into 
the breast pocket of his ill-fitting suits that he wears to cover up his white 
Christian nationalist tattoos. (By the way, Pete, I know a terrific tailor here 
in town I could recommend, that is, if you were fam and not afflicted with 
TMF.)

So what did the TMF-in-Chief do next? Trump, a non-veteran whose daddy 
finagled draft deferments for alleged bone spurs during the Vietnam War 
and who has subsequently disparaged the service and sacrifice of those 
who’ve served and died, upped the stakes. Kaepernick’s actions as well as 
that of the other professional Black athletes who joined in was conflated as 
an assault on our veterans. But you see what the TMF-in-Chief did there, 
right? The subliminal message was clear: white men aren’t being accorded 
the respect and deference they so richly deserve in “making America great.” 
Moreover, cadres of TMF sufferers, many non-veterans themselves, became 
eager co-signers of the faux outrage.

Ever noticed how military veterans – the real, true warriors and not those 
who simply play one on Sundays – are almost always shown as white men? 
Archival footage of our greatest military triumphs in the twentieth century, 
be it in black-and-white or in living color, is rife with the gallantry of white 
dogfaces. It’s not criticism necessarily, just a fact, given the truly unequal 
way our society was structured when most of that History Channel-esque 
footage was shot. 
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Moreover, some of today’s white guys stricken with the same Toxic Male 
Fragility as the TMF-in-Chief may be the sons, grandsons, great-grandsons 
or relatives of the heroic men who stormed the beaches of Normandy and 
island-hopped across the Pacific through bloody battles on their way to 
Japanese mainland. And they tell themselves over and over: These guys – 
white men – paved the way and did the heavy-lifting in ensuring freedom, 
justice and the galactic funk for all in the U.S. How dare a bunch of coddled 
Black millionaires, who play a candy-ass brand of football on artificial turf, 
often inside climate-controlled stadiums, desecrate the honor of those 
men? Why, they wouldn’t know sacrifice if it hit ‘em upside the helmet. 
From there, it’s not much of a leap to start labeling them as “ingrates” while 
providing a convenient way to ignore the real issue.

The Vietnam War seems to hold a special place in their imaginations. In 
fact, Sylvester Stallone and Chuck Norris each re-fought the war for us 
in their movies, and this time the outcome was clear: the good guys won. 
Yet even in the more realistic and fact-based movies, the overwhelming 
dominance of white men for TMF sufferers must A.) not be questioned,  
and B.) be revered, above all else. 

Earlier this year, I became embroiled in one of those infamous Facebook 
discussions with a bunch of dudes I don’t know from Adam about the 
movie “When We Were Soldiers.” The film depicts  the Battle of the Ia 
Drang Valley at Landing Zone X-ray where the first major clash between 
the U.S. and North Vietnamese forces took place in November 1965. The 
original post stated how it was the most realistic combat movie ever about 
the war, with nearly all commenters expressing strong support for the claim. 
I’ve seen the movie several times, and have largely enjoyed it. But, boy, did 
I strike the proverbial hornets’ nest by simply commenting that there were 
far more Black soldiers involved in the battle than were depicted in the 
movie. About 31% of the ground combat soldiers in Vietnam were Black  
in the early years of the war, with a casualty rate of 24-25%. 

To be fair, there were a few comments of support for my post about the 
omission. Still, a swarm of hornets felt a need to point out how many white 
soldiers died in World Wars 1 and 2. Others chimed in with, well, it’s just a 
movie; “Hollywood messes up all historical facts in lots of movies” – which 
spoke to my point – and the tried-true fallback statement, “we don’t have  
to make every discussion about race.” 

I sighed. 

However, my favorite comment was made by the dude who wrote:
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“Since you are bringing color in it in a movie and talking about facts 
HOW MANY BLACKS FOUGHT IN THE CIVIL WAR TO HELP FREE 
THE SLAVES NONE ZERO ALMOST 400,000 WHITE MEN JOIN THE 
UNION AND FOUGHT AND DIED TO FREE THE SLAVES MORE 
FACTS SINCE YOU BROUGHT COLOR INTO TRUE WAR FACTS” [sic]

When I replied that about 200,000 Black men fought in the Civil War, and 
then inquired about why he was so “triggered by the fact the role of Black 
soldiers was excluded,” the dude shifted to complaining about the Black 
WNBA player Angel Reese and how Caitlin Clark, who’s white, is so  
much better.

Well, I still had some free time to kill and couldn’t let that pass. So I 
replied: “[Name], we’re talking about the need to respect and reflect the 
contributions of those who served and sacrificed in the military. Your hang 
ups about Black professional athletes is unrelated to the topic. However, I 
do encourage you to get some help for dealing with your racial insecurities. 
Peace out.” That concluded our back-and-forth.

I included portions of the Facebook debate to illustrate the currency of 
TMF. Secretly, I suspect the afflicted look at themselves in the mirror each 
morning and continue to wonder if they’re made of the same stuff as the 
old man or the old man’s old man. And while presumably grateful for 
those who serve currently, the foreign engagements of today’s professional 
military somehow seem to pale in comparison to the epic battles fought by 
yesterday’s citizen soldiers who put their lives on hold to defeat the threat 
of worldwide fascism. Not only that, in the words of some, “we don’t win at 
all anymore; we don’t win anything.”

A few years ago, a neighbor who I’d met on our subdivision’s Facebook page 
came by to pick up an older model treadmill the wife and I were unloading. 
Upon the arrival of him and his wife, I noticed a Combat Infantryman 
Badge (CIB) penned on the left-front of his ball cap. 

“I see you have a CIB on your hat,” I said, glancing at the wartime medal. 
“Yeah, my father earned one of those in World War 2.”

(Background: The CIB is awarded to a U.S. Army infantryman assigned to 
an infantry unit engaged in active ground combat with an enemy force. The 
recipient must have been personally present and under hostile fire while 
serving in the assigned unit.)

The pudgy neighbor with a dad-bod build appeared caught off guard by my 
remarks. Was he surprised about my father’s military service, which involved 
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direct combat against Nazi soldiers? Or was it a surprise that I even knew 
what a CIB is? Perhaps he was embarrassed, realizing that I probably knew 
the decoration is most certainly not worn on a hat but on the left chest of 
an Army uniform. I don’t recall the neighbor saying where he had served  
to earn the decoration. Iraq or Afghanistan maybe? Those conflicts would  
fit his age-range. Or was it a case of stolen valor?

So, how did this happen? I mean how did the children and grandchildren 
of the generation that defeated two world powers and fascism, choose to 
elect a draft dodger as president, come to reward the “debate culture” of 
talking over people where the whole point isn’t to listen, learn and respond 
but to only have your say as loud and aggressively as you wanna be!, and 
where some crackling dude can take smarmy pride in being called a “Nazi” 
on a nationally televised cable network show? 

I’m inclined to blame it on the ‘60s, man. That was the beginning, it  
seems, of the slide of the white male psyche into bear-market territory.  
I recall hearing the lament of a Vietnam vet who, in the early days of the 
war, thought American servicemen would be greeted with flowers, smiling 
women and kisses upon liberating hamlets much like their fathers were in 
France, Belgium Luxembourg and Italy, as shown in those black-and-white 
WW2 newsreels. 

There was also the Civil Rights movement, sexual revolution and women’s 
lib, “peace with honor” in Vietnam, the Arab Oil embargo and the Iranian 
hostage crisis. Once joined in a threesome with the hold-over, true believers 
of “segregation today, segregation tomorrow, segregation forever” and the 
Christian Right, the affliction metastasized.

Hey, dudes, I get it. It’s not easy being a man, living in the long shadow of 
the Greatest Generation. I, too, have questioned myself from time to time. 

Could I, like my father and the men of his generation and grandfather’s 
generation, have marched off to Europe and Asia to fight for a country that, 
at the time, had zero fucks to give about me, and people like me? Could 
I have sat stoically at a lunch counter while a raving, snarling white mob 
talked shit, punched, kicked and spat on me? Would I have had the courage 
to run away from enslavement to God knows where, perhaps abandoning 
my family in the process? Could I have survived the Middle Passage?

Nevertheless, I’m prescribing 1,619 milligrams of the following antidote: 
In our ongoing quest to build a more perfect Union, rather than focusing 
on who contributed the most in order to claim and hold the top spot for 
all times, perhaps a better approach is to learn from the codes of conduct 
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established by our forefathers – all of fathers, that is – during their times of 
crisis. Whether it was during armed conflict, peaceful resistance, or other 
challenges, respecting the true diversity that has made our country the envy 
of much of the world is essential, regardless of what the TMF-in-Chief and 
his minions may say.

In doing so, that’s when you really appreciate the power of our American 
story, which is: It’s not all about you, dude! It’s about us all.

That means white men are not and will not be the hero of all the chapters; 
nor are they the ever-present villains. Only an unscrupulous peddler of a 
poisonous elixir for those battling Toxic Male Fragility would try to convince 
you to believe otherwise. So, please, remain chilled. 

In closing, I was born for such a time as this to help raise awareness and 
offer a cure. Yes, help is available for the white men afflicted with TMF, and 
for the women who love them.
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This World Is Not My Home
Connor Coyne

I. ON CLOWNS

I like clowns.

	 I’ll clarify: I like clowns in the classic sense: cartoon-faced dolls and 
dandies, grinning and weeping with exaggerated gestures, pratfalls, fake 
flowers, powdered faces, foam noses. They make me laugh, with them and 
at them and at myself and all together. That is to say: I like clowns in a 
straightforward, uncomplicated way.

	 It seems like everyone else now either hates clowns or likes them 
ironically. In fact, the most famous clowns these days, and certainly the 
most successful, are the killers who adopt a clown’s couture to testify to 
their alien and criminal insanity: DC’s Joker and Stephen King’s Pennywise, 
for example. For me, the most persuasive of these is Kefka Palazzo from 
Final Fantasy VI. That clown’s body and mind were shattered in a magical 
experiment that stripped him of his empathy but left his intelligence, and 
intelligence without empathy is a deadly absurdity. I found Kefka far more 
plausible – and frightening – than either the Joker or Pennywise. 

	 Still, I prefer the innocent clowns I saw as a kid at the Shrine Circus 
when it came to the IMA Sports Arena in Flint. Those clowns were foolish, 
not threatening. They stumbled around the main ring, somewhere between 
the man who put his head in a tiger’s mouth and the trapeze artists. They 
weren’t daring or impressive. They got into a lovers’ spat, but their love was 
sincere. They shook their fingers when slighted. They cried when rejected. 
They didn’t laugh at themselves or each other. We laughed at them. Their 
whole point was to make us laugh at their foolishness.

	 And oh, aren’t we the fools? Don’t we shake our fingers when slighted? 
Don’t we cry when rejected? We don’t laugh at ourselves or each other. This 
is all too serious to laugh at. Someone, far away, or deep in the future, will 
laugh at us. They will find our words or actions exaggerated, dated, probably 
in poor taste, maybe even vile. They will laugh at us from afar and we won’t 
even notice, we’ve been taking ourselves too seriously.

A clown is versatile.



40

A clown knows an audience, kind of like a desert hermit knows God, 
without seeing it. They can conform their acts and actions by intuition, 
training, and heart.

	 Maybe Kefka and the Shrine clowns find common cause in this: a clown 
is not foolish because isn’t absurd behavior appropriate in an absurd 
universe? Isn’t clowning recognition? Aren’t the serious and the pedestrian 
the real fools? Is clowning, even, an act of courage? Wasn’t Isaiah clowning 
when he got sawed in half like some underpaid magician’s assistant, hiding 
in the hollowed-out trunk of a tree? 

	 (And isn’t this a trite point that has been made often (and better) 
elsewhere?)

	 (Well… trite and true are not mutually exclusive.)

	 We say that fools rush in where angels fear to tread; that’s us.

	 The jester dunks on the tyrant in ways his powerful allies (and 
adversaries) wouldn’t dare; that scans.

	 The Major Arcana begins with a Fool and ends at the World, so you can’t 
find the world without a fool.

II. ON SIDEWINDERS

	 “The Sidewinder Sleeps Tonight” is a strange song on a strange, strange 
album. R.E.M.’s eighth LP, Automatic for the People doesn’t get enough credit 
for how peculiar it really is. It gets a pass due to the somber gravity of its 
many ruminations on loss and mortality. That’s your “Try Not to Breathe,” 
and your “Sweetness Follows,” and your “Find the River,” and let’s not get 
started on “Everybody Hurts.” Even if you don’t like these songs (though 
most of us do), you have to describe the whole set as “ruminations on loss 
and mortality,” and what’s more universal and relatable than that?

	 But this is also an album that foregrounds kink by substituting “star” for 
“fuck,” that talks about George H.W. Bush vomiting on the prime minister 
of Japan (yes, that really happened), and that launched amid rumours that 
purportedly not-strictly-straight frontman Michael Stipe had gotten AIDS, 
at a time when the world was still reeling from the fact that super-straight 
Magic Johnson got HIV (Michael Stipe is not straight, nor is he HIV+). 
The biggest singles on the album repudiated suicide and resurrected Andy 
Kaufman. The only song with any distortion is the one about Bush vomiting. 
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It's a weird album.

	 And “Sidewinder” might be the weirdest of the bunch.

	 Like, “The Sidewinder Sleeps Tonight”? What does that even mean?  
Is it a song about a snake?

	 It’s a reference that will be lost to most Millennials, almost everyone born 
after the year 2000, and frankly, I don’t think many of my fellow Gen Xers 
bothered to figure it out either.

	 The title is a clear play on The Tokens’ one-hit wonder “The Lion Sleeps 
Tonight.” That song (which we mostly remember for the catchy cadence 
“a wimoweh a wimoweh”) is itself an adaptation of South African singer 
Solomon Linda’s song "Mbube about a cattle rancher chasing off lions. 
A lot of the story in “Mbube” is lost in the Tokens’ version, which doesn’t 
make a whole lot of sense (“in the jungle, the mighty jungle, the  
lion sleeps tonight”) but fortunately, Michael Stipe has reintroduced a 
narrative, albeit a very different one.

	 “This here is the place where I will be staying.  There isn’t a number.  
You can call the pay phone. Let it ring a long, long, long, long time.”

	 So the sidewinder is the payphone, the armored cord curved like the 
snake’s back, its rings like scales, sleeping; that is, whoever he’s waiting  
for isn’t calling.

	 She isn’t calling.

	 And he’s getting desperate, staying awake, waiting for this call: “I need 
something more sub-sub-sub-substantial: a can of beans or black-eyed peas, 
some Nescafé and ice, a candy bar, a falling star, or a reading from Doctor 
Seuss.” There’s clearly some drama afoot, too: “Call me when you try to 
wake her up,” though it doesn’t get any more specific than that.

	 Is the protagonist waiting at a sleazy motel to hear from his ex-lover’s 
mom when she tries to nudge his paramour from her coma?  Who can say? 
That’s as good an explanation as any.

	 But we never find out. Nobody calls. The sidewinder sleeps all night.  
And Michael’s narrator, lovelorn or not, is stuck sitting by this payphone 
 all night, waiting for a call that never arrives.

	 Who’s the clown now?
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III. ON KATYDIDS

	 In Michigan, August is the month that makes fools of us all.

	 We all know, from an early age, that every month has either 30 or 31 days 
(except February, which has 28, but seems to take fucking forever, and how 
absurd is that?). 

	 We are accustomed to the seasons and mostly used to seeing them race 
by. The pear trees spout white blossoms, and suddenly they are swallowed 
by leaves. The fireflies flicker for a minute or two but the next week they 
have vanished into July’s velvet darkness. The seasons here – and especially 
the warmer ones – can sometimes seem so fleeting that they’re like a one 
stoplight town, and you’ll blink twice and find that your year – your life – 
has flashed past at an unspeakably great velocity.

	 But then August tricks us, like any good jester does. (This is, for what 
it’s worth, why I don’t place any stock in astrology; I’m not convinced that 
stellar and planetary alignment has any bearing on my Self, but if it did, 
then Leo would be a trickster, and he’s not, he’s bold and brass, and I 
simply don’t find that convincing.) 

	 Granted, August doesn’t look like a trickster. The leaves are as full and 
hale as they’ll ever get. The skies are deep and depthless and their depth 
is augmented by those billowing clouds. The light is still everbright, but it 
takes on a golden sheen, and now the sun is setting sooner. But we have 
trained ourselves in transience. This will be over in a second, maybe two.

	 Only it’s not.

	 The cicadas, the crickets, and the katydids have a persistence and 
resilience that surprises us. After the fleeting flights of the butterflies and 
the fireflies (the damselflies and dragonflies!) we’re not expecting them to 
hang around for long, but here they are, invisible but creaking away out 
in some tree or bush, day after day, night after night, week after week, in 
succession, reminding us that we’re not special and that we’re not alone: 
there’s plenty of living things out there, and they’ll make all the noise  
they want, and we’ll just have to deal with it… forever.

	 That’s how they fool us.

	 Right when we’ve accepted that they’ll be there forever, and that we’ll 
linger forever in a late summer haze, some golden shimmer in the fast-
falling dusk, something pleasantly burning out there –  naphtha, charcoal, 
cukes, and zukes – it leaves. Suddenly it’s September – 30 days short – and 



43

the nights will be longer than the days, and the leaves will die from  
the trees, and then comes the long and bitter cold. It’s coming.

	 Who’s the fool now?

IV. ON GRIEF

	 Someone dear to me once loved clowns, unironically, as I do. She 
collected small crown figurines and put them into a small display 
cabinet in her house, which later became tangled and unmanageable, 
a labyrinth of liquor bottles and discarded hypodermic needles, and so 
many secrets nobody else learned, or bandaged, or healed, or heard. It 
was hard, that house. To be in. And she died tragically. Alone. It wasn’t a 
death anyone would want. And I ache for her, constantly. But she loved 
clowns. Unironically. So maybe there was some slight consolation in her 
acknowledgment of the absurdity of her situation. Like maybe the whole 
story was something she could smile at, privately, alone, as she might smile 
at Marceau or Bozo or even Kefka. Isn’t absurd behavior appropriate in an 
absurd universe? 

	 Tonight, someone else dear to me wept upon my shoulder, and it was 
so open, raw, vulnerable, nescient.  “Nescience” is one of the least known 
and most underrated words in the English language. Nescience isn’t mere 
ignorance, which is not knowing obvious things, and “you ought to know 
better.” Nescience is Eden before the fall, and so you are in the world, 
and you believe, understandably, that things are going to make sense. That 
things are going to add up! And then, one day, you learn that they don’t. You 
step out into the world again… because you have to. Now you know better. 
You aren’t nescient any more. You see things as they really are. You see the 
pain, the loss, the diminishment, the end. You see the absurdity. You become 
a clown.

	 So this wonderful human saw that time is fleeting, that each breath brings 
us closer to death, and that we never really get to go back at all – not only  
to home, but to anywhere we have been before. We are constantly on the 
move, and nothing stays the same, and everything often changes, and  
often, it seems, it changes for the worse.

	 *Cue the book burnings, the concentration camps, and thick-soled 
soldiers’ boots kicking up dirt in our much-abused American cities.*

	 *The sun goes down. Listen for the katydids.*
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	 *The katydids are gone.*

	 *They laid their eggs and died, and now it’s quiet at night.*

	 And so we grieve.

V. ON CLOWNING

	 Nobody seems to really know the origins of the lyrics in the old Gospel 
standard “This World Is Not My Home.”

	 The closest scriptural source we get is Hebrews 13:14, which says (in the 
New American version), “for here we have no lasting city, but we seek the one 
that is to come.” A similar sentiment, perhaps, but different in the particulars.

	 The lyrics of the song were made official by Albert E. Brumley in 1919, 
but like every good story about ghosts and aliens, it existed in an oral form 
long before that. It’s the interplay of the cosmic with the Catholic that most 
enchants me. I like to think that the song might have been penned by an 
extraterrestrial Catholic, but that’s just base speculation on my part.

	 The meanings aren’t that abstruse:

If, as in the religious meaning, you are born into this world, live here on this 
battered and broken earth in a universe that hates life for a healthy span of 
seventy or eighty years as a prelude to an eternity in heaven, then you might 
sincerely say: “this world is not my home.”

	 Then again, Warren Defever of the Livonia alt rock projique His Name 
Is Alive looked at the lyrics through an extraplanetary lens: if you were 
a species from outside of the solar system and you assimilated into the 
human population in order to observe and study it, you might also sincerely 
say: “this world is not my home.”

	 At this point, I’m not sure what else I can say about all of this. I am a 
(mostly) observant Catholic, but I also love both His Name Is Alive and 
R.E.M. I acknowledge the wisdom of both “This World Is Not My Home” 
and “The Sidewinder Sleeps Tonight.” We’re all sitting up all night next  
to dormant pay phones, waiting for phone calls that never come, and we’re 
also moving through a too quick life in an exhausting, absurd world where 
basic facts don’t add up.

	 We are all clowns, which is likely – I figure – why the geis of modernity 
has no tolerance for clowns unless they are caustic, sociopathic, murderous 
clowns.
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	 It just hits too close to home.

	 Perhaps I was born for such a time as this because I like clowns.

	 Like a clown, I am a fool, a sincere fool, an absurdity in a place that is 
absurd.

	 And now, knowing that I am absurd, I can get down to the real business 
of being kind and good, as best as I can, for the innocent and the vulnerable 
in a common orbit.

	 It won’t work perfectly, of course. Nothing works perfectly. Everything is 
absurd, and nothing adds up.

	 But at least a clown can try.
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