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about the magazine

_______________________________________________

We conceptualize a “perch” as both a higher vantage point from which
to survey an area and gain a new perspective as well as a place upon
which to rest. Our magazine’s goal is to offer a forum for listening to
many different voices. We also chose the title The Perch because we are
a publication of the Yale Program for Recovery and Community Health
(PRCH) at the Yale School of Medicine, Department of Psychiatry.
Our section for visual and multimedia art is called The Parachute
Factory, a gesture towards the history of the building where YalePRCH is housed, which was used to manufacture parachutes during
World War II and which currently serves as a gallery space. We hope
our magazine provides a comfortable space for risk-taking in the arts
and self-expression, much like a parachute allows for soft landings,
even amidst the harshest territory.
_______________________________________________

If you are interested in submitting work for an upcoming issue,
please visit our webpage at http://www.yale.edu/prch/ThePerch.html
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about this issue

_______________________________________________

Over the past year, we’ve wrestled with what it means to be a literary
magazine published by a mental health research group. In this issue,
every piece is about or connects to mental health in some way—often
explicitly. While we believe in the necessity of raising up these often
marginalized narratives, we recognize that by bringing such voices
together, we inevitably emphasize their differentness. Yet themes of
suffering, community and recovery are not unique to stories about
mental illness; they are universal experiences that all art draws from.
Just as those with mental health challenges are more than their illness—
are whole, complex human beings—the pieces in this collection are
much more than their subject matter—they are works of art.
In this second issue, we have a special article and commentary that
speaks to how narrative gives life and complexity to the patientphysician relationship. Arthur Frank is a sociologist known for his
scholarship on narrative medicine—including his own story of cancer
survivorship. In his essay he examines “distraction” in modern life—
its threats to relationships and shared meaning and its multiplicities
of meaning and viewpoint. Frank then moves on to the distractions
of modern medicine and their implications for the patient-physician
encounter and humanistic medicine. Larry Davidson, a psychologist
known for his research in recovery from, in, and outside mental
illness, follows with a comment on Frank’s article and on the link
between narrative medicine and medical practice. We hope that these
two pieces add yet another new perspective to The Perch.
_______________________________________________
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AFTER THE
TAKE DOWN
by

The ones I am afraid of have metal teeth,
leather skin, exist behind fences,
wrap their leather arms around me,
then bite.

Beth Filson

Hush, hush…
If only to lay me down in the skin of my mother.
How to say this?
There was an open gate, a way out, and some of us took it.
Migrating butterflies streamed between two fence posts.
We followed. The insane make reason,
I’m telling you. We understand where the fence posts go
and do not place them.
We have no thought for way.
No need. Walking a field is walking a field.
The ones back there –
they are so unfamiliar with self
they must wear name badges
on blouses, coats, smocks
to remember.
Did you know you can spit a name?
You can make a name sound
bitter, and humiliated—make it go taught,
then slack.
You can spit a name out on the floor
and wipe your mouth on a name
and the person’s whose name you drool
can’t do a thing –
as if to touch the center of a soul like a nerve,
as if to grind your teeth on that nerve.
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Beth Filson

DROWNING
by

What if I let it overflow?

Chelsi Robichaud

Trin wondered, her fingers creating tiny whirlpools in the water. She
imagined sailors shipwrecking because of the miniature models of chaos she produced.
The water kept pouring, the surface disturbed by the gushing from the tap.
Her knees were immersed now. Soon her chest would be, too. Then up her neck. Then
there would be no oxygen left to suck in.
“Think about what you’re doing!” a panicked voice cried.
Trin ignored the voice.
If she let the water overflow, she would need to hold her breath.
First inhale. Second. Calm yourself. Steady. Calm your mind.
“Trin!” the voice rose several octaves. “Trin, Trin!”
Breathe, breathe.
The water touched the line of her jaw.
Remember how it feels to breathe.
She plunged her head under the surface. Her lungs felt the pressure.
Don’t shout, she thought. You’ll lose the air. But she knew this. She had done
this dozens of times before.
The water would be spilling onto the floor now, filling the room. She didn’t
open her eyes to check. She needed to be focused. She could only open her eyes when

_*_

she felt the water disappear – when it was just her, and her empty mind.
I needed clarity, and the only way I knew how to find it was by drowning.
I discovered this when I was eight years old. My family and I were visiting
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the oceanside. I found it exciting to swim until the beach was seen only by squinting.
My mother yelled for me to return. Rebellious, I ignored her. The waves lifted me up
to the sky like a tiny mermaid.
But the ocean betrayed me. It wrapped around my skinny leg, and held me
tight in its grip. I was pulled under. Where there had been a feeling of victory, now
there was only a stark fear. I screamed and water filled my lungs. Darkness enveloped
me, and the water twisted me so I no longer knew which direction to swim.
Then, in this absolute horror, I felt soothed. The trivialities of my eightyear-old life seemed to come into focus. Why did I struggle so hard to be the best?
In this realm where no breath existed, you lost. You always lost. Why fight it? It was
pointless.
Eventually I emerged from the water, sputtering and kicking like a bird
set free of its cage. My mother stood crying on the shore, not believing her eyes. She
thought I had died. My father held a flutter board in his hands, as if he were about to
spring into the ocean and rescue me. My sudden appearance seemed to shock him, too,
and relief on both of their faces was clear.
Breath returned. I returned.
My new discovery fascinated me. It wasn’t enough to emerge myself in still
water, like the lake near our home. It needed to be tempestuous. It needed to be alive
and vibrant. It needed to replace that part of me that wasn’t.

_*_

My new enemy became my most intimate friend.
Other kids would float in their pools with their backs to the sky, their bottoms
serving as a kind of buoy.

“What are you doing?” I would ask, confused and intrigued. My friend’s
head would pop up from the water, and she would grin.
“I’m pretending to drown!”
The other children laughed. I did not.
The silence continued. On and on and on and on....silence.
Breathe.
My family and I moved away from the ocean. New life. New beginnings.
New friends.
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But I couldn’t begin anew. I wasn’t even really there. I had left my shadow,
the impression of me, back home.
My father doted on me, for a while. When I turned fourteen, things changed.
He ignored me. It was like I had lost my voice. Eventually I did. I wondered how I had
failed him, what I had done to deserve it. Now I know we were much more similar
than I knew. He had his drowning, too, but he drowned in life whereas I drowned in
its absence.
My father had a sailboat. I remember going out on deck in the mornings. It
would be cold. The fog, tinged almost blue, transported us to another ethereal world.
Childishly, I wondered if this was where he went when his eyes went vacant. When he
“disappeared.”
Every little test, quiz, academic success—I hoped it would redeem me from
whichever inherent failure had become apparent to him. But it never did. I didn’t give
up until it became my prime directive, the thing that fueled my every effort: be the
best.
But what happened once I achieved that? My thoughts never went that far.
In truth, I didn’t think it was possible. Which is why I wasn’t at all prepared for it
when it became a reality.
In my twenties, isolation was comforting. It wasn’t exactly the same as the
ocean, but it was close enough. I read voraciously. I read until pages splintered my
fingers, until my mind was splintered.
The Odyssey became a favorite of mine. Poseidon hated Odysseus, but the
Greek hero kept on trying to get home. Penelope inspired nothing in me. I wished she
would rise up from her throne and go find him. But she didn’t. She just kept spinning.
Spinning, spinning – like the world. Always going round in circles. Endlessly, in
circles.
Then I met Cole. He was wonderful. He filled the spaces with noise, with
words – words I lacked. He was intelligent, too. We were writing our theses for our
Master’s in Physics, dealing with mirroring topics. His mind worked so quickly, and so
in depth. I envied him. I also wished I could press my lips to his closed eyelids.
But things were strictly work. White coats, boring reports. Piles of paper. I
sometimes wished those paper cuts were from him, and not the pages he gave me. I
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desperately wished for a part of him with me. Instead I could only whisper a tiny thank
you.
We became friends. Eventually lived together. “For convenience’s sake,” he
told me, his eyes lighting up as he smiled. His hand pressed to my shoulder, and I
nodded. I wanted it to remain there for hours.
I didn’t know how to speak to him. There’d be nights where I’d know how
to express myself, and the words would be lying in the depths of my throat, sinking,
sinking...sunk. Unable to rise up. I spoke a different language than him. One he could
never decipher.
It wasn’t often that I let myself feel. Feeling doesn’t lead anywhere positive,
anyway. Feelings come like a whirlwind then leave you empty. Mine did. Or were they
his? I couldn’t tell anymore.
Breathe...
Breathing became difficult. I felt the world begin to slip through my fingers.
Where were my books? My things? Where were the ideas, the words, which filled me?
Cole and I were glued to our screens, living to finish our research. So close.
We were so close. I didn’t really expect to be the one to find it. But I did. I finished the
calculations. In front of me were years worth of sweat and effort.
I minimized the window, slowly closing my laptop. I looked over at Cole,
who sighed, rubbing his tired eyes.
I closed mine.
Breathe.
It was over. It was finished. I breathed mindfully, but none of my mediation
practice seemed to matter.
I looked at the Great Wave of Kanagawa our friend had painted on our
bathroom wall, above the tub. It engulfed the room. Soon it would detach from the
realm of illustrations and absorb me.
Disappear...
Could I cry underwater? If I could sob, I would have felt it leave my lips by
now. I could only lose. I needed to freeze this moment – freeze this self. It needed to
exist as a monument for my life’s work. If I lived on now, it would become a memory.
An image. How could I live with that? How could I wake up, breathe...inhale, exhale,
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participate in this movement and unmovement if I had tasted Paradise?
Disappear.
I smiled with my mouth closed. It was real, and I had attained it. All those
years, lying in my bed, wondering if I’d ever be able to touch it – this dream of mine.
Holding my breath until life and death met and I could envision it. The person I would
become. The person I’ve become. The person I will be.
There were days where I would linger in my room, looking at my things
and feeling they did not really belong to me. The piano. The laptop humming in the
darkness, imitating bioluminescent life. Entwining my fingers in my sheets. I didn’t
recognize any of it as mine. It just existed. It belonged to here, but not to me.
DISAPPEAR. I didn’t need the ocean now. The tempest was inside of me.
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DEAR JESUS
by
why can’t the government
give me some money
for the clunker in the driveway
it’ll die soon
& i need to get to work &
get the kids to school
don’t ask me to
buy some $14k ride
that’s just crazy
let me buy another one
to last a few more years
so i can keep going to work &
paying rent, (going crazy
& telling lies) & shit like that
& let’s see about
getting some good
care for my dad
who only sees
shadows, & blue lights & i wonder
(why he is blind &
i don’t take his calls)
who’s taking him to
get groceries
because i can
t (i remember the hidden food
can’t remember if it’s real or not)
& can u see
about getting my hermano
into a good rehab
after this last stint
he’ll be dropped out
at a bus station, & i can’t invite him here
& he’ll sleep at shelters & then
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he’ll (don’t say he’s
gotta be saved
we are all lost
&
fucked
& if he can’t ask
i’m asking for
him)
find old friends
& then he’ll see it’s
all useless & so i don’t blame him
because we all look for release
see, but i can
t
have him here (we all want guns)
& he dreamed the address of his kids
in that little cell, made lukewarm cafe in the shower
but i wonder
if dreams get spiked
with memories
or the other way around who can
tell the difference anymore, he
dreamed them, their address, their house
& sent them letters
& i found them too
it looks like they have that
that
that companion that follows us
& any day now, any day right right right
things will change
& why’d you give us
hope
i’m asking
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Issa Ibrahim

ARTIFICIAL WINGS
by

Susan Lin

The girl came to him, never the other way around. There were no chance
encounters in public arenas. He had no clue where she was living or staying, and
whenever he asked she was nothing but evasive. This was a girl who had clearly
perfected the art of changing the subject a long time ago. Once, after she had exited
his room in her usual abrupt manner, he tried to follow. She led him all over the
small town, which—he quickly learned—was not so small after all. She took detours
through alleyways and then entered a twenty-four hour café where she ordered two
servings of baklava and savored each bite as if it were her last, while he was forced
to wait surreptitiously in the co-ed restroom until she brushed the crumbs from her
hands and left. He couldn’t find his way back to the hostel without asking someone for
directions in his clumsy Turkish. There was a lot of pointing, wild arms gesticulating
this way and that. He wished he’d had the forethought to leave stones marking his
path like a boy in a fairy tale.
A few days later, she showed her face again: a fishbowl grin waiting at his
doorstep, demanding kisses and shelter and another private glimpse inside his belly
button. The latter seemed to be a game to her—a running gag that continued even
after the entertainment value had grown stale—except that she approached the matter
with such somber determination that he began to doubt his initial perception. In
the interest of fairness and equality, he asked to look inside hers as well. Her claims
were outrageous but he was beginning to believe they were true. She knew things she
should not have known. “Show me yours,” he said one day. “Show me right now, or
this stops today.” His voice may have faltered. He wasn’t convinced that he was in any
position to issue ultimatums.
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“Of course.” She shrugged. “All you ever need to do is ask.” If anything, she
seemed insulted that he hadn’t done so earlier. She stripped for him again, and this
time it was agonizingly slow. Her top dangled on the hook of her index finger for
an everlasting second before she let it to drop to the floor. Once again, his eyes were
drawn to the scars along her midriff. It was impossible not to notice them, to wonder
about their history. She looked up and caught him staring. “Well?” She reminded
him of a petulant child, one hand resting on her hip. “You will have to get closer, you
know.”
He knelt, positioning himself in front of her toes. He pressed his forehead to
her stomach and his lips to her abdomen. The action was as clinical as it was intimate,
rivaling the experience of looking into a periscope for the first time and expecting to
see something different than what appeared directly in front of you: an enemy ship
approaching an underwater submarine from above, a stranger hiding in wait around
the corner. Until you knew the scientific explanation, the parts that made up the
apparatus, it all seemed like magic. So much so that you didn’t want to know the secret
behind its operation.
But Colby didn’t have any stories to tell afterwards. Inside her navel, he never
witnessed anything other than bottomless darkness—a shade of black pigment so
pure it was hardly fathomable back then, even if he would see it later in the midnight
sky. Somehow he felt cheated: she was a pair of binoculars on the observation deck
of a famous building and he had inserted the correct coins. But, the city offered no
attractions, no alluring sights.
“I am not surprised,” she said when he complained, and actually waved her
hand dismissively as she said the words. She was reticent in general, but when the
conversation turned to her family, she became even more tightlipped. “My mother has
been gone a long time. Nothing can bring her back now.” A few moments of silence
followed. Then, she added: “Like your dinosaurs!” That last bit made her smile. It
was a complicated smile that hid behind it so many unsaid words. Nevertheless, she
seemed very satisfied with herself for making the comparison. “Dinosaur,” she kept
saying that day, over and over, as if she had never uttered it in her life. “Dine… Oh!
Sore. Dye nose, oar!” She experimented with a variety of pronunciations, stretching
and compressing each syllable this way and that as if she were folding the word, like
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origami paper, into a series of distinct and separate configurations. In her mouth, the
subtle mutations were endless. To top it off, she pantomimed each mangled phrase in
her own private game of Charades. Looking on, Colby wished he had never mentioned
the prehistoric creatures to her. What was the point of shoveling away the dirt that
kept these ancient graves hidden? What new discoveries had they uncovered?
During dinner a week later, he realized that she had not finished. “Die! No,
soar!” she exclaimed without warning. She pretended to stab herself in the stomach
with a pronged fork, slumping forward in her seat before spreading both arms out and
gliding around the island counter in the kitchen, on the verge of flying away, limbs
outstretched like artificial wings. He was so startled by the outburst that he literally
jumped in his chair. A butter knife clattered to the floor. His glass of water overturned.
Surely she had run out of options by now, he thought. But that last creation proved to
be her favorite, and it soon became her battle cry. She used it in the place of silence, as
the expression of unreadable emotion, as conversation filler when she didn’t want to
respond to his questions or react to an observation or statement.
She didn’t speak of her mother again and ultimately he decided it was better not
to ask.
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GROW YOUR ROOTS by

Portia Watson
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File, Xby

Jadyn DeWald

This afternoon, in the mail, I received a torn-up letter
From myself, dated Sept. 1971, instructing me to get
Out of town, trust no one, not even my wife. I started
Shoving clothes into a bag, then ducked out the back
Through the lettuce patch, and hid in Mrs. Prichard’s
Petunias. I could have been in Nam again. A chopper
Circled overhead. In the dappled shade, my light suit
Took on a camo look. I dipped my index fingers into
The black soil. I started to paint my face. It’s strange,
Viewing your house from your neighbor’s flowerbed,
Your wife in your bedroom brushing her golden hair,
But I had my instructions. The Cougar in Bill’s drive
Was, clearly, my getaway vehicle, but there he stood
On his lawn, running his hose, sporting black glasses.
Just as I crept out from behind the flowers, he turned,
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And I, like someone being rewound, slunk backward,
My heart hammering. Then some kids started to sing
In the window overhead—Mrs. Prichard’s grandsons,
Twins, doubled over a cake. Would you even believe
That it was my birthday, too, that I sat there weeping,
Fighting back sobs? In the meantime, a police cruiser
Cruising by. Bill dropped the hose, tied his robe, and
Started toward me. I bolted straight for the flowering
Apple tree, then sat down against its trunk, clenching
My bag. Bill, police cruiser, chopper—things looked
Grim. My thoughts drifted like a bunch of paper-thin
Clouds. Then an apple fell into my lap. Then another
And another. A rainstorm of apples, green, thumping
Into the grass. I held one. I bit off its stem. I hurled it
Like I was eighteen again, high over my left shoulder.

23

the

Perch

|

volume 2; spring 2015

YOU HAVE NO IDEA
by

Gloria Jorgensen

You sit there, behind your Chinese Chippendale knock-off, silent, like you
know my pain, but you have no idea, not unless it happens to you. God, I wish I could
smoke. How do they expect anybody to live through anything . . . you have to see the
bloody mattress and have the smell wake you at night, screaming.
We were a pair, us two. Nobody else downhome knew about her. I was the
only one to have that privilege. From the second we met we both knew we had some
Karmic destiny together. The irony alone would have made her laugh. She wasn’t but
eighteen, half my age, just a baby. She was so bright and full of life, now cut short as
her bleached blonde hair on one side. All because I helped her get an apartment in the
city and left her alone too long, long as her tar black hair on the other side. I’m the one
who’s supposed to have good sense. I’m the one who should be dead. Still.
Are you some damn Freudian, sitting there all quiet like that? Don’t expect
me to say the first words. You’re the one who makes the big bucks. You start. I’ve been
shrunk before. I’m certifiable with all I’ve been dragged through and you don’t have
the street cred to prop me up for what I see in my future.
She was alone when that junkie busted in looking for something worth
stealing. Him a monstrous, huge fellow, and her a little bit of a thing not as big as a
minute. You know what I was doing that was so all-fired important? I’d gone to get
my clothes, my fucking clothes from where I had them stashed. We weren’t even done
moving in.
You ever plan to ask me why I’m here? Not wondering what I’m thinking
about? Why on God’s green earth are you making me sit here and run through all this
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in my head? Don’t you think I’ve dwelt right here enough by myself? Aren’t you and
all your fancy degrees on that wall behind you going to try to convince me it was just
fine to leave her alone and I’m not a horrible person? What kind of phony are you?
If you had the courage to ask I’d tell you he killed her with one of our own
kitchen knives, took it out of the drawer and stabbed her in the chest, right through
the heart. I believe he intended to rape her because he had her down on the bed. She
fought like a tiger, though, screamed so loud everybody in the building heard her.
Blood smeared across the walls in arcs from where she swung her arms. He already
had her hundred-dollar boom box stashed in his closet down the hall. Dumb shit. That
right there hung him. Plus he was seen going down the fire escape outside our window.
When we went to court, his mama was sitting there, a schoolteacher, wearing
her church clothes and hat. His mama, in her hat. That was her baby.
You sit there with your safe life, dressed in a suit and tie and laundered shirt
that came back from the cleaners with a neat paper band around it, stacked tidy in a
box. You don’t fool me. A man as tall as you is used to getting away with a lot because
people have to look up at you; they confuse you with a person who’s worth being
looked up to. Your voice, deep, the boom from your barrel chest, works for you, too.
You get respect you don’t deserve. Not from me. I see who you are inside: a little man.
Do not pretend with me.
You tell me what to do with this sadness, this shame. Have you ever gone
down to the morgue beneath the underpass where the freeways all have ramps into
the city from the earthquake? It’s a small, dank building, dark inside. She was there
for me to identify, small, waxy, laid out on a metal gurney, a towel stuffed into the
gaping wound in her chest. They wouldn’t let me brush her hair. You sit, impervious,
watching while I fly apart, earning your shekels, as cold as her body under that white
sheet. Bloodless. Motionless. Unfeeling.
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TREE POLES by

Nathaniel St. Amour
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ANGRY YOUNG MEN
by
if heaven could be tiny
& there be no hell
so first we hustle
riselike
him
thinking our bodies rot
in deep black earth
after the walk
our souls wandering
on earth
or thrown into
the fiery pit
of belly & bullet
covered in green blue
mold already forming
over thoughts of redemption
intangible paths
doubt not named
begging the question
we are formed into boxes
of old paper, bullets
penetrating this onionskin.
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THE SLIP OF PAPER
by

Constance McKee

From the deck of the house, Nora watches her children play beside the lake.
The girl, cornsilk hair across her face, stretches her arms to capture a pale butterfly.
She’s grown taller. The boy, stick in hand, squats on the lake’s edge, investigating
something—a turtle perhaps? She notices a scab on his knee—how did he get that?
The nanny, skin honey-gold in the late-afternoon light, hovers like a responsible
mother. More responsible than their real mother, she thinks, a knot tying in her
stomach. In her pocket, a slip of paper with a place, a time. She fingers it, uncertain.
She hasn’t had a drink in two days. The world has changed.
Behind her, on the other side of the sliding glass door, her husband, just
home from work, prepares their drinks. She turns to look at him, but sees instead her
reflection in the glass. Blonde, slender. At least one person, her mother, would say
“emaciated.” Aren’t daughters always too thin in their mothers’ eyes? It’s true that she
doesn’t have an appetite. She raises her arms to examine them in the glass—no fat, but
not much muscle either. She’ll resume her strength training some day.
The door slides open. He’s smiling, perfect white teeth against tan skin, glass
extended in her direction. Should she take it? Heart pounding, she hesitates; he pushes
it toward her. She acquiesces, her fingers brushing his, sending a tingle toward her
heart. The glass is cool against her hand, condensation already sliding down the side.
With eyes closed, head back, neck stretching, she soothes the heat of her cheeks with the
body of the glass. She examines the golden-brown liquid, mixed as she likes it—four ice
cubes, a splash of spring water and the well-aged Scotch they bought in the U.K. She
inhales the scent—smooth, bold, yet slightly musty. Tiny ripples form on the surface as
her hand trembles. She salivates, skin prickles, in anticipation. Can she say no?
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With drink in hand, he closes the door, pats her arm as he passes her, and
settles himself into the chaise lounge facing the lake. When she continues to stand in
the same position, her back now to him, he asks, “You okay?”
What can she say? Yes, she has so much—wealth, husband, children, home.
But no, she’s not okay. She says so.
He looks at her, as she watches his reflection in the glass. “What?”
The ice cubes rattle with the tremors of her hand. “I said I’m not okay.”
His dark brows are touching each other, forming a single slash above his
black eyes. He’s silent for a moment. “What is it?” When she doesn’t immediately
answer, he pats the lounge next to him. “Come here so I can see you.”
She doesn’t move. The children’s laughter drifts toward her. How can it
make her feel so sad?
He puts his drink on the small table between the lounges and comes to her.
He squeezes her shoulders with his hands, rests his head on top of hers. “What’s
wrong, Nora?”
His arms leave her shoulders and encircle her waist. His body presses against
her back; she leans into him. One tear drops into her still-full glass, but she holds back
the others; she’s not a crier. She shakes her head. How can she tell him? How can she
not?
He waits.
“You know I’ve been seeing a psychiatrist,” she begins.
“That’s right,” he says. After a pause, he continues, “How’s it going?”
“She said she’s concerned about me.”
“Oh, yeah?” He’s still holding her, now rocking her slightly, side to side.
“We’ve all been worried about you, baby. That’s why you’re going to see her.”
Nora watches his face in the glass. She doesn’t want to hurt him. Or vice
versa. “She thinks I’m drinking too much.”
He unwraps his arms, steps back. “Really?” he says to her reflection. “Social
drinking—what harm can that do?” He retrieves his Scotch from the table and sits on
the edge of the chaise.
She turns and looks at him. “Dr. Blake says I should stop drinking entirely.
Go to AA.” She fondles the slip of paper in her pocket. “She gave me a list of meetings.”
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“AA? That’s for alcoholics.” He shakes his head. “That’s ridiculous. You’re
not an alcoholic.”
“I don’t know. Maybe I am.”
Her hands now trembling hard, she puts her glass on the table and walks
to the deck railing. The children are sitting in the grass with the nanny, looking for
something—four-leaf clovers? “I haven’t had a drink in two days.”
“Didn’t we drink out here yesterday? And the day before?”
She hesitates. “I poured mine out when you weren’t looking.”
He’s silent. She glances over her shoulder toward him. He’s staring at her,
eyes blacker than usual. She faces him. “You know, being in therapy has been hard for
me.”
“I know.”
“With all the stuff I’ve been dealing with.”
“Yes.”
She exhales. “I was having a couple drinks before seeing Dr. Blake, then a
couple more afterwards.”
He studies her face, gazes into his glass, swirls the brown liquid, nods. “So
what? It’s no different from that antidepressant she’s been giving you.”
“You and I drink before and after dinner. And more on the weekends.”
“We don’t drink more than any of our friends.”
The air feels still and hot between them, broken only by the children’s
squeals and the occasional buzz of a cicada. “I’ve been avoiding looking at things I
don’t want to see.”
He chuckled and shook his head. “What in the world are you talking about,
baby?”
She clasped her hands together to quell the shakes. “The kids. I’ve been a
neglectful mother.” She took a deep breath. “You and me.”
He empties his glass, clinks it onto the tabletop, then stands. “That’s absurd,
Nora. I’ve heard that if you think you’re an alcoholic, you’re probably not. We’ll get
you a new doctor.”
“I don’t want...”
He walks to the railing and waves his arms toward the kids and the nanny.
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The children squeal, “Daddy’s home,” and start racing toward the house.
“Look at me, David.” His eyes dart sideways toward her for a moment, but
he continues smiling and waving at the children. “I’d like your help with this,” she
says. “I’m not sure I can do it without your support.”
“We’ll talk about it later, Nor.”
Footsteps pound up the stairs, and the children tumble onto the deck like
puppies, soft and round and wriggling. David rushes toward them, squats and encircles
them with his arms. The nanny hovers close, glowing. David rises and kisses her on
the cheek, for a second too long, and their eyes meet. A fist clenches in the pit of
Nora’s stomach. She crouches to receive the children’s hugs. David whispers to the
young woman, and her laughter floats across the deck like the notes of a wind chime.
“Let’s get pizza,” David calls out, in an excited voice. The children cheer and
jump.
“And beer for the grown-ups,” he added. “Can’t have pizza without beer.”
He looks at the nanny, for another moment too long. “You’re coming too, of course.
We’ll get a couple pitchers.” She nods and laughs.
He turns toward Nora, as if an afterthought. She knows better. “Nora? Are
you coming?”
A test. Leave him alone with the nanny? Go with them to confront their
glances, the beer? The children are skipping toward the garage. Nora can win back
their love. But David? He faces her, hands in pockets, dark form silhouetted against
the dying sunset. She turns away. As a full moon begins its rise beyond the lake, she
feels for the slip of paper—her talisman and guide for her coming journey.
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ALLUSIONS TO
GRANDEUR
by
See the gentle curving
where the road narrows there?

David Zaza

Where the row of stone ends
the cliffside falls away.
See the gentle arching there?
Our world, too, disappears.
Take a moment to look
at the sloping ground near the trees.
Where the evergreens stand
the sky begins its fade to black.
The horizon slips.
The sun shines through the sea—barely there—then it goes.
There it goes.
I wanted to begin that way.
The night grows once it starts.
I wanted to begin,
with plainness.
The flat tones.
Then this: night.
It is a memory
of some nameless lost night
worth having.
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The phone call tells you where you are and when, then goes.
And a lifetime sometime ends.
A pulsing blur remains with you the world over.
Give yourself that blurred night
and after passing through, you clear it.
You hear it, now sharp and ringing.
A memory has changed you.
Walking on that road now,
the curving cliffs restrain you.
Feel the cliffside rocks, their skin.
The day is moving and blank.
The rest of the world gone, alone
you tremble as you sit. Listen.
Hear the cars beneath the cliff—
Your friend is not there with them.
Hear the ocean’s distant breath—
The silent hollow tubes of his life now rested.
He’s running faster
forgetting he cannot run.
See the daylight coming in.
The dusty rooms sit blurred.
See yourself among things.
The worst despair plagues them.
Hear again the phone call.
Your dusty sunlight becomes plain expression.
Departures from our blank and heavy world persist.
Friends in earth and oceans
lie down in unmarked graves.
See distance rise between the living and the dead
between the cliffside and the sea
between discomfort and repose
between two people who begin
between the endless curves of roads
and in the darknesses of the night.
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DARING
by

David Zaza

Am I willing to believe what I saw, or even to tell you? The dead
on the street, smiling ghost of the friend who was not my friend,

the man who introduced me to young death, to strangers’ grief, to
the lousy importance of chance in a lifetime, the smiling pitted living
face of the man, smiling, walking by me, in the other direction. Identity
given away in the quickest glance, certain, but brief enough to bring
doubt, doubt enough to allow skepticism. Certain identity given away.
My walk had been his, the young, alive, despairing and celebrating
walk up the avenues—far—beyond youth even, just living and
walking up the avenues, and then he went to death and I, wallower
in the soil, digger of any kind, I stood up and took his place.
Impossible! The ghost on the street, the hollowed smile, and there
were his eyes on his face on the body of his ghost walking.
He turned toward me, met my eye, and smiled his smile.
And I am not the first one. Examples of the supernatural rise like heat
through the masses. Some scientists, cynics have been converted.
We the believers, the heretics of secular culture, telling ghost stories
of murder and plague. The atheist, the poet, I am willing to become
something else. A spiritualist, touched. Myself plagued with questions—
or guilt or self-doubt. Who sees what I see? Who meets the living eye
of the dead on the street and holds it, returns the smile?
What am I betraying, a further search for meaning? Some kind of
unhappiness? He looked at me taking that same walk we once had
made together—what seemed to him in illness a long walk—and
smiled to me. Do the dead come back to smile on us? To mock us
with a smile? Do they smile in anticipation, or in glory? And I lingered
just beyond where he passed me. Could I look back—admit to it here? I
walked farther, looking somewhere else. I looked back and he was gone.
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BREAKTHROUGH
by
“You are not alone,” Ed says.

KD Williams

Somewhere, in another city, in a badly decorated office, there’s girl just like
you. A counselor named Ed may or may not be there. The walls are definitely spinning.
Her thoughts are definitely racing. She’s just like you, except she has brown eyes and a
crescent scar above her lip. She’s just like you, except she isn’t.
“What I mean is, you don’t have to be alone in this,” he says, snapping me
from a daydream.
“Duh,” I say as I point. “You’re right there!” Ed doesn’t laugh like I hope he will.
“You’ve got to use the resources available to you.” Ed tries to meet my eyes,
then turns to his desk. He’s shaking as he pores over forms. He tells me how many
mental disorders present around my age, how there are highly effective medications. I
might be in a “mixed state” or something, Ed says. Mania is waning and the dark night
of depression waits. Ed doesn’t say that, but I’m a poet sometimes.
I study Ed as he studies me. He’s wearing a green-checked button-up that
his wife probably told him to iron, but he didn’t, thinking no one would notice. The
shirt’s awkwardly tucked into his khakis, which are so close to his skin color that it
creates the illusion that he’s not wearing pants and there’s something very wrong with
his legs. Actually, his hair is pretty much the same color too. He’s fucking creepylooking. I might’ve made him up.
“Am I dreaming?”
Ed stops scrawling on the green form on his desk and twists to face me. Are
you serious? his expression asks me. His diploma from a college I’ve never heard of
whimpers in the corner.
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“No,” Ed says in a measured tone. He drops his pen. “Do you have a hard
time knowing what’s real?”
I keep my gaze wandering and disconnected because I don’t want to see
the change on his face when it happens. The bookshelves are lined with baseball
memorabilia. I want to tell him it’s his uninspiring life that makes me think he’s one of
my dream people. A few months ago I would’ve rambled on about the deterioration of
my sleep schedule, my ups and downs and how they’ve led me to question the fabric of
reality, but I’ve been trying to put fewer words into the air lately, so I nod instead.
“Is this a new occurrence?” He takes a big gulp of imaginary coffee.
“Not if you count the imaginary lion friend I had in kindergarten.” I laugh.
He doesn’t. The noise canceling machine whirs in the doorway.
“So, Jessica, this is what’s going to happen...” I zone out. The only person
who still calls me Jessica is my father, and he’s somewhere in Indiana today. At least
I think. It’s hard to keep track of his truck route, and he hates talking on the phone.
I wonder if and when someone will call him. How he’ll take it. He’ll be calmer than
my mother. They’ll both hesitate to say anyone got it right, claiming I’ve always had
trouble sleeping, handling stress, fitting in. She’s always been so dramatic.
“Do you know how to get there?” Ed asks. I’m afraid to ask where I’m going.
“Oh, I can walk.” I wiggle my legs in my new purple jeans. My wardrobe
indicates a sense of urgency lately. The purple paired with my bright red coat really
sets the tone.

_*_

It’s the Jesus freaks in the quad again. This isn’t how I thought I’d go, if
I ever thought I’d be on my way to commit myself anyway. I’m not even sure what
they’ll do when I get to the Psych ER. Until last Wednesday, I didn’t know a separate
ER existed for mental emergencies. I like the idea, though. Imagine having a StubbedToe ER. There wouldn’t be any corners. Just round rooms and pillows and the
soothing coo of nurses. Specialization is key to recovery. Anything’s possible with the
right treatment plan.
I’m crying over the brassy center of the quad, the symbol branded on the
ass of this university. I plan on blaming the sting of the January air if one of the Jesus
freaks feels benevolent enough to come over and ask what’s wrong.
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I text my roommate to meet me here. She’s at the gym. I’ll bet you ten bucks
she’s wearing the short blue shorts, even in this weather. I rub my hands together and
sit down to collect what little feeling I have left.
My eyes tell the Jesus freak to go to hell as he stares at me from under his
white tent. A man strums a guitar behind him. The Lord’s lost a sheep, but my soul he
has to keep. He croons.
A Jesus freak walks over. Hi. I am a Jesus freak, but you can call me Mike, I
think he says.
“Hey, Mike.”
“What’s wrong? We’re offering free encouragement in the Jesus Tent.”
Jesus freaks and their Crazy Capitalization.
“I could use some of that. All my paid encouragement ran out.”
Mike smiles awkwardly and escorts me to the Tent.
My roommate’s wearing the blue shorts when she approaches the Tent.
Several Jesus freaks are praying over my head, and the man with the guitar howls. The
Lord has many addresses, but his place is in my heart.
“Are you okay?” she asks.

_*_

“Nice ass!” I shout over the music.

Suddenly, we’re in my roommate’s car and less religious music is playing.
You want to go to the seaside. I’m not trying to say that everybody wants to go.
“I feel like I’m your dog, and you’re taking me to be put down.”
Leslie doesn’t smile like I hope she will. Her nose is huge. That’s not her
nose. I knows her nose.

_*_

“So, where are you hiding the gun?”

The lady behind the counter isn’t speaking English. I sort of understand
Spanish, but I haven’t been to class in a few weeks and I hate to be reminded of my
failures. I’m human like that.
“Is she speaking English?”
“No.”
“Tell her to stop.”
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“Stop speaking English?”

_*_

Please fill out this intake form, her eyes tell me. I speak eyes.
The intake form is yellow like my mother’s coffee-stained teeth. The first
part’s easy — age, social security number and insurance information. Marital status:
single and ready to mingle. Then it gets tough — Reason for coming in:____________
I pause. “Why am I here?” I ask the nose that’s Leslie.
She sneezes us into the next room. Oscar’s taking my blood, and I stare at
the needle as it enters my skin like the proboscis of a mosquito.
“Spell your name for me.”
“No. It’s on the form.”
“It’s a formality.” He switches vials.
“That’s what they modeled it off after all.” I tell him.
“Modeled what?”
“The needle. It’s like the mosquito’s proboscis. It’s a nose.”
“Could you stop watching me? No one ever watches me.”

_*_

“Jesus is always watching, Oscar.”

I don’t know how long we have to wait. When I got here I had all the time in
the world. Enough time to count the triangles on the gray carpet and make up names
for the ladies behind the counter to my left. Now my head lolls forward and my eyes
are full of sand.
“You should really tell your patients what’s going on,” I tell Carmen.
“Que?”

_*_

“There are six-hundred-and-forty triangles in this room.”
I want to read to Leslie and her nose. There are several copies of AARP
magazine, but I choose Animals that Live in Trees.

“This book changed my life,” I announce to the room and hold up the book
for all to see. A small, grey lady kicks off her slippers across from me. The little boy
next to me cranes his neck.
There are lots of animals that live in trees. Some of them are only in trees
sometimes. Some of them make homes in trees.
People come and go. It’s fun to guess whether they’re the crazy ones or if
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they’re here to see someone crazy. A girl is wheeled in on a bed, using her brown hair
like a canopy for her face.
The three-toed sloth gathers moss.
Their hair grey and short, her parents tail her. She’s definitely the crazy one.
It can take Mr. Sloth months to get enough moss.
I wonder if they were crazy once. Maybe their hair was making them insane.
“Cut off her hair!” I shout. “Save her!”
To my right, the little boy flashes an incomplete grin at me. Leslie deflates her
nose and it lets out a Shhh.
“Okay, jeez.” I point my left thumb at Leslie and raise my eyebrows at the
little boy. “Tough crowd.”
He giggles. His mother pats him on the head. She’s wearing a dark green
sweater I really dislike, the color my mother always said would bring the lightness out
of my brown eyes. It might not look like it, but I bet she made the little boy crazy
somehow. I wish I was lucky enough to have someone to blame. My parents aren’t
crazy. My dad’s a little alcoholic. My mom’s a little unaware. But they’re fine, really.
This has to be my fault. I press my fingers to my temples as if I can extract whatever
foreign body is causing me this mental vacillation.
The ceiling fan stirs the used air in the waiting room.
“I should’ve taken the medicine. I’m sorry,” I tell Leslie.
She’s blowing her nose, but nods like she knows how I feel.
“I just wanted to take my chances being myself.”
“But you’re always yourself.”
“Except when I’m not.”
These are the moments I hate the most. The ones when I realize the ceiling
fan isn’t the only thing spinning.

_*_

The woman near the television hasn’t taken off her sunglasses, but I don’t
think she’s blind. They gave her soup on a plastic tray with a plastic spoon. I want soup.
“If I gouge my eyes out, will I get soup?”
“No. Don’t do that.”
Not everyone’s eating soup in the waiting room. Some get to go to the
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vending machine outside. Three women are eating Doritos and Honey Buns in the left
corner.
“I’m so hungry,” I say in their direction. My heart hurts and my brain feels
fuzzy, but I don’t share everything with everyone.
“Can I go to the vending machine?”
“No. You have the bracelet on that says you can’t leave,” my little boy friend
says to me.
He holds up his bracelet — a leather strap with a sensor the same as mine,
but with much more slack on the ends — and I don’t feel alone, which makes me feel
worse, but I still manage to smile at him.
“Fine then. Let’s stay! Want to read with me?”
His five teeth say yes, but his mother wraps her arm around him from the
chair to his right. I wonder if I’ll get to leave and see my mother again. She’ll probably
have to come see me in here. I’ll live in this chair. The bracelet’s getting tighter and
tighter. I’ll never leave.

_*_

Dr. Yang gives me some pills and clicks his pen.
“Spell your name for me.”

I’m sleepy so Leslie drives me home. I sleep a long time. So long that when I
wake up, her shorts have grown into pants.
“How do you feel?”
“This has been a long time coming,” I answer.
“We all break down sometimes. You’re going to be fine.”

_*_

“This isn’t a breakdown,” I say, making my voice deep. “It’s a breakthrough.”
We go to a party like we used to. Or maybe it’s when we used to. First, I put
my coat on backwards, but I make it a fashion statement, so it’s okay. Everyone loves a
fashion statement. All my friends are at the party. They’re snorting coke and laughing.
I go to the bathroom with a bottle of Jack.
“Hello, Jack.”
“Hello.”
“Wouldn’t it be funny if I didn’t wake up tomorrow?”
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_*_

I come back to life for dinner with my family. We eat at a burger joint I’ve
never been to. It’s like it sprouted up in the middle of the night. My little boy friend
from the Psych ER is there, this time in a red shirt.
“Are you my brother?” I ask his little toothy face.
“I love you,” he spits.
“Spell your name for me.”
“Y-O-U-R-N-A-M-E.”

_*_

“Do you know where you are?”
“The hospital.”
“Which hospital?”
“The moon hospital.”
“Stop being playful. Which hospital?”
“The one we’re in.”
“Okay. What day is it?”
“Today.”
“What day of the week? What year? What month?”
“Did you know that in Portuguese each day is called a fair? It’s the day of the
first fair. Tomorrow will be the second.”
“What time is it?”
I pause.
“Now?”

_*_

The outpatient form gives advice. It’s pink like the scar tissue on my father’s hand.
Stop smoking. Stop drinking. Stop doing drugs. Floss. Eat an apple. Floss
again. Check here to release your information to your psychiatrist.
“Can your roommate with the big nose come pick you up?” the secretary
asks me.
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“I live alone,” I say to the door.
I take a taxi. The cab driver asks where I want to be dropped off.
“I’ve never picked someone up from the ER before.”
“Take me to the ice cream shop.”
I order a triple-fudge brownie sundae. The man behind the counter asks if I
want a receipt.
“No,” I say. “I want no evidence of this ice cream’s existence.”

_*_

He laughs and laughs and laughs.

I feel like myself when I look in the mirror this morning. Everything’s going
to be okay. Everything’s going to be okay. Everything’s going to be okay.
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SECRETS #1-10
by

Emily Lazar

He has ten secrets, but can never remember the correct order in which to disclose
them. They have colors and numbers. Different shapes and weights.
One is humor-buoyant. It goes free first. Unless his confidant shares something
shattering and he has to follow it up in kind.
Two are toe-tagged. There is nothing to lift them. No singing, no moving fingers. He
knocked the breath out of them in the telling once before.
So you could say that for now, he has eight secrets.
The dead aren’t even the worst of them. The worst can arrive at any time. He gives
them up like vomit and broken glass.
The rest breathe air, fireflies filling his stomach. There’s not laughter in them, but
stretched vocal cords, and teeth, and all his gladness. They’re pinned down, labeled
neatly. Never smashed or stroked.
You might also count the half-a-secret that stuck on the wall of his larynx. It never
exits but on occasion small pieces mix with his Do-you-think-of-Gods and I’ll-be-withyou-in-a-moments, undetected.
You don’t make a secret, conceive it or hatch it or plant it in the dust. But it slips out
like sneezing, the smell of 12 AM sweat, and snores stuck scaling the octaves. The
source is the body. The trouble that speeds it is the mind.
It’s not for one person to plow fissures for secrets and another to harvest them whole.
But two people sit in two bedrooms, saying let it be so. Force the fireflies from their
stomachs, and all their gladness.
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Beth Filson
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ILLNESS AND
NARRATIVE
DISTRACTION—
OR VICE VERSA?
by

Arthur Frank

Distraction, most often a pejorative attribution, is not always such a bad thing.
An anecdote about William James nicely introduces how distraction figures in mutual
understanding, known more formally as the problem of knowing other minds or the
problem of intersubjectivity.
Jacques Barzun begins his book about James describing a scene in
Cambridge, Massachusetts in 1890. James and two students are walking along when
a large, imposing figure approaches them. Barzun writes: “His long white beard
blowing, cane swinging, he seems in a world of his own, talking to himself, or else
to some invisible listener. He will mow them down, if they do not get off the narrow
sidewalk. ‘Whoever he is,’ says [one student], sure of his not overhearing, ‘he’s the
epitome of the absent-minded professor.’ ‘What you really mean,’ says James, ‘is that
he is present-minded somewhere else.’” (Barzun 1983, 6)
Breakdowns of mutual understanding sometimes result from ill will, but
more often they involve people who are, in James’s phrase, present-minded somewhere
else, even if they are looking at each other, talking to each other, and seem to have
every reason to be concerned about each other. At our historically present moment,
electronic devices create a perception that we live in an age of unprecedented
distraction; or in James’s terms, changing conditions in the frequency and intensity
with which people are present-minded somewhere else. Following James, we live not
so much in an age of distraction as in an age of multiple and transitory absorptions-an age of multiple attractions. Perhaps never before in history have so many people
spent so much of their time so fully absorbed for such short periods of time, and never
have so many attractions been to screens, not other people.
Eventually I hope to say something about the more specific empirical
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problem that I’ve been working on for a couple of decades, which is why so many
healthcare professionals and so many patients find their relationships with each other
unsatisfactory. Specifically, why do healthcare workers and patients so consistently feel
misunderstood and under-appreciated by each other? I believe that many programs
to improve clinical communications have only limited success because they haven’t
explored this fundamental incongruity: why do clinicians and patients often appear to
each other to be distracted?
To get to that issue, we need to think about consciousness in order to
appreciate the depth of this problem of clinical misunderstanding. I want to begin by
considering this shape-shifting word, distraction, then talk about distraction and the
capacity for different forms of narration, and when I finally get to the clinic, I hope we
will be prepared to know it differently.
As a sociologist, I understand distraction primarily as an attribution that
people make about their own or others’ mental states, and I proceed by collecting a
variety of such attributions. By a mental state I mean something phenomenological:
a relation of consciousness to the world. This relation involves the scope of what
consciousness is attending to, what is foreground and what is background in that
attention, and what the phenomenologist Alfred Schutz (1970) called the system
of relevances that sorts reality into foregrounds of attention and backgrounds of
comparative inattention. The foreground of consciousness--the sense of what is most
relevant--is what Schutz called the paramount reality (1971, 226), and the sociological
issue is that most of the time, persons agree on what the primary reality is in any time
and place. Even when people actually do not agree on what the primary reality is, they
believe that others agree, or if that belief cannot be sustained, they believe that those
others ought to recognize the same primary reality that they act upon.
Schutz had read William James and was developing James’s ideas, so let me
again quote James. “My experience,” he wrote, “is what I agree to attend to.” James
then uses a fairly graphic example. “What dogs will attend to in the sculpture gallery
will be ‘Who peed on this pedestal?’” (Richardson 2006, 186). Please note here the
typical Jamesian usage that humans agree on what attend to. Behind this verb agree
lies the triad of effort, will, and habit. Unlike dogs, humans have a capacity to will
their attention, and then turn that will into habit, which renders will preconscious. On
James’s account of human psychology, we are always forming habits and acting out of
habit. The moral question is whether we act on habits we have willed.
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What, then, is distraction as a relation of consciousness to reality? Here the
mental state itself comes conflated with attributions and evaluative judgments. Earlier
I referred to the word distraction as being a shape shifter. What I meant is that it is
sometimes used as a positive attribution and other times as a negative one; sometimes
being distracted is a good thing, other times a bad thing.
I am proud to say that my home province of Alberta has a Distracted
Driver law that levies fairly high finds for cell-phone use while driving. Behind that
usage lies the principle that driving should be a driver’s exclusive focus of attention.
Distractions are whatever relegates driving to the background of consciousness
and puts something else in the foreground. I think it is important to note that this
foreground/background priority is controversial, as is evident from the massive rate of
violations of the Distracted Driver laws. Clearly for some people, the cell phone is the
proper foreground of attention. In James’s terms, they are present-minded in relation
to their phones, and the road and other vehicles are a distraction from this primary
focus of attention. Unfortunately, most understandings of distraction as either a bad
thing or a good thing do not consciously reflect on the value priority that underpins
that attribution. The assumption that others share underlying values is, regrettably, a
persistent source of misunderstanding.
In usages that may be increasing, distraction is understood as a good thing.
Attributions of distraction appear frequently in Sherry Turkle’s book Alone Together
(2011), which has a good claim to be the preeminent ethnography of contemporary
electronic distractions. I think the core issue of Turkle’s book is controversy over what
kind of distraction is a good or bad thing for which people in what circumstance--and
there are multiple forms of distraction and multiple circumstances.
The first half of Turkle’s book is about the new generation of personal
robots that are designed to respond to gestures, especially caring gestures. A Japanese
company makes a robotic baby seal named Pero. Pero is marketed mostly to nursing
homes as a pacification device for residents, who will sit peacefully for hours stroking
Pero and appreciating its responsiveness to them. After studying how Pero was
adopted in Massachusetts nursing homes, Turkle concludes: “Most often, nurses,
attendants, and administrators had been happy for the distraction it provided” (2011,
104). The moral logic behind distraction being understood as a good thing, as it is
here, is that for some people, at some point in their lives, being present-minded as far
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as possible from their primary reality is a good thing, because that present reality is not
very pleasant. Whatever distracts the person from an oppressive reality is a good thing.
That seems difficult to dispute, as long as one accepts the presupposition that the
distracted persons have no choice except to out-source responsibility for determining
their paramount reality.
The most positive spin I can imagine being put on distraction comes from
recent literary criticism. Here, distraction does not involve any out-sourcing, but rather
it’s a generative source of creativity. My source is the literary critic Stephen Greenblatt
(2013), writing recently about the film production of Much Ado About Nothing.
Greenblatt describes Shakespeare “allow[ing] himself to be distracted” as he adapted
source materials as plots for his plays. Thus, writes Greenblatt: “in The Merchant of
Venice, he permitted the Jewish moneylender to take over the play; in both Henry IV
plays he transformed the conventional figure of the parasite into the titanic Falstaff;
and in Romeo and Juliet he gave the tragic hero’s witty, cynical foil Mercutio so much
brilliant airtime that Shakespeare himself reputedly said that he had to kill Mercutio in
the third act to ‘prevent being killed by him.’”
Greenblatt then gets to the usage that concerns us. “Never was Shakespeare’s
distraction--his trust in following his imagination wherever it took him--happier than
in Much Ado.” In the source material, Beatrice and Benedick are peripheral characters,
but Shakespeare allows them to become the focus of interest--their happiness becomes
the audience’s paramount reality, in Schutz’s sense. My interest is Greenblatt’s
celebration of distraction as the mental state of trusting one’s imagination to lead
wherever it does, and his implication that distracted imagination is fundamental
to creativity. Here we have a third and distinct usage of distraction: neither a state of
attending to the wrong reality instead of what one is responsible to attend to, nor
a state of being happily away from an unpleasant primary reality that is best left to
others to manage. Instead, distraction is the willful suspension of what has previously
seemed primary reality, in order to allow a new foreground/background relation to
emerge.
Finally, a fourth possibility, which returns to distraction as a bad thing, but
in a different way than Distracted Driver laws. Here the issue of the overwhelming
frequency of small demands. Again I return to Turkle for an example. She describes
Diane, a thirty-six-year-old museum curator. Diane “receives about five hundred
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emails, several hundred texts, and around forty phone calls a day” (2011, 166).
Turkle’s summation of Diane’s situation is worth quoting in full, because I think it best
expresses what many people understand as the contemporary problem of distraction:
The self shaped in a world of rapid response measures success by
calls made, emails answered, texts replied to, contacts reached. This self is
calibrated on the basis of what technology proposes, by what it makes easy.
But in the technology-induced pressure for volume and velocity, we confront
a paradox. We insist that our world is increasingly complex, yet we have
created a communications culture that has decreased the time available for
us to sit and think uninterrupted. As we communicate in ways that ask for
almost instantaneous responses, we don’t allow sufficient space to consider
complicated problems. (2011, 166)
Diane is not present-minded elsewhere. She is better described as fragmentminded. That form of distraction is the opposite of the creative distraction that
Greenblatt proposes, and so distraction-as-fragmentation is the contemporary
problem of narrative.
The idea of living in an “age of distraction” brings to mind Walter Benjamin’s
two famous essays written in 1936: “The Work of Art in the Age of Its Technological
Reproducibility” and “The Storyteller”. Both essays make claims about distraction, and
it’s an open question whether these claims are as contradictory as they at first appear
to be. The “Technological Reproducibility” essay makes a case for distraction rather
than absorption as the preferred mode of aesthetic reception. Distraction fractions the
aura that gives canonical art its received authority and opens perception to new art
forms, principally cinema, that Benjamin celebrates. “Even the distracted person can
form habits,” Benjamin (2002) writes. “The sort of distraction that is provided by art
represents a covert measure of of the extent to which it has become possible to perform
new tasks of apperception.” He concludes this section of his essay proclaiming,
“Reception in distraction ... finds in film its true training ground” (2002, 120). Thus
goes Benjamin’s praise of distraction.
“The Storyteller”, on the other hand, begins with a complaint that human
have lost their capacity for storytelling. “One meets with fewer and fewer people
who know how to tell a tale properly,” Benjamin writes. “More and more often, there
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is embarrassment all around when the wish to hear a story is expressed. It is as if a
capability that seemed inalienable to us, the securest among our possessions, has been
taken from us: the ability to share experiences” (2002, 143). Benjamin equates the loss
of storytelling with the loss of experience. “Experience has fallen in value,” he writes;
“And it looks as if it may fall into bottomlessness.” He attributes this fall in the value
of experience to World War I and the post-war conditions of inflation, what he calls
“bodily experience by mechanical warfare,” and “moral experience by those in power”
(2002, 144). As his argument progresses, Benjamin is most concerned with the loss of
oral communication: “Experience which is passed from mouth to mouth is the source
from which all storytellers have drawn” (2002, 144).
So in one of Benjamin’s essays we find praise of mechanized art, specifically
film as training in distraction as reception. And in the other, published in the same
year, we have a lament for the loss of experience due to conditions of mechanized war
and the loss of orality. If these claims are not flat out contradictory, they certainly seem
to reflect different sensibilities. We might simply dismiss the disjunction between
arguments as a reflection of Benjamin’s own distraction during times that were
increasingly ominous for him, but that seems too easy.
Benjamin’s two claims seem less opposed--and may even approach
complementarity--when we attend to what he most values about film in the
“Technological Reproducibility” essay. In what I find to be the clearest and most
forceful argument in an essay that Benjamin’s contemporaries--specifically Brecht and
Adorno--found anything but clear, Benjamin writes about the terms on which the film
audience identifies with the film actor. He describes the actor in terms that remind us
of Turkle’s description of Diane; like her, the film actor performs in fragments. The
actor gives his or her performance before what Benjamin calls a “group of specialists”-film technicians, producers, and a director-- “who are in a position to intervene in his
performance at any time.” “Shots are filmed in a number of takes,” Benjamin writes.
Benjamin then reaches the core of his argument about the film audience’s identification
with the actor and, in that identification, the political value of film:
To perform in the glare of arc lamps while simultaneously meeting
the demands of the microphone is a test performance of the highest order.
To accomplish it is to preserve one’s humanity in the face of the apparatus.
Interest in this performance is widespread. For the majority of city dwellers,
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throughout the workday in offices and factories, have to relinquish their
humanity in the face of an apparatus. In the evenings these same masses
fill the cinemas, to witness the film actor taking revenge on their behalf not
only by asserting his humanity ... against the apparatus, but by placing that
apparatus in the service of his triumph. (2002, 111)
We clearly have to do a lot of updating to bring Benjamin into the century
of iDevices. People no longer leave the apparatus of the office behind at the end of
the day and go to a cinema. Often, people watch the cinema on the same device on
which they have spent the day working, or a similar device. People in some cubicles
undoubtedly feel they are relinquishing their humanity in the face of an apparatus, but
then they switch screens to Facebook or Second Life or maybe pornography, which are
both a means of escape and resistance. Transforming the work device into a social and
entertainment device becomes a means of asserting one’s humanity in the face of an
apparatus.
In both “Technological Reproducibility” and “The Storyteller”, the
fundamental problem is the loss of experience--alienation from the conditions in
which people are forced to live. In “Technological Reproducibility”, the apparatus that
instigates this loss becomes a means of reasserting humanity. In “The Storyteller” no
such claims are advanced. Benjamin looks back to a storyteller, Nikolai Leskov (18311895), whom he describes as “at home in distant places as well as distant times” (2002,
145). Leskov is a paradigm of the storyteller who asserts his or her humanity in a
fundamentally different way than the film actor; not in fragments, but in grasping long
stretches of experience. “For he is granted the ability to reach back through a whole
lifetime .... His gift is the ability to relate his life; his distinction, to be able to relate
his entire life” (2002, 162; emphasis in original). A common problem of asserting one’s
humanity finds radically different solutions in the two essays, one apparently looking
forward and the other looking back. The film actor finds humanity in reassembled
fragments; the storyteller works with wholes, as Benjamin emphasizes, “his entire life.”
Let me now switch, abruptly, to conditions of contemporary medical practice
as a venue in which we can observe the multiple shapes of distraction and the problem
of asserting one’s humanity in the face of an apparatus that threatens the capacity for
experience. What is this apparatus, and how to healthcare workers and patients both
confront it, but confront different aspects of it? Or, what is the characteristic distraction
for both clinicians and patients, how does this affect their respective capacities for
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narrative, and how might narrative be an antidote to distraction?
So many stories might be told of both clinician and patient distraction that
I will quote only two summary statements as stand-ins for all those stories. On the
patient side, I’ll go back to William James but this time quote something written
to him. When James’s heart showed serious signs of giving out, his brother Henry.
Responding to the news of William’s ill health, Henry, who knew what it was like to
be ill, wrote: “Oh your poor distracted doctor-ridden carcase” (quoted in Richardson
2007, 401). That line could be unpacked at considerable length, but let me only
emphasize the most obvious point Henry James is making. Doctors distract. From
what? we ask.
To suggest what medicine distracts patients from, I’ll quote a contemporary
witness. In Christopher Hitchens’s (2012) posthumously published writings on his
terminal cancer, he talks about the prayers offered on his behalf by various Christian
groups with whom he had debated his ideas about religion; that is, his opponents as
he argued his militant atheism. Some groups interpreted Hitchens’s illness as God’s
retribution, but others were more generous. When Hitchens asked one pastor what
exactly he was praying for, the response was that he prayed for three things: “that I
would fight off the disease, that I would make myself right for eternity, and that the
process would bring the two of us back into contact,” and he added that the third
prayer has already been answered (2012, 16).
We could each make our own lists of what to pray for when critically ill,
but those three seem a pretty good start. The distraction caused by the demands of
the medical system, in which the patient becomes a cog, gives such exclusive primacy
to the first point of prayer--fighting off the disease--that it distracts from the second
and third points. I’d call these the existential task of illness--what Hitchens’s friend
describes as making oneself right for eternity--and the social task, making contact
with those who matter and developing those contacts. Going back to Schutz’s concept
of a paramount reality, medicine--as the apparatus that the patient confronts (and
then specific machines within that organizational apparatus)--is an especially jealous
paramount reality. Patients have other work to do, and becoming doctor-ridden can be
a distraction from that work.
The doctor--and here I use that term as a proxy for all healthcare workers-is no less distracted, but distracted differently. Again I’ll use one brief quotation
to signify a mountain of concerns. Recently in the online newsletter Pulse (2013),
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subtitled “Voice from the heart of medicine,” Regina Harrell, an Alabama physician,
writes with elegant and poignant precision about the lack of fit between one of her
patients as she knows him--Dr. Harrell actually makes home visits to her very elderly
patients--and the check-boxes on the electronic health record that she is required
to use to document each visit. The check boxes require her to repeatedly emphasize
some aspects of her patient to a level she finds disrespectful. Significant nuances are
lost when she has to make binary decisions about a condition that the patient has in
part. And there is much about her patient for which there is no check box. The sum
of the boxes are both a misrepresentation of her patient, and the requirement to fill
in all the boxes is a significant distraction to Dr. Harrell. The most specific effect of
the apparatus she confronts is that “I spent more time checking boxes than talking to
patients and their families.” More systematic time-and-motion research on hospital
residents supports the generalizability of this sad conclusion. Harrell’s report offers
the most stark example of Benjamin’s prophecy that experience loses its value in
confrontations with mechanization.
Here we circle back to the issue with which I began my discussion of the
complexities of usages of distraction. From the perspective of medical administrators
and healthcare accountants, what counts are fully completed electronic records; that is
the paramount reality to which they are present-minded. They would certainly not say
that seeing patients is a distraction--most would sincerely regret that implication--but
for them what literally counts is having the check-boxes filled in. From the perspective
of institutional medicine, whether and how a critically ill person puts him or herself
right with eternity, and how social ties are maintained or even enhanced are, again,
not what anyone would explicitly call a distraction, but the system treats these as
distractions.
Narrative, by which I mean storytelling in Benjamin’s sense of deepened
experience, drawing upon reflections of a whole life, expressed at some point orally
to listeners who are present, is disrupted by the distractions of institutional medicine.
Anatole Broyard said it most explicitly: “doctors discourage our stories” (1992, 52). But
a physician like Regina Harrell would add, healthcare systems discourage doctors from
being the co-constructors of the stories that Broyard wants his doctor to participate
in. For storytellers, medical institutional systems are a distraction. For institutional
systems, people’s experiential stories are a distraction. And that is where I believe we
are, right now.
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I conclude with the image I began with, the large fellow careening down the
sidewalk, so preoccupied with wherever he is present-minded that he forces others out
of his way. The contest over what counts as a distraction--which distractions are good
and which are bad--is not played out on a level field. Medical systems are big enough
to force both patients and individual physicians out of the way, to effectively label any
person’s concerns as secondary to institutional paramount realities. I give the last word
to William James: “The bigger the unit you deal with, the hollower, the more brutal,
the more mendacious is the life displayed” (Richardson 2007, 384). And that makes it
imperative to keep being storytellers, but we require the will to sustain a habit of doing so.
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PHILLY
by
This city doesn’t move her mouth
except in screaming.
No one tends
to her neon-light irises
and the rash of empty churches
across her cheekbones.
I remember
at night she used to roll over,
darken my vision, leaning in
for a kiss. First light
was the lull when she pulled away.
There was barely a pockmark
or protrusion on her
before pistols and syringes
took her skin.
I searched for solace in
U-Hauls and Greyhounds
and left her like that,
lying on her back.
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Larry Davidson

Frank encourages us to “keep being storytellers” in the face of an institutional
medical system that is distracted by a combination of mechanization, check boxes,
and the provision of billable services. He argues that narrative is an antidote to these
distractions, and that we need to summon our collective will to (re)turn to the habit
of using stories as a way of reclaiming the healing arts as a fully human endeavor.
The founding of this very journal was based on a similar desire to infuse medicine
in general, and the mental health field in particular, with the arts as one avenue of
expression of this shared humanity. But there is more to Frank’s call than the simple
act of sharing stories—as poignant and illuminating as they might be. Frank also
challenges us to infuse the concrete, everyday practice of medicine with our patients’
concerns. Borrowing his terms, we are challenged to integrate the patient’s “paramount
reality” with what has been the paramount reality of contemporary medicine. Or, to be
more concrete and specific, and to borrow from Hitchens’ friend, we are challenged to
bring the values of maintaining or enhancing social connections and making oneself
right with eternity, as well as other basic human concerns, into the routine, everyday
conversations physicians have with their patients. How are we to do this, and what
kind of difference will it make if we do?
For the sake of this brief commentary, I am going to assume that the field of
narrative medicine has not been entirely successful in bridging this gap. I also am
going to assume that we cannot require physicians-in-training to experience their
own serious medical condition, to see the health care system through a patient’s
eyes—as happened to the surgeon portrayed by William Hurt in the 1991 movie “The
Doctor”—in order to humanize their practice. Narrative medicine has remained too
distant from routine practice, while relying on each physicians’ life experiences may be
focusing too close, erroneously blaming systemic failures on well-intended and caring
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professionals. Dr. Harrell, the Alabama physician whose piece Frank highlighted, is
surely not the only physician to complain about the “lack of fit” between their patients
and the requirements of their electronic medical records. Might we target somewhere
in between?
As a place to start, we know from research that a matter of only a few
more minutes spent in contact between physicians and patients may make a
disproportionately significant difference in the quality and effectiveness of care. For
example, physicians who spend less than 7 minutes with their patients are less likely to
provide information and life style advice, less likely to focus on preventive activities,
less likely to enable their patients to engage in self-care, less likely to recognize and
address longer-term and psychosocial issues, and, as a result, are more likely to require
more follow-up visits than those who spend more than 10 minutes with their patients
(Wilson & Childs, 2002). In terms of quality and effectiveness, endoscopists who
had an average withdrawal time of 12 minutes detected nearly four times as many
adenomas than those who had an average withdrawal time of 6 minutes (Barclay,
Vicari, Doughty, et al., 2006). And in terms of cost, physicians who saw patients for
less than 15 minutes were much more likely to have at least one malpractice claim
made against them, while those who spent at least 18 minutes with patients were more
likely not to have any (Levinson, Roter, Mullooly, et al., 1997).
As the dates of these citations suggest, we have known for quite a while
that rushed, i.e., distracted, medicine makes for sloppy medicine, which makes for bad
outcomes. But these data, apparently, have not provided persuasive enough evidence
to change practice, even in this era of “evidence-based medicine.” What these data do
suggest, though, is that it may take just a few additional minutes to practice in a more
humane way—to elicit and consider the patient’s own paramount reality—and that the
benefits of doing so will more than pay for itself in the long run should politicians and
policy makers find it possible to adopt a longer-term view. Capitalism and concerns
over cost, then, cannot be the only culprit accounting for the current mechanized state
of American medicine. The freer market created by the Affordable Care Act may begin
to work its magic in making medicine more cost effective by focusing on quality and
outcomes (as its architects had proposed), but this is unlikely to be the complete story.
At least one other factor that needs to be considered was suggested by
a friend of mine who is a French psychiatrist, who defended me at a meeting held
in Paris at which I was talking about recovery from depression (something I know
about both personally and professionally). I was criticized for not appreciating the
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gravity of the illness when my friend stood up and remarked: “The problem here is
that we doctors were trained on cadavers. We only learned about death and disease.
What do we know about life?” The perspectival nature of consciousness that James
and Frank are pointing out, the fact that my experience and what I attend to is different
from yours, is due to the fact that we are embodied subjects. Our bodies are not the
“objects” that Descartes and centuries of Western philosophers who have followed
him have taken them to be. If we want to move beyond an objectifying approach to
medicine, we also need to move beyond an objectifying approach to the human body.
Stories are important because they tell us who we are as unique individuals.
But we are unique individuals because we are embodied, and thereby individuated,
forms of consciousness. We will continue to have a mechanized, and distracted, system
of institutional medicine as long as doctors view the human body as separate from the
person who “owns” it. We do not “own” our bodies, and our bodies cannot always be
fixed in the way a mechanic fixes a car. Sometimes they can be, like when I dislocated
my shoulder. But most of the time, when things get serious, whose body it is that we
are assessing or treating will be an important influence on the course and outcome of
care. To make room for the patient’s paramount reality in the relationship, physicians
will need a map and surveying tools they can use to navigate this all-too-close, yet at
the same time incredibly unfamiliar, terrain.
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Who is this man who doesn’t promise a blessed thing aloud, but inks a vow on his skin?
He’s a September man, a waiting man,
a three-phone-calls-and-a-bottle-against-the-wall man.
Used to slips tens under the hem of her dress
when she sat at a hotel desk in Astoria.
And what’s the bravest thing he’s done?
To pick up bad habits like flypaper, the half-opened door of her skirt
within an inch of his eye.
Later: search for solace in U-Hauls and Greyhounds
and leave her like that, lying on her back.
To whom did he confess age sixty-seven petrified him forty years before?
He won’t remember a sad spinster
spun out on sloe gin.
She kept the rivers of Eastern Europe
captive in her varicose veins.
And is this his first time or his final?
The man shrugs unfinished shoulders.
He is still a genius when he sleeps.
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FIZZY LIFTING
by
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“My dear boy, I promise you they’ll be quite all right. When they leave here,
they’ll be completely restored to their normal, terrible old selves. But maybe
they’ll be a little bit wiser for the wear. Anyway, don’t worry about them.”
- Willy Wonka in Charlie and the Chocolate Factory
Before I met and loved an addict, I thought I knew what it meant. I had been
educated about alcoholism and substance abuse. I thought I knew the scope of the
challenge. I had done time—years’ worth—in rooms in circles of chairs with brokenhearted people, in groups for families and friends of alcoholics and addicts. Addiction
and alcohol threaded through my life like a river cuts landscape. I believed I was going
in with no illusions. Like the children traipsing into Willie Wonka’s factory, I would
remain master of my desires.
I graduated from college an anxiety-riddled mess and moved from the
Midwest to Boston simply because Boston was not the Midwest, breathlessly eager to
live any life beyond my own. Boston offered me my first post-college apartment, my
first post-college breakup, and my first car stolen and returned to me broken. The city
also gave me my first glimpse of my Golden Ticket, though at the time it looked like a
fight club too real for Chuck Palahniuk.
I worked at a photo-processing place for a few months, temped for a few
more, then got a job with benefits as a counselor in a youth home. All I knew was that
I wanted to help teenagers in pain. Immersion in a house of therapy and therapists
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led to impromptu psychoanalysis in the staff room and at the bar. How great to have
friends so devoted to Therapy Nation! Our pooled therapy collective made up for our
wages, which hovered around $16,500 and didn’t include mental health benefits.
I opened my mouth to tell a story over coffee to one of these coworkerfriends, and instantly it seemed I found myself holding a pamphlet with the support
group’s meeting times. I went to a therapist to get help for another issue and was
routed to this same support group. All roads, for me, led to the basement. I was
apparently a commercial for something I didn’t know I was selling. Because I was a
panicked, often-crying, cash-poor, desperate-feeling waif and this group was free, I
thought I’d go eventually. Around the same time—I can’t remember now what came
first—a supervisor asked me to take some of the teens with drug problems to a support
group downtown.
Driving a van full of devil-may-care teenagers from the group home to any
destination often included one of them opening the door and bolting from a vehicle
at a stop light, or crawling on the floor to hold down the gas pedal, or pounding
each other to a pulp in the back seat. I shepherded them to a high-ceilinged room in
Boston’s bunker-like city hall made of concrete, and they fidgeted shyly under the easy
glances of wizened Harley guys and assorted future versions of themselves. The four
or five teens slouched in plastic chairs, rolling eyes and studying their shoes, waiting
uncomfortably for the drug addicts’ meeting to begin.
My feet remained in contact with the cement floor, ready to spring up and follow
a kid who might claim a need to use the bathroom and then detour to the subway.
I was ready, as always, to be pulled into the hallway to talk down a weepy, angry, or
flashbacked teen. I labored under the false impression that this was just another night
at work.
The room got silent, and the strange creed was read from wrinkled pages
pressed in the smudged, plastic sheet protectors of worn binders. They recited
a jumble of numbers, each followed with a statement of action, a catalogue of little
stories: “we” did this, “we” realized. The intonation of the word “We” drew me in with
its heart-opening pronoun.
Then the first names unfurled around the rough rim of the table, each claiming
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a “and-I’m-an …” as a surname followed by their identification of alcoholic and addict.
What would come next? Would there be bitterness and rage? Would bystanders be
blamed? I tensed in my seat and winced.
Instead there was an expansive quiet. Instead of a cacophony of voices there
was a rule: one person spoke at a time and got to finish sentences. The very air
transfigured. I had never known a hush so reverent, urgent, and practical. That highceilinged concrete room seemed supported by a routine outside of itself that took no
effort to launch and required no vestments, a kind of anarchist Catholicism. It gives
me goose bumps now, eighteen years later, to remember that exact room, that exact
night.
A thin man with a shaved head began to speak. One of his arms was cradled in
a sling, and he spoke so casually I thought he was going to make an announcement
about the coffee. Instead he briefly told the group that his arm didn’t work anymore.
He had overdosed and laid unconscious on his stomach, arm under the weight of his
body, for three days, he said, and in the process he’d cut off circulation to the limb,
which would now be mostly unusable.
Then he laughed. He laughed as casually as if he’d spilled coffee on his shirt. His
eyes lit up and he shook his head and he laughed, and the room laughed with him and
shook its collective head.
That night I drove home a van full of teenagers slightly quieted and thoughtful,
and as I piloted our vessel onto the highway I felt the secret shock of internal inflation.
A second self expanded like an air bladder or another organ. I felt as if I belonged there
among the ravaged and slinged and jack-booted—but why? Something in me answered
with the same kind of amazed laughter. I saw this luminous organ inflate and felt
slightly uneasy, having no name for what had occurred in response to the recognition
of pain. Identification: but with what? I didn’t like drugs, barely drank, and had no
compulsion to use. But somehow these people felt like siblings, like family.
In Charlie and the Chocolate Factory, Charlie and Grandpa watch as families are
consumed and deformed by unchecked desires: Augustus with his chocolate, Veruca
with her greed, Mike Teevee with his electronic eyes. The parents urge and enable
them to become what they consume while the psychedelic Oompa Loompas’ running
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commentary offers the stinging opportunity for accountability.
What I love about this movie is that no one is innocent, and everyone is
tempted by the lure of seemingly magical detours. Left behind by the group, Charlie
and Grandpa sip the Fizzy Lifting Drink. At first they have fun, playing at being birds
and airplanes as they air-swim, flip, and twirl. Then they realize they can’t stop their
ascent. Above them an exhaust fan roars, its propeller blades chopping the air. Charlie
and Grandpa panic, howl, and flail as the buzz of the metal approaches. By accident
they discover that laughter pops the bubbles in their guts.
We laugh in the meetings because when we do, bubbles of loneliness float up
to the roofs of our mouths in a golden lightness. No one but these people understand
what my laugh really means. This secret laughter is bought with pain and reckoning.
If I call it trauma laughter, it sounds frozen and sad, reactive, but it’s not bitter—it is
science. It’s the gasp and joy of mutual discovery, the shorthand of a thousand steps
in error, the sharing of failed field research, a collective education project of radical
proportions.
Paulo Friere, a Brazilian philosopher of education, pioneered the approach of
critical pedagogy as a means for social change. He advocated for peasants and other
oppressed communities to self-organize into groups, identify their own agendas, and
ask questions of themselves to analyze their conditions and better their situations.1
While I was reading Pedagogy of the Oppressed by Friere in political collectives, I had not
yet made the connection between his words and the radical grassroots field research
happening in the church basements where another part of myself went to save all of
me. Those groups, so often seen as regressively religious or “self-help,” echo Friere’s
work: self-governing, profit-averse, saving people for free. I’ve signed on to left-wing
collectives in several states, but I’ve seen nothing more radical than that basement
commitment to life-or-death praxis.
The laughter opens the lungs and relights the world. It comes when people have
all been through the same secret thing and then they name it to each other. It becomes
funny so quickly. “Gallows humor,” they call it, but it doesn’t feel as close to hanging as
it does to delight in a near-miss, a slightly chilled joy at momentary survival.
I’ll tell you why this is funny. Like a joke’s punch-line, the pattern we have
1

Paulo Friere, Pedagogy of the Oppressed.
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missed is revealed. And our intelligence and delight rest on pattern-recognition. When
we see a pattern—what we all do the same, what happened to all of us—we laugh
with infant joy, especially when it’s a shared pattern, something we created together,
even if it is diseased and partly sad. It’s a delight to share the pattern among people
who have felt and created one similar, our own version of a village’s blanket-weave or
basket-pattern. The laughter also comes from lightness; since you have made the same
strange object of your life, odds are you won’t think my pattern ugly or wrong.
I found a meeting for friends and family of addicts, and with embarrassment,
regret, and a sense of shouldering life’s burden, I realized that I had found my people.
I have to say—out of love—that we are less Harley and more nerdy, less hilarious and
more quiet and pained, than a roomful of addicts. If you love your nation you have
to see its faults and its outlines; we are, by nature and experience, a tense, worrying,
throat-clutching lot. The strangers who sat and spoke about their days in those rooms
described my internal terrain to a degree that was spooky. It was like visiting the same
psychic every week and hearing tiny details that were each right on the money.
So I kept going back. I noticed there was laughter there. As things started to
thaw and poke their sharp ice-floe pieces at my insides, I started to just sit there and
cry and think and want to throw up and hide but also to breathe in a way that up until
now had taken either a minimum of an hour-long walk or some Klonopin. I came back
for the oxygen.
Later, I curled viciously in a plastic chair, technically homeless, worldly
possessions shoved in a large backpack heaved up the subway stairs and dropped next
to my chair. Laughter from rows over made me want to tear someone’s skin off in
broad, wet sheets, yet I couldn’t bolt. This was the only place where no one cared if
you cried in a corner and blew your nose on your sleeve. They’d pass me Kleenex and
I’d snatch it with hatred and they’d smile. Someone would tell a sad story, everyone
would laugh, and I would think, that is the saddest fucking story I ever heard, and these
people are loony. Twenty minutes more and I am out of here.
I found a place to live and kept coming back. I usually found a chair at the
edge of the circle and tucked my feet up on the chair so that my shins made a wall
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to protect me. They let me sit in the back and cry. They let me accumulate a pile of
crumpled tissues, sweep them up in a rangy ragged hand as the prayer was said, and
they let me run away. Damn them, I thought, and their totally uncool club. I never
expected it to become my home.
Having a home or a family like that doesn’t solve anything. Roald Dahl’s version
of childhood doesn’t involve easy happy endings. In Charlie and the Chocolate Factory,
he respected children enough to acknowledge that we come from partial darkness. The
beasts we fight are always complex and compelling. In the same way, membership in
this basement club where we gathered to fight and understand our own demons never
promised an easy way to extinguish those demons. That would be a child’s fantasy—
and not even a very interesting story.
There’s an easy story told in shiny board books about what it means to “get
better” or to “survive,” to “triumph over adversity” or to “recover.” It’s a commercial of
self-help in which an actor with overly bleached teeth makes outrageous promises to
sell a product promising the end to pain.
Roald Dahl would cringe at such a narrative, would think it too insulting and
damaging even for children. He would never frame and copper-plate a story of past
adversity, would never sell it as a memento to ward off danger. He would never pretend
to children that the pain is part of a previous age. Anyone who is injured will tell you
that the scars from an injury inhabit the body for the rest of one’s life, pinching in
the cold, itching in the summer, serving always as a reminder. J.R.R. Tolkien and J.K.
Rowling’s books, too, kindle such a flame in the hearts of children and adults because
the heroes show their damage, their lifelong scars, their fears and the permanent
change the journey writes on their bodies and minds. This is a J.K. Rowling story of
recovery and of fighting darkness; the darkness is the birth of my essence, my meager
powers, and my weaknesses. When I first read Harry Potter I shuddered constantly as
many readers do at her scar metaphor and its keen insight into generational trauma.
The dangers are real and serious. The cures are not easy. Therefore the failures
along the way are not failures; they are necessary and to be expected. A friend asked
me if the basement meetings I attended for years had failed.
Did those meetings and their wisdom not work because I wasn’t immediately
cured? The story I believe is that I came out each week as flawed as I went in. This
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story, like Harry Potter, like the Lord of the Rings, is a generational saga about fighting
dragons, about flaws, about darkness and failure. It is a story about learning to see in
the dark, about being transfigured by love, about learning new languages and being
willing to walk a long walk outside the place of easy comfort.
In the movie, Charlie Bucket and Grandpa are denied their prize by Mr. Wonka
when they go to complain about being eliminated from the contest. They knock on
Wonka’s door, and an irritated and outraged Wonka rounds on them, “You stole
Fizzy Lifting Drinks. You bumped into the ceiling, which now has to be washed and
sterilized. So you get nothing! You lose! Good day sir!” he screams, outraged at the
violation of his trust.
Charlie is redeemed when, unprompted by anything more than a prick of his
conscience, he pulls an everlasting gobstopper out of his pocket and sets it on Wonka’s
desk as he is about to depart. With this tiny admission of his own wrongs, he is
shocked to learn that he wins the kingdom of candy. That’s the price we also have to
pay, pulling out of our pockets the self-righteous and infantile rage we might suckle
ourselves on until we die. We open our pockets and have to laugh at our roles and
ourselves in the Technicolor madness. We are anonymous. We are children who visited
Wonka’s factory and find ourselves reflected in our desires. What we share is that we
each know the lost moments in a week collect like crumbs and pennies beneath the
couch cushions of madness, grief, and despair. Yet we laugh constantly.
Out of the basement I am often embarrassed at the sheer weight of my naked
laugh. But in the basement it sprawls where it will. It catches some off guard and they
look over and giggle. Yeah, we counted pills. Holy shit, we drove to find you at the bars and
hauled you home. We planned you dead, we wished you dead, believed you dead. We left and
came back and threw things and tucked away grievances like Everlasting Gobstoppers.
We did such crazy stuff—sometimes we still do—all in the madness that comes from
being collateral damage to a whirlwind in which we thought we could fly.
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SOARING
by
If I could

Pat Vidal

free myself from
this knot
of arms,
legs and head
tucked into the
curving despair
of me,

I would be
a gull,
soaring
and lofting
on winds
high over the sea,

wheeling in
a flashing arc
in that eternity
between the sun
and my shadow
scudding on the sea.
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Portia Watson

RISING OUT
OF SLEEP
by
I decide to keep my appointment
with what light remains, still hearing
the voice before waking.

Charles Thielman

Boot-prints in blue snow to a barn,
thick blanket waiting on stall rail.
Hands and breath on coarse mane,
we canter into what dawn skies offer.
Our trails of breath fog dissolving
while branch shadows form
and begin to pull back
from a white field.
Owls flying into dream,
my throat close to her muscled neck.
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SPEAK YOUR PEACE by

Portia Watson
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CHARNEL GROUND
PEOPLE
by
Under the Weather

Lisa Levy

An early Spring New England day of my thirty-third year, and I’m under the
weather again. Against all winter odds, there are buds on the dogwood trees in the
divinity school quad--but the forecast is sunshine with a chance of locusts, for which
I am glad. On days like this, the cloudless sky makes everything worse. On a bench in
the shade, surrounded by sun-giddy graduate students sitting in circles on the grass
and a ring of barefoot, khaki-clad men throwing a Frisbee on the lawn, I do what I
always do when I’m under the weather, and conjure the kindest place I can imagine.
Today, it is a blue room, surrounded by the ebb-and-flow sounds of a winter ocean.
A hyacinth macaw named Pearl for company. A hanging basket of night-blooming
Morning Glories in the window. There are no headaches in the blue room, and only
sometimes tears, which I collect in paper cups and distill. I drink the water, because
it’s important to stay hydrated, and from the salt, I sculpt human figures in pain.
Moonlight breathes them awake, and they climb from the blue room through the open
window and run glittering into the sea. They glow for a moment beneath the nightdark waves like subaquatic stars before they dissolve.
When animals die, the ocean washes their bodies away before I have a chance to
see. I leave a key under the mat for the Rabbi, and keep a spare set of plastic utensils,
in case he should stop by. In case he, too, is under the weather and in need of a blue
room. Come in out of the locusts, I’ll say, You’ll catch your death.
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Charnel Ground Blues
July of my thirty-third year. I was pilgriming from Grand Central Station to
the Rubin Museum of Himalyan Art in Chelsea, twenty-seven blocks away, on foot
because of a longstanding aversion to the subway (an incomprehensible liminal
labyrinth, millions of people who know exactly where they’re going). There were
wing-shaped patches of rubbed-raw skin on my feet--I’d had to stop at a pharmacy
for band-aids--and I suddenly felt like a girl very far from home. I arrived at the
museum hot, anxious, and limping. In contrast, the other Friday night patrons smelled
expensive. They exuded a mysterious, reptilian coolness that whispered of apartments
with central air, doormen, private cars, pedicures. I felt exposed, as if the throbbing
places on my feet were a portal, accessible to these diamond-beaked strangers, into the
flayed recesses of my heart.
Wandering amid tapestries depicting the six realms of the Tibetan Buddhist
wheel of existence, a collection of implements used in sacrificial “wrath offerings,” and
a sculpture of Krishnacharya riding a zombie, I found a small case containing ritual
instruments used for meditation. The one that snagged my attention appeared to be a
flute or pipe, painted orange with black stripes like a tiger’s coat, adorned with tassels.
I sought out the appropriate placard. In benign font, it read: “Shinbone trumpet.
Nineteenth century. Human bone, human hair.” It continued,
The shinbone trumpet is associated with siddhas and yogis who dwell in
charnel grounds. The charnel grounds are where corpses are cremated or
chopped up and left to be devoured by wild animals. The interlude between
death and the disposal of the body is an especially perilous time, and if
ritual protocol is not strictly followed, corpses can become possessed by
malevolent spirits. Thus charnel grounds are considered haunted, lonely
places inhabited by the dead, ghouls, and demons. Meditating at night in
total isolation is a challenge undergone by those seeking transcendence.
I stood in front of the case, trying to absorb the music of the silent instrument
into my body—but I couldn’t have felt farther from a South Asian charnel ground.
The Rubin, the reincarnation of a Barney’s department store, was coated with a
residue of luxury. The sleek, cool-skinned patrons took only casual glances into the
case before moving along to more eye-catching rugs and sculptures. High heels beat
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a clipped rhythm against marble floors. Docents shrouded in ennui made practiced
jokes while explicating Tibetan Buddhist cosmology. The two lords of the charnel
grounds stationed at the entrance--robed figures with enormous skulls for heads and
carnivorous, come-hither grins--seemed more like grotesque mannequins displaying
the latest fashion than looming reminders of mortality. I lingered, trying to hear the
song of the bone trumpet, until the uniformed guards began to urge people gently
toward the exit.
This is a story about charnel grounds. For the fifteen years since I was diagnosed
with major depressive disorder, I have been periodically sent back to that place of death
and held there, unable to speak, unable to leave. There is no transcendence in this story.
There are malevolent spirits, and hungry ghosts, and vultures big as kindergartners
eyeing me while they pick through the bones of others who have succumbed. I’m
under the weather, I say to excuse my months-long absence from my life, the generic
colloquialism papering over an intimately personalized nightmare.
I would like to be able to tell a story that concludes with revelation and
redemption, with a self-opening to God that gives meaning and beauty to this ugly
thing inside me. But after almost a decade and a half, life has taken on a provisional
quality, and six, or eight, or eighteen months of more or less “good” days doesn’t
meant I won’t find myself once more among the corpses and carrion birds. It comes
quickly, a dark tunnel swallowing a moving train, or it comes slowly, the steady drip
of a leaky faucet that yellows the porcelain, a geologic process of erosion that one day
gives way to a crater of sorrow.
That is my story. There are also the stories of others. For a year and a half, I held
a Sunday afternoon church service on the acute inpatient unit of a psychiatric ward.
The Fourth Floor at the Connecticut Mental Health Center housed ten men and ten
women, all of whom were experiencing acute episodes of a severe mental illness, many
of whom had a dual diagnosis of addiction. Most of them had been homeless at some
point during the twelve months prior to their admission. Our Fourth Floor House
Church took place in the Groups Room, the same room where Sandy, the infinitely
goodnatured recreational therapist, helped the residents brainstorm healthy coping
skills while they did art projects that involved some combination of construction paper
and finger paint, children’s safety scissors and macaroni.
Each Sunday, we laid out a colorful plastic tablecloth--bright green for Palm
Sunday, lavender for Easter, a buttery yellow, scattered with autumn leaves, to celebrate
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the advent of Fall. The plate that held the sweet-smelling loaf of Stop & Shop-brand
challah was always the centerpiece, surrounded by paper cups of white grape juice
(white because one of our regulars believed she was allergic to the color purple)
and battery-powered flameless votive candles, which I was constantly giving away
to patients who were afraid of the dark. During the service we prayed, read Gospel
passages, sung Amazing Grace and We Shall Overcome, and shared communion.
Occasionally, afterwards, there was a line for hugs.
We had our regulars: Bill, who combed his hair, tucked his button-down
shirt into his sweatpants, and told me each time I saw him about the night the Big
Dipper came into his living room. There was Penny, who was a nurse before paranoid
schizophrenia struck in the late ’70s. She once made me a sign in Art Group that said,
Chaplains are born to love and to be loved. Bettina was the unit’s resident comedian.
The other residents giggled when she answered the community phone, “Macy’s
Department Store! There’s nobody here but us chickens!” Whenever I offered a
spontaneous prayer, she asked, “Did you make that one up by yourself?” and then
muttered, “Now she’s a smart cookie.”
After my encounter at the Rubin, I came across a fragment in a book on
Buddhist ritual practices: “The bones of suicides are the best for making bone trumpets
because their spirits stay in their bones, and this gives the trumpet power. The sound
of this trumpet makes the ghosts and evil spirits fly away.” Since then, I’ve begun to
imagine a charnel ground people, troubled spirits of the dead and of the living, with
immense power locked inside them. I imagine that there might just be another world
touching this one, a world where powerful siddhas sit in perennial full lotus and wail
on tiger-striped bone trumpets like lunatic bluesmen, the breath from their fear-dry
mouths releasing the spirits trapped within to push back the dark. I imagine them
sitting alone, unable to see one another but within earshot, playing a call and response,
trumpet calling to trumpet, spirit to spirit, bone to bone. Depending on the day, we
might be the siddha, or the trumpet. The one playing, or the one being played.
There is no Easter at the end of this story, at least not so far. No empty tomb.
No resurrection. Only a Gethsemane God who has been there, alone and afraid and
weeping, to sit with me among the bones, who stays with me and prays for me when
I cannot form the words. There is a siddha who plays a fierce, unholy trumpet, and
disciples who dream unquiet dreams while their friend kneels by himself in the dark.
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GIVING IT TO
THE RIVER
by

Charles F. Thielman

Cliff turned collars of sunset gold,
twilight climbing the roots of shadows,

I wade into shallows, arms out for balance,
body sweated through a day of unloading
boxcars to load truck-caves parked
on summer sun baked blacktop.
Current skimming layers of an inhaled pace,
river a cool slice into this valley’s swath
of leaden heat. Arms and legs off-duty, I float
downriver with a thought of swimming back.
Letting go of the strain of working
in diesel swelter as bare rock darkens
to accept what the night sky will lower
through dense steam, I listen as traffic hiss
slides off a highway curve and down slope
below the sung approach to branch and nest.
The river lugs dusk-released curves of blue
through buoy bell clangs, inside the ocean.
The faith I carry in pockets of marrow
balanced now on a flat stone,
body stretched out below shimmer,
black fur dropping wet stars.
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LIGHT BETWEEN
STARS
by

1.
After the rain, she sniffs the air. It smells light.
Condylura cristata: Star-nosed mole.
Here we are
linking our universe
to this small, dirt bound thing.
She loves the milk-white flesh of grubs.
It is for her that the earth trembles
and grass uproots itself
and tulips fall in her wake.
Daffodils, having survived a late frost,
let go
while all good dogs go crazy dancing in the yard.
2.
The small, boxed azaleas
outside Easthampton Savings Bank
are nothing like the wild branches
growing everywhere in my actual country.
Nothing here is like that abundance
where croaker are,
and flounder grow fat on river bottoms
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where neighbors broke off blossoms of dogwood to bring to us
with covered dishes that April.
Music of bullfrogs in the back ponds.
Breath of porpoise off the floating dock.
3.
At night, now,
light of titmouse, nuthatch, stoat, vole.
Breath of sleeping dog. Breath of sleeping mole.
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Road, Poetry Kit and Pastiche [England], Belle Reve, Tiger’s Eye and Rusty Nail.
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PAT VIDAL is a retired nurse who loves New Haven and all that it offers in the arts
and music. She has written poetry for over 25 years and has been lucky enough to take
poetry workshops with gifted teachers. She is also a musician, playing the clarinet in a
ragtime ensemble and in a classical quartet. She has a husband, three grown sons, and
one grandchild, all of whom support her efforts and take time to critique her poems.
------------------------------------------PORTIA WATSON is a MA candidate at the University of Kentucky’s Patterson
School of Diplomacy and International Commerce, where she is studying
development and global health. She recently returned from spending two years in
Thailand, where she pursued a Fulbright teaching grant as well as a fellowship with
the NGO Burmese Refugee Project, now known as Kwah Dao. Portia is interested
in photography and the power it has to unite the viewer and subject. She sees
photography as a conscious act of attending to the world, and herself as a witness to
the transitory beauty in every passing moment.
------------------------------------------KD WILLIAMS is a recent graduate from the University of Michigan with a bachelor’s
degree in English and Spanish and a Creative Writing sub-concentration. She received
a 2010 Hopwood Undergraduate Short Fiction award and more recently received the
2013 Stony Brook Short Fiction Prize. KD has edited and contributed to the Michigan
Daily’s weekly magazine, The Statement.
------------------------------------------DAVID ZAZA’s writing has appeared or is forthcoming in Ardor, The Quarterly,
Squalorly, Dialogue, Coracle, and elsewhere. He has produced two puppet plays in
collaboration with visual artist Mark Fox. He lives in New York, where he owns a
small graphic design studio that produces arts publications.
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