SUBMERGING

1

JANUARY 21, 2017

8

LOOSE ENDS

20

Matt Lang

Matt Lang

Morning

O

BRENDAN KIERNAN

n the day after the inauguration, I spent the morning binge
watching Maron, season four, the season where he’s in rehab.
Everyone else I know was at the Women’s March.

MEMENTO
BRIAN COGAN

After I watched six episodes of Maron, I took a sledgehammer to our
old chicken coop. There were no longer any chickens in the chicken
coop, but there was a dead rat underneath the chicken coop. I took
the dead rat, along with the pieces of the chicken coop, out to the
garbage bins in the alley.

A FLAWED TAKE
jill lAbrack

One reason I didn’t go to the march was because I slept until 10:30
am. I did this because I took a double dose of anxiety medication
the night before. The reasons for the double dose were embarrassing
and beyond the scope of this essay, but they were not related to the
inauguration.
Okay, they were a little related to the inauguration.

joan ne bar h am , “ Th e Esca pe”
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To be precise, and being more precise in my communication is a skill
on which I am working, it was an anti-anxiety medication. A medication to alleviate anxiety. I’m afraid when I said anxiety medication
I made it sound like the medication I took was designed to promote
anxiety. Chicken coop. Chicken modifies coop. The coop is designed
to give the chickens a place to live and grow. Anxiety medication.
Anxiety modifies medication. The medication is designed to give the
anxiety a place to live and grow.
Not so. The medication I took was to alleviate the anxiety. To make it
go away. I did not want the anxiety, so I took the medication to make
it go away.
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It worked. Boy howdy. Over eleven hours of sleep.
I was groggy. I went downstairs to look for coffee.
The chickens had been slaughtered humanely and we ate them as pot
pie. Delicious.
*
Even if I had been awake at 8:30 am, when everyone else left for the
march, I don’t think I would have gone, even though I wanted to
go. At least, I wanted to be the kind of guy who could go to such
an event and come out feeling that it was good and useful and I was
good and useful and together the event and I were good and useful
and it was good and useful that we were there together.
I saw no good outcome, though. At a minimum, I would have had to
interact with people, which sounded terrible. There was also the high
probability that I would have been the one sad guy at the hopeful
party. And that’s a drag.
Even worse, I could have felt good. If I began the march feeling good,
after even five minutes of being surrounded by all that energy, all that
power, all that hope, draped in all that sun, I would have felt great,
and feeling great is only one stop away from feeling euphoric.
You do not want to feel euphoric. Trust me here. It sounds good. It is
not.
Feeling great is: We are marching in the streets and making our voices
heard within the parameters of peaceful, democratic processes.
Feeling euphoric is: We are literally changing the fundamental nature of
the way societies are structured! The old arrangements are dead and gone!
We will sleep and wake in a world that we have once and for all rearranged and we will never feel sad again!!!!!!!!!
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!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
Euphoria is a trail of exclamations points that you follow off a cliff.
Maron lived in a storage unit. I’ve considered it.
Maron shit in a bucket in the corner of the storage unit. I’d never
thought about that part of it.
Maron traded sex for drugs. I’ve never been that far gone. It’s nice to
know there are people below you.
Afternoon
“There is an illusion about America, a myth about America to which
we are clinging which has nothing to do with the lives we lead and
I don’t believe that anybody in this country who has really thought
about it or really almost anybody who has been brought up against
it – and almost all of us have one way or another – this collision
between one’s image of oneself and what one actually is is always very
painful and there are two things you can do about it, you can meet
the collision head-on and try to become what you really are or you
can retreat and try to remain what you thought you were, which is a
fantasy, in which you will certainly perish.” – James Baldwin
To understand Trump and his appeal it helps to understand professional wrestling and its appeal. Like Trump, professional wrestling
is full of myths and fantasies turned up real loud to get emotional
reactions from large crowds. Trump can’t sell steaks, but he can sell
a trope, and the old, white heart of America bought it because it
allowed them to remain who they thought they were. They didn’t
vote for policy, they voted for a mythology which is a comic book
mythology, a cartoon mythology, a professional wrestling mythology,
a Reagan-era professional wrestling mythology. Hulk Hogan is real, or
rather was real and could be real again, though in this version of the
myth he is friends with Nikolai Volkoff.
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The main difference between professional wrestling and President
Trump is that professional wrestling no longer pretends to be real.
*
I have ADD. Or AD/HD, if you prefer. I prefer ADD because I was
never hyperactive, but I’ve always had trouble with attention and
focus.
It’s a new diagnosis, received shortly after my fortieth birthday. For
years, I told myself that I was going to go on a ski trip out West for
my fortieth, probably to Telluride because I like the name Telluride.
Instead I went to see a shrink because there were more and more days
when I was sad that I woke up.
Feeling sad to wake up is not the bottom of the cliff, but it was as
close as I care to get.
It took two visits to the psychiatrist to get the diagnosis. I didn’t know
ADD could cause such mood swings. He assured me that it could, it
did, and in my case, it was.
*
“Now I think there is a very good reason why the Negro in this
country has been treated for such a long time in such a cruel way, and
some of the reasons are economic and some of them are political…
This really amounts sometimes to a kind of social paranoia. One
cannot afford to lose status on this peculiar ladder, for the prevailing notion of American life seems to involve a kind of rung-by-rung
ascension to some hideously desirable state. If this is one’s concept
of life, obviously one cannot afford to slip back one rung. When one
slips, one slips back not a rung but back into chaos and no longer
knows who he is. And this reason, this fear, suggests to me one of the
real reasons for the status of the Negro in this country. In a way, the
Negro tells us where the bottom is: because he is there, and where he
is, beneath us, we know where the limits are and how far we must not
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fall. We must not fall beneath him…I think this is unendurably clear
in the faces of those screaming people…who are quite incapable of
telling you what they are afraid of. They do not really know what it
is they are afraid of, but they know they are afraid of something, and
they are so frightened that they are nearly out of their minds.”
That’s another Baldwin quote.
Our collective cognitive abilities have been impaired by our collective
emotions. We need to be honest about what’s happening and learn to
identify our feelings. We need to care for those who harm and selfharm, even as we hold them to account and demand they seek treatment. I think America thought itself ready to have a black president.
We do things sometimes when we think we are ready but we are not
ready. Our head is ready but our heart is not. Or we think our heart is
ready.
What did we expect? We don’t know, but not this feeling. It’s a feeling
we can’t quite name and therefore don’t understand. It adds confusion
on top of change, and because we thought ourselves ready, it must not
be our fault, it must be because somebody did something wrong. And
somebody must have done something wrong, because if they hadn’t,
we wouldn’t be feeling that feeling. We were ready for change, but not
like this. Like how, we don’t know, but not like this.
White America stayed the same, but black America moved, so this
feeling must be there because black America moved (and with them,
brown America, queer America, trans America, the rest of America).
Trump spoke to the unsettled white heart of America and promised
to repeal the bad feeling and replace it with a beautiful feeling, such a
feeling, the best feeling.
White men especially thought this sounded great. Since they are the
group least equipped to feel and understand their feelings, the group
least likely to even admit they have feelings, they are the group most
driven by their feelings, the group most likely to be swayed by appeals
to emotion.
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White women will accept white men grabbing them in the pussies
and controlling their reproduction so long as they feel that they, in
turn, will be able to castrate black men and control the reproduction
of black women. The fact that the white man grabs them by the pussy
makes them feel like he is powerful enough to so order the world.
They accept his domination because it offers them the promise of
domination over others.
Obama also made people feel good. He made them feel like they were
ready.
*
The cause is not lost. Old, white America clings to an imaginary past,
and holds power in the present, but it has no claim on the future, a
quick look at demographics and the energy of the recent protests tells
us that. What old, white America can do is damage the country to the
point where there is little left of it by the time the future arrives.
Our work is to limit the damage, to leave the nation as healthy as
possible after the fever dream of returning to an America that never
existed runs its course. To treat the symptoms, to care for the afflicted
and the affected. To cling to the future, then own it.
“Nothing is more desirable than to be released from an affliction, but
nothing is more frightening than to be divested of a crutch.”
Baldwin, again.
Evening
That said, I didn’t go to the Women’s March.
I went to the Philippines in 1999. I stayed there for a year, much of
that time spent in southern Mindanao, in indigenous communities in
very remote villages. One of my hosts was a leader from the T’bouli
tribe. Though I have scoured photo albums, journals, and my mem6

ory banks, I regret that I can’t remember his name. I think it started
with an M.
Every few months, I would spend a few weeks traveling with him and
I watched his mind unravel over the course of that year. To say he was
under a great deal of stress is an understatement. He was newly married, had an infant son, was trying to farm in poor soil on the slope
of a remote mountain, was working to build schools and churches
(he was also an itinerant preacher) in his and surrounding villages, all
the while living with the reality that on any given night military or
paramilitary units could march into his village and force every family
to move, or worse.
The last time I saw him, he was staying in a guest house next to a
hospital in Davao City. He entered the room very timidly, carrying a
handful of papers. He was always thin, but walking in the doorway
then he looked brittle. In his eyes, I saw the faraway look of a man
whose mind was gone, leaving the rest of him confused and scared
as to what to do next. I was one of only a few white people he had
ever met, and by far the one he had spent the most time with. I had
slept in his home, held his child, hiked with him for miles. He taught
me how to catch frogs and plow fields with a water buffalo. As he
searched his own memory banks, he seemed to know that he knew
me somehow, but he couldn’t remember my name.
I moved over to give him room to sit down next to me on the couch.
As he accepted the invitation some wires in his mind fired and a
spark flashed across his face. Animated, urgent, he shoved the stack of
papers at me. Look, he said, I have it. An important message, he said, to
carry to my home. Will you take it?
Yes.
He shoved the papers at me again. I took them from his hands and
shuffled through them.
They were all blank.
7

LOOSE ENDS
brendan kiernan

I have been away, I said to the ceiling,
And now am not myself
—Robin Robertson, “The Halving”

N

ow that I know there’s a fist in there I can use it to crush
the snakes. So lucky in that regard. The snakes were in a
dream, and I only had the one dream about it, one time.
Fluid sensations in my chest: pressure one moment, indigestion the
next, a dull burn, a fluttering, then something like electricity flowing
out and down. This energy reversed itself and took the form of snakes
bellying up my insides. The heads were the faces, fading and blending
into one another, of hospital workers. Then they were something else,
or I woke up, so what’s the use? And why start with a dream? I could
more accurately start with colors. Green…

scarring. If it were on the outside of my body what would it look like?
What color would it be? Yellow like…
On Saturday there was a twinge between my shoulder blades. Then,
I feel weird, that felt weird, like slithering. It happened when Milá and
I were trying to get through a parade crowd. The way the drums and
stomping and noisemakers and Milá asking what was wrong—I feel
weird—broke to the surface was similar to the way, in movies, they
show the point of view of someone struggling to get out from under
water. I became sweaty and nauseous. Everything was too loud, too
bright. I moved faster. If I could just get somewhere and sit down….
Someone was holding something yellow and spinning—a parasol?—
that enraged me. My emotional reaction was stronger than the
physical, although what’s the difference when…

From June 16 – 18, 2007, at the age of thirty-five, I suffered a heart
attack. I underwent angioplasty and had a stent placed in my left
anterior descending artery, which was 100% blocked. As the balloon opened my “widow maker,” Bono screamed at me that it was a
beautiful day and not to let it slip away. Which was accurate in that I
wasn’t dead. I wondered what the folks in the angiogram queue I had
jumped would listen to later. When I say Bono was accurate I should
clarify that…
I’ve got a recording of the procedure on CD. Everything reduced to a
cross-section in two dimensions, aerials of arteries and offshoots. Dr.
Cole’s monitor shows the fist as green, slightly opened, and turned
sideways with the knuckles pointing up, the beginnings of a shadow
puppet. The gap between the fingers and palm is black and pearshaped. This provides contrast for the beating of the green. Right at
the apex—Dr. Cole calls it the “tip”—there’s a section that doesn’t
throb. That part of the muscle is dead. There will be scarring. There is

Two days post-hospital the yellow spot in my groin darkened and
spread, gathering blue and black around a pea-sized lump. This was
the collagen plug used to close me at the femoral artery. Radiating
further out was a band of purple which I imagined as fingertip marks
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where manual pressure had also been applied during its insertion.
Along the lines of my emotional and physical reactions really being
one, here’s another awareness: you’re full of holes, and where you’re
not full of holes, you’re permeable. Which can be a good thing when
there’s a mechanically simple solution to your problem. 1) Make hole
in femoral artery. 2) Stick guidewire / catheter equipped with mesh
stent and uninflated balloon into hole. 3) Follow contrast dye-assisted
arterial map to problem site. 4) Inflate balloon / open mesh stent. 5)
Remove guidewire / catheter. 6) Close up hole. The plug, inserted
using a syringe-type device with a catchy name like Angio- or ExoSeal, is absorbed into the body within three months, by which time
the bruising is mostly gone and the stubble has grown back. But the
yellow reappeared elsewhere, along with the stubble…
You know how I feel about you, don’t you? (Now go wait for the ambulance.) The paramedics didn’t like my color and gave me an EKG
and oxygen. I vomited. The police officer asked me what I had for
breakfast. Oatmeal, toast, coffee. One of the paramedics peered into
the garbage can and confirmed. I noticed I had gotten some on the
rug, apologized, considered mentioning how it really tied the room
together, but thought better of it. I was more concerned that the bile
leaking from my nostrils (those holes again) would foul up the oxygen
mask. Also there was a fist under the hollow of my chest. It pulsated,
increasing in speed and intensity, building and building on itself—no
ebb—until it popped. I was disappointed they only put the siren on
at intersections. At the hospital I was given another EKG, Maalox,
a chest x-ray, more Maalox, had blood drawn, then was lifted from
gurney to board to gurney to deserted hallway—it was a Sunday—to
a CT scan. Then more blood. I was told my symptoms were probably
“presenting” as cardiac. Ulcers were discussed. I had another wave of
that fist clenching, this time it (fucking hole) made me…
“No! Shrimp! No! Soda!” The attending cardiologist was insistent. It
was the day after angioplasty and he had brought, along with the diet
advice and repeated queries about cocaine use, a hand drawing of my
heart attack.
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He also presented paperwork filled with fucked-up numbers (i.e., I
still scored a 1,225 on something with a “normal 120” range) which
necessitated my staying longer in the hospital, at least until “marker
comedown.” I was generally familiar with these markers—high cardiac enzymes indicating a heart attack—from the first emergency room.
An hour or two after asking a nurse for permission to piss standing
up (“no, because of all the wires”) they told me my “bloods had come
back high.” This meant the heart (although one doctor still held out
hope for the “presenting” hypothesis). This meant a night in CCU
and a transfer to a hospital with a catheterization lab the next morning. And me, wondering, why would they wait until morning and
why didn’t I or anyone think to…
Three months later the stubble and bruising had moved from groin
to chest. The stubble was the result of another round of being shaved,
this time at cardiac rehab, where the nurse cleared spots for the leads
used in ECG telemetry-monitored exercise sessions. (The bruising
was caused by a skin reaction to the conducting pads, lessened easily
enough by switching to the sensitive skin version.) It was my third
time being shaved in as many months. In the hallway to the exercise
lab I found myself comparing. Rehab had been the easiest: take off
your shirt, please, scrape-scrape, scrape-scrape, sorry about that, scrapescrape, thank you, this way. Then there were the two hospitals and the
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groin. With the first—under a heavy dose of morphine, with that
fist squeezing away—I remembered discrete towel-folding, soothing
hands, and curt politeness. The second—this was after a panic attack
led to a follow-up angiogram, and after a lesser dose of morphine—I
associated with laughing Cossack nurses peeling the hairs with a serrated blade while carelessly exposing my crotch to the Eastern steppe.
Here we are. The rehab nurse opened the door to the exercise room.
“It’s the stress, the STRESS!” said a smiling man who had stopped
pedaling to welcome me. Everyone had gone grey, or white, or grey
and white and oddly boisterous. “Did you ever see how much SALT
those TV chefs use?!” screamed an old man to an older woman as he
waited his turn for the arm cycler. There should have been a Twilight
Zone episode where a young boy terrified by his visit to an old folks
home—liver spots, gnarled joints, bile, and memory—was told that
was where he would be living from now…
I pissed myself trying to use the bed urinal—a kind of angled, plastic
milk bottle, half-quart sized—and told the nurse it was because of all
the wires. A different nurse brought the wipes and washcloths. After
cleaning myself as best I could, the fist started again. When the second nurse returned I pleaded for help. Nothing specific, just “help.”
Which had the result, at least, of upping the morphine. Then things
get blurry and don’t fit. I’m still aware of the fist but the pain is off to
the side a bit, maybe happening to someone else. My parents are here.
I wish my father a Happy Father’s Day. My wife returns with clean
underwear as the nurse takes away the bag containing the soiled pair
and cloths, establishing an intimacy between us, maybe because of the
morphine, that…
I was mistaken when I said it was only the one dream. There were at
least two others. One was rehab, or the “room of the dead,” as I came
to think of it. At each session I became less remarkable. At first there
were a few token remarks about my relative youth and lack of apparent heart trouble tells. I wasn’t an object of wonder, I wasn’t adopted
as the class pet, or taken under anyone’s wing. If anything they acted
as if I was supposed to be there, maybe a mild annoyance, or a mistake
who wandered in from the psychiatric facility down the street. I felt
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them as ghosts ignoring me in purgatory as I became one of them and
they could read my mind, knew that I called them “the dead” and was
delusional enough not to include myself in their…
When I was nine I overheard my parents tell the babysitter about my
father being pistol-whipped. I was at the top of the stairs and heard
her in-breath when she saw the bandages. The three men—down
the street when my parents got out of the car—had covered so much
ground by the time they converged on the lawn that it didn’t seem
real. I thought of this after insisting my parents walk my wife back
to her car outside the hospital. It was late, and she had parked on the
street. I watched them leave the room and imagined them at the car.
Being alone put things matter-of-factly. Me, morphine, CCU nurse,
IV and oxygen wires snaking through one another, a loose end near
the bed urinal. These were it until morning. I would be told on waking—wouldn’t call it sleep, but I wasn’t there either—that there had
been some “spikes” and they were moving me to…
Third one. Another time, arriving at a different hospital for a different heart, I saw my brother lying on his side faced away from me. It
didn’t look like him at all and yet…
CCU was much quieter than the ER and all the blips and bleeps were
my own. It was darker. The fist pulsed but didn’t squeeze. I had my
own nurse. Something was turning, a kind of winter solstice. She
patted my damp forehead. Said I got you. Helped to take more blood
while I thought of my wife unlocking the apartment and smelling
oatmeal bile, my parents driving home in the dark. She said yes. To
morphine, water, more morphine. To pissing standing up. A triumph—emptying and splashing the wires, facing a window where
I saw myself, though it didn’t look like me at all, and yet there was
nothing terrible behind me, only the nurse at her desk, a reflection of
eyeglasses and monitors…
And the bald head of my brother a day away from quadruple bypass
surgery. And the part of me that can’t stop thinking about myself. It’s
the stent that makes me this way, I postulate, as they come to check
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his sleeping vitals. I imagine the stent has a catch, and that the catch
makes a sucking sound like that flap in a swimming pool drain. The
floating weir. I’m not getting it right because there’s also a clink.
Stainless steel. But I can hear it like no one else, it’s as close to verbatim as I’ve got, and not like a dream.

MEMENTO
Brian Cogan

P

acing back and forth in the absurdly bright waiting room, reading
magazines. Fugazi comes to mind.

In Christopher Nolan’s film Memento, Guy Pearce plays Leonard
Shelby, an insurance investigator trying to solve his wife’s murder.
His only problem is that he suffers from Anterograde Amnesia, which
means he cannot retain recent memories. At one point in the film the
character of Natalie, played by Carrie Ann Moss, reveals her secrets to
him, knowing he will forget. He desperately tries to find something
to write on, but the memories fade and he returns to what can best be
described as a state of blissful ignorance.
The doctors come in. They look very upbeat. Cheery—it matches the
décor.
It’s a great term when you think about it: “blissful ignorance.” According to Merriam’s Dictionary, it is “a state of not knowing and not
wanting to know about unhappy things or possible problems.” In a
sense, it is the human condition, but a question could be asked as to
whether this is a biological function, one that relates to the development of the human brain, or a coping mechanism.
They show you the sonogram, the surgery was precise, she’ll be fine.
They are very pleased with themselves. They smile. They smile a lot.
They are good at it.
The term “ignorance is bliss” is first used by poet Thomas Grey in
his poem “Ode on a Distant Prospect of Eton College” which ends
with the famous line, “Where ignorance is bliss, Tis folly to be wise.”
Scholars debate the turn of phrase, but the consensus is that it refers
to being young and later on reflecting back nostalgically on all we did
not know in our salad days (a term coined by Shakespeare and best
used by Minor Threat on their last single—I bought it at a record
store on Staten Island in 1983).
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You get to see her, she looks exhausted.
The process of memory retention, although better understood now
than before, is still a bit of a mystery.
What we do know about short term memory is that it is maintained
by patterns of neuronal communication, which depends on various
regions of the brain’s frontal lobe, particularly the dorsolateral prefrontal cortex as well as the parietal lobe. Short-term memory is much
less stable than long-term memory, which is much better “backed up”
and spread around neutral connections throughout the brain. While
we are unsure exactly how it works, we do know that the hippocampus is key to shifting short-term memory to long-term memory
storage, even though it does not actually store any memories itself.
Although other research suggests that long-term memory may also
be a function of DNA, there is much we do not understand about
memory or forgetfulness.
In his book The Shallows, author Nicholas Carr noted that “neural
plasticity,” or the formation of new skills, could actually be influenced
by the kind of media we are engaged with. Although the human brain
has the neural pathways for almost all of our body functions (balance,
verbal communication, vision, etc.), new skills, such as reading, form
new neural pathways. A stroke destroys neural pathways, sometimes
paralyzing the body on one side. Thanks to advances in physical therapy, this can be alleviated through repletion of exercises that do not
“fix” the burnt-out pathway, but instead create a new neural pathway
to regain movement. You never get the old pathways back, just new
ones that cover the same function. This takes several months or years.
New studies show that even looking at Google causes new neural
pathways within days, or even hours. We have a radically different
mindset biologically than our parents.
It costs up to forty thousand dollars, several procedures, over and
over. Repetition builds character. I hum a Peter and the Test Tube
Babies song.
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Working memory is the idea that until an idea is committed to long
term memory, we have a limited amount of time to memorize something, otherwise it is on a temporary “sketchpad” that stays there until
either the information is shifted to long-term memory or something
else replaces it. Oral cultures used devices such as epithets, alliteration, and constant recital to memorize large amounts of information
before the advent of writing. If you examine The Iliad, it is filled with
formulas, repetition, alliteration and other mnemonic devices, because it is a written version of a long recited epic poem. The Odyssey
is different in that it started as a written epic poem and has far less
redundancy than The Iliad.
She’s let you down, she says, all her fault. It’s not. You’ve had this
vision before. The sonogram, the waiting room, the gleeful doctors.
Many people think, incorrectly, that thanks to literacy, we are less
capable of memorization than in the past. This is incorrect in that in
madrassas in Pakistan and Afghanistan, students are taught to memorize and recite the entire Koran (which translates literally as “the
recitation”). Teachers drill them, asking them randomly to recite one
of the 114 Suras. Students who do this successfully receive prizes. I
took a taxi home once while a bit tipsy and my driver was listening to
a Koranic recitation. He told me that listening to it could do much
good and could cure things such as “drug addiction and alcoholism.”
I tipped him the same as I usually would.
An ectopic pregnancy is a complication during the earliest stages of
pregnancy where the embryo attaches outside of the uterus. This can
lead to complications including severe abdominal cramps, internal
bleeding, and in some cases fatality. The embryo itself cannot survive
outside of the uterus.
Experts on memory worry that modern gluts of information lead to
reliance on external sources. In the Phaedrus, Socrates warned that
literacy would lead not to philosophy and wisdom, but a counterfeit
for wisdom, wherein all men who could look up things would appear
wise, but actually only be capable of retrieving information as
17

opposed to understanding the truth via philosophy. Carr called his
book The Shallows because of our “shallow” knowledge about many
topics and a lack of the ability to concentrate or think deeply about
singular issues. The students in most madrassas in Pakistan do not
speak Arabic. Many who recite the Koran can recite many verses, but
do not actually know what they are saying.
A technique: envision a box. Put our memories or fears or worries
in the box. Envision a hole. Put the box in the hole. The box is now
buried.
In Memento, Leonard does not know he has been repeating the same
actions over and over. Transience in the medical sense is the gradual
erosion of memories over time. We all lose memories; hence visual
cues are needed to “jog” the memory. Pictures, such as the Polaroids
used as memory aids by Leonard, help us recall things we might eventually forget.
People constantly tell me I saw GG Allin with them. I know I did
not but I’ve been told so often enough and had the show described
enough I can almost see it. Maybe I was there, I just forgot.

joanne barham, “En Route”

Back to work.
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A FLAWED TAKE
Jill LaBrack

T

hree years ago, I turned forty-five. By sociological markers,
this made me officially middle aged. The physical symptoms, overachievers, had begun years before. Sudden and
sharp pains, generalized confusion, potent fatigue, and an increasing
inability to conjure the correct grammatical tense—these were the
main indicators. I relayed symptoms to my wife, Colleen. My toes are
cramping! and If I don’t take a nap, I’ll die! and I’ve developed an allergy
to chamomile! Showing the appropriate amount of concern, she didn’t
react.
I was in my late thirties when it all began. I went to stand after sitting
on the floor and found my legs would not propel me upward. Stymied, I tried again. Failure. My arms needed to get involved with
a hoist. This initiating event was a thing of wonder. My body was
weakening. Sure, I could intellectually understand that barring a
tragic accident or murder I would deteriorate, die, and decay. But I
had a flawed take: I would be young, then I would be old. I neglected
to think about the in-between. If I thought about middle age at all, it
was only as that period when the wheat gets separated from the chaff.
Some gracefully grow out their gray hair and spend more time reading. We look up to them as wise elders with softer skin. Others take
up golfing, sports cars, and/or the lustful pursuance of the young,
attractively energetic as they are. These broad, though not inaccurate,
strokes were all I thought of the category, certainly not the daily journey and the small embarrassments along the way.
A few years ago, Colleen and I met my family for a lunchtime hibachi
birthday celebration. Past the “egg roll” but before the “volcano,” the
cook decided to feed us like sea lions, tossing vegetables off the grill
through the air. When my turn came, I craned to the side and caught
the mushroom in my mouth. I was applauded, chewed victoriously.
On the drive home, my neck was sore. By evening, my shoulders
were, too. My back was stiff when I got out of bed the next morning.
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I went to work confident that everything would be fine once I was
forced to stay in motion but the pain only got worse. I left early when
Bonnie, a co-worker with a penchant for wearing Harley Davidson
fleeces, smacked me hard on the back and said, “Having some trouble
moving today, huh? Heh, heh.” At six that evening, I announced to
Colleen I was heading to bed and she gave me a look that said This is
who you are now? After twelve hours of sleep, my muscles unbound
and only the shame remained. I asked Colleen to remind me that no
matter my level of giddiness at any future hibachi show, I would need
to let the mushroom go.
Colleen’s physical ailments tend toward the substantial. Hitting her
head with concussive force on the underside of our deck while battling a few forlorn weeds; slicing her finger wide and deep enough for
stitches; tendonitis. She trims so many wayward branches on a dying
tree that it appears a tornado touched down on the front yard. The repetitive motion takes its toll and she spends the evening asking me to
complete mundane tasks due to the resulting touch of hand paralysis.
I’ve lost my grip! she yells from the kitchen and so I open a jar, carry
a tray of food to the table. Being younger and more stubborn than I,
the next day she’s out with the non-motorized push mower.
Six short years ago, my nightly routine was to climb on the kitchen
counter to get our cat Ollie, who liked to perch on top of the cabinets. We had found out the hard way that she needed to be in the
basement with the litter box for the overnight hours. Climb, stand,
grab her, hop down. Easy peasy. Ollie changed after Superstorm
Sandy (turns out animals can have epiphanies, too) and I stopped
having to go through this nightly routine; she catches the cue and
descends the stairs to settle in her cat pillow unabetted. Recently,
thinking I smelled remnants of an old Ollie shit, I got on the counter.
Now it was more of an awkward hoist-cautiously adjust-slither-reachpull. After a close inspection revealed nothing but my own olfactory
paranoia, I had to return to the floor. The distance was small but my
age was greater. The difficulty level had multiplied by the factor of six
years. I finally got on with it, landing awkwardly as expected, pain
shooting from tiny foot bones into my leg. I threw my arms in the air
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like an Olympic gymnast. After all, Colleen wasn’t there to give me a
low score.
Minor circulatory problems have always been an issue for Colleen.
For years, this was primarily manifested in her abruptly screaming
out, “Hot feet!!” with footwear flying across the room. Now her
temperature extremes flow in the other direction as well. Her reaction
is expectedly over-the-top: “My nose is ice and you don’t care at all.”
I try to help but we must paint a ridiculous picture, me propping a
book open with one hand, the other closed in a fist over her nose. I
can’t possibly be helping but it assuages my guilt for once again
forgetting to ask the internet if there is a better solution.
Conversations at doctors’ offices, part one:
“You need to exercise regularly,” my primary doctor said after
eight years of dull, perfunctory visits.
“OK!” I said.
“It looks like you might have the beginning of hearing loss.”
“I used to go to a lot of small club concerts.”
“Don’t do that anymore. Also, you shouldn’t use headphones
unless they’re noise-cancelling.”
“OK,” I said.
“You’re wheezing.”
“I’m wheezing?!”
“You can’t hear that?” she asked, possibly already making a
crack about my hearing loss.
Conversations at doctors’ offices, part two:
“You’ve developed a kind of astigmatism that typically exists
from childhood. I’ve never seen this before,” said Colleen’s optometrist at a routine eye checkup.
“What does that mean?” she asked.
“You basically only have one good eye now.”
Colleen’s mouth issues started when her baby teeth had to be removed by force. Before an oral surgeon identified the problem of her
crooked and unreliable chompers, she would sometimes have to sit
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alone in the darkened family dining room while everyone else went
about their evening, punishment from her mother who thought she
was eating at a glacial pace on purpose. Now she is unfazed by dental
emergencies. I’ve learned that one trip to the dentist for her means at
least one more. Root canals need to be re-drilled, brand new crowns
break apart the same day as installed. There is no such thing as a
routine visit.
My teeth were once deemed so perfect that a newly acquired dentist
thought I was lying about never having had braces. With age, they’ve
done me wrong and begun to shift. Never a problem before, now
food gets stuck at an alarming rate. Eating with others, there is at
least a fifty percent chance that I will join into the conversation with
a piece of lettuce waving at the listener from inside of my mouth.
I can no longer simply chew. With anything that is tough, I need a
moment to consider what the best tooth approach is. With teeth that
micro-roam my mouth, I’ve become an unintentional spitter, winging
saliva haphazardly, embarrassing myself and grossing out the unfortunate recipient of my message.
I’ve always been the clumsy one in the family, tripping regularly,
misjudging when a wall ends and thus slamming into it, and banging
my body into heavy furniture that hasn’t moved in years. I’ve even
gotten good at it. After a recent tumble during a walk with the dog,
Colleen noted it looked like I had simply decided to sit down rather
quickly. Now my affliction is becoming hers. She slips on patches of
ice, previously impervious to their power. One night I heard a loud
crash and found her flat out in our hallway. She didn’t know exactly
what had happened. Her feet lost all traction and there she was on her
back, still displaying some real skill by perfectly balancing a basket of
freshly folded laundry on her chest.
Short-term hurts now hang around. After minor exercising my left
knee becomes a presence in my life, something I ponder. The aching travels up to my hip, my bones feeling like they are filled with a
dense radioactive material. When a Mark Lanegan record wasn’t easily
sliding next to Cate Le Bon in my vinyl collection, I shoved them
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together only to trap my middle finger, inflicting upon it a fiery pain.
A red mark hung around for two days. A red mark that announced I
was no longer the punk rocker a friend once claimed me to be (I never was, but I liked the designation). Bruises stay for a week without
a hint of their original provenance. Subtler but just as unnerving is
the slow dissolution of once steadfast boundaries. I do yoga instead of
pogo-ing at indie rock shows. I eat salads for lunch. I sometimes look
for quieter music to listen to. I watched all ten seasons of Friends.
None of this even touches upon the mental confusion that’s descended, largely due to technology. A few times each year, Colleen and I
try to unpack what Tumblr is, or why there are so many buttons on
the remote, or how a motion on the computer touchpad has suddenly
made the webpage larger, or smaller, or on a continuous scroll. We
want to pause credits on Netflix but are instead inadvertently falling into their “Watch Next” trap. We’re swiping when we should be
inserting a chip for payment and looking for a writing utensil as the
clerk points out our finger works as such. We don’t know why it’s a
good thing that our washing machine would use so little water yet
run twice as long as the old model did. We have so many questions
and the internet, for all its boasting of knowledge, provides so few
actual answers but infinite opinions. I don’t even trust my own opinion most days.
Here’s this, though. I am firmly aware that nothing is wrong yet.
The thing Colleen and I rarely acknowledge, at least to each other, in
this increasingly fast-paced march towards old age, is the finish line.
Each twinge, every brief, shooting pain, and all our questions about
texting acronyms contain within them the knowledge of demise. We
go through our days working, socializing, completing chores, reading,
listening to music, railing about politics, and watching television.
We have slept next to each other every night for over fourteen years.
While we rest our bodies’ cellular structures are dismantling. There’s
a point on this weird time continuum when one of us will no longer
be here to complain and marvel about the mudslide that is the loss of
our youth. Treasured memories already abound, of my parents, sisters,
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niece, and nephews; skipping school to drink and bowl; seeing Prince
on the Purple Rain tour, talking with Kim Deal about smoking and
slumber parties; working in bookstores; joyous hours spent watching
movies and buying records; the too-brief three years spent living in
New York, languorously hanging out with the best friends I ever had.
But now even the mundane—shopping for a wrist brace, accepting a
helping hand after a fall, visiting the dentist twice in eight hours—is
starting to reveal a little gleam to it, a spark that was once easy to
ignore when everything was still right in front of me.

Joanne Barham is a portrait and landscape photographer based in New York
City.
Brian Cogan is author, co-author, or co-editor of ten books, including
Monty Python FAQ: Everything You Ever May Certainly Did Not Perhaps
Wanted to Know About the Genius of the Pythons. His writing has also
appeared in Go Metric and Zisk. He is no one to be trifled with.
Brendan Kiernan’s work has appeared in Westchester Review, Submerging
Writers, and Cabildo Quarterly. He lives in White Plains, New York.
Jill LaBrack has written for PopMatters, The Fairfield County Weekly, and
Magnet magazine. “A Flawed Take” is her second personal essay to be
published. She lives in New Haven, Connecticut.
Matt Lang lives in Chicago. He’s the author of McKean County and Other
Stories and Fernweh.
Submerging #2 (2017) was edited by Brian Cogan, Brett Essler,
Mike Faloon, and Brendan Kiernan.
Layout & cover photo by Brett Essler.
Back cover photo: “Green Ring Tidal Crush” by Joanne Barham.
Contact: submergingwriters@gmail.com
25

