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PART I  

CRITICAL PREFACE

1 



Writing Memoir in a Time of Memoir Bashing 

It was a new day, a new page, a new start.  One of those days when I woke up feeling 

invigorated by the promise of a day’s work, ready to tackle whatever challenges memoir writing 

had in store for me, regardless of whether or not I would have to delete it all the next day.  

Before starting to work, however, I did what I always do in the morning: Make breakfast while 

reading The New York Times.  I dunked my toast into my coffee and clicked on the Times 

website.  The featured article on the homepage, the one at the top usually reserved for major 

world events, was a large red and black headline that screamed: “STOP WRITING MEMOIRS.”1 

   Writers of all genres face a variety of fears and doubts about their work, the suspicion 

that none of the drafts will ever amount to anything, or worse, that the finished product will be 

an embarrassing artifact of one’s long lost dreams, a book that once published (if published), 

can’t ever be un-written.  Virgil made a deathbed request that the Aeneid be burned.    

But today’s memoirists face an added hurdle: an entire Internet full of critics and laypeople 

demanding that memoirists halt and desist.  I have yet to come across a critic who argues that 

there are too many poems in the world and poets everywhere should give it a rest, or that 

because so many novels are self-indulgent and poorly written, we should cease publishing 

novels.  But both of these arguments are commonly applied to memoir.  Novels by a first-time, 

unknown authors are called “debuts,” but memoirs by a first-time, unknown memoirist are 

called “nobody memoirs,” a strange reminder to the public that the memoirist in question, no 

matter how talented of a writer, is a nobody.   

1  “STOP WRITING MEMOIRS,” was the website headline.  When I clicked on the article, which was part of the 
Sunday Book Review, the actual title was, “The Problem with Memoirs.”  The word “Memoirs” had a strikethrough 
so that it read, “The Problem with Memoirs,” the joke being that there is a problem with writing about “me.” 
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The term “nobody memoir” derives from Lorraine Adams’s 2002 article about the 

increasing popularity of memoirs written by people “who are neither generals, statesmen, 

celebrities nor their kin” (Adams).   Even in 2002, the arguments made by the memoir bashers, 

and then, inevitably, by memoir defenders, had become routine.  “It is fashionable, a bid for 

superiority,” Adams writes,  

to denigrate memoir and explain its causes in derogatory terms.  The reasons have 
calcified.  Memoir is Jerry Springer.  Memoir is narcissistic.  Memoir is easy.  Memoir is 
made-up.  Memoir is ubiquitous.  Memoir is self-help disguised.  The counter-argument 
also has hardened.  Memoir is a genre—some practitioners are good, some not.  
Memoir is not new—vide Augustine.  Fiction is exhausted, memoir is vital. (Adams)   

Regardless of what memoir is to any particular critic, to be a nobody memoirist in an age of 

memoir bashing means not only overcoming the fear of the blank page, or the fear of what 

Anne Lamott calls, “Shitty First Drafts,” or even the fear of exposing the events and emotions of 

one’s real life to a wide audience.   It means also a certain acceptance that one’s memoir is a 

giant target, and that, unlike the novelist who can hide behind fictionalized characters, scorn 

for the memoir is inextricable from scorn for the memoirist.   

As I read the “STOP WRITING MEMOIRS” article, now less hungry for my coffee and 

toast, I felt devastated for the young writer who spent years working on his memoir about his 

mother’s long, painful death from cancer, only to be greeted by this opening sentence of the 

big New York Times review: “A moment of silence, please, for the lost art of shutting up,” 

(Genzlinger).  A New York Times reviewer would never be able to get away with such critical 

laziness, (I don’t like your book, so shut up) if the genre was poetry, fiction, or non-

autobiographical nonfiction.  What is it about the memoir form that enrages today’s critics to 

the point of telling writers to “shut up”?   
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I have some answers to that question now, though I didn’t when I was 25 years old and 

writing the very first pages of what would become my memoir, The Useful Arts.  I had no plans 

for this material to become a memoir; indeed, I could not even say the word memoir without 

laughing at the pretentiousness of the term.  It seemed like one of those words that should only 

be said aloud while mocking it with a heavy French accent and drawing out the last part: mem-

waaaaah.  More to the point, I didn’t think that the story of my work as a fake trombonist with 

John Smith had much to do with me personally, or even John Smith.  I imagined the story to be 

a medium-length cultural criticism article that used a brief anecdote of my personal experience 

to launch into an impersonal inquiry into the state of classical music in America.  I was 

particularly interested in classical music’s relationship with socio-economic class.  I theorized 

that classical music was becoming increasingly intertwined with a middle-class notion of 

upward mobility as well as a symbol of lower-class redemption (i.e., if a high-school drop-out 

sex worker loves the opera, as she does in Pretty Woman, she is redeemed to the upper-class.  

If an African-American homeless schizophrenic plays the cello, as he does in The Soloist, his love 

for classical music redeems him to the upper-class).    

The reason that I initially wrote the story like this, as a cultural critique rather than a 

memoir, stemmed from the fact that it had always been my impulse to explain the world 

around me by looking outward—toward historical, political, and cultural contexts— rather than 

inward, at emotional or lived experience.  My strength on the page, I thought, was analysis, not 

introspection.  I did not think the events of my own life to be particularly unusual or interesting, 

but I did think that the historical, political, and cultural forces that caused things to happen to 

me were important and worth writing about.  My favorite book at 25, the one that led me to 
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apply to graduate school in creative nonfiction, was Barbara Ehrenreich’s Nickel and Dimed: On 

(Not) Getting By in America.  That was the kind of book I wanted to write, a book where I might 

be present in the periphery of the story, but the main narrative would focus on a political or 

cultural phenomenon like low-wage work or welfare reform.  Years later, I would read life-

changing memoirs that wholly ignored these bigger contexts, memoirs that were powerful and 

important precisely because their focus was solely the individual, the self.  But at 25, when I 

first started writing the John Smith material, I couldn’t imagine my “self” taking up that much 

space on the page.  There didn’t seem to be enough of it to write about. 

 Now, as I look back on the evolution of The Useful Arts from brief article of cultural 

criticism to a lengthy memoir full of personal information that I could have never imagined 

sharing with the world at 25, I realize that my initial reluctance to write a memoir was not 

removed from, yes, the greater historical context: I entered my MFA program in creative 

nonfiction in the fall of 2006, a few months after the James Frey scandal broke.  It was a 

particularly intense period of memoir bashing, a time when critics were reserving their 

sharpest, pointiest knives for memoirs and memoirists.  Small wonder that in this cultural 

climate, I had no desire to write a memoir, no desire to throw my fragile hat into a ring full of 

sharp, pointy, knives.  I knew very little about memoir, but I knew this: It was a genre scorned.   

As Ben Yagoda recounts in his essay, “A Brief History of Memoir Bashing,” scorn for 

autobiographical writing is almost as old as autobiography itself.  Yagoda pinpoints the very first 

case of memoir bashing to the year 1798, just one year after the word “autobiography” 
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appeared for the first time in print.2  “Pure autobiographies,” wrote the German philosopher 

Friedrich Schlegel,  

are written either by neurotics who are fascinated by their own ego, as in Rousseau's 
case; or by authors of a robust artistic or adventurous self-love, such as Benvenuto 
Cellini; or by born historians who regard themselves only as material for historic art; or 
by women who also coquette with posterity; or by pedantic minds who want to bring 
even the most minute things in order before they die and cannot let themselves leave 
the world without commentaries. (qtd. in Yagoda) 

Yagoda goes on to trace the evolution of autobiographical writing to the modern memoir, from 

a focus on the outer life to inner experience, and then to the mid-1990s memoir boom, when 

the proliferation of memoirs paved the way for the fiercest criticism of them yet.  In a 1994 

Harper’s essay, William H. Gass put it this way: 

Are there any motives for the [memoir-writing] enterprise that aren't tainted with 
conceit or a desire for revenge or a wish for justification? To halo a sinner's head? To 
puff an ego already inflated past safety?…Why is it so exciting to say…‘I was born…I was 
born…I was born’?‘ I pooped in my pants, I was betrayed, I made straight A’s. (Gass) 

After reading that, who could possibly feel that her life is important enough to justify a 

memoir? Who could be brave enough? I certainly wasn’t.  Not at 25. 

  During the first year of my MFA program, I turned in 20-page cultural criticism pieces 

about my time in living the Middle East before, during, and after the September 11th attacks.  

This subject matter seemed irreproachably important (my subject matter was its own type of 

shield, a defense mechanism.  Who was going to admit, in the middle of two wars, that he or 

she found reading about the Middle East and all of its problems to be boring? Exhausting? 

Unpleasurable?).  For whatever reason, these essays about the Middle East were well received 

2 The Oxford English Dictionary gives the year 1797 as the first appearance of the word “autobiography.”  
Interestingly, the author, William Taylor, found the word problematic.  He introduces a dissertation this way: “The 
next dissertation concerns Diaries, and Self-biography. We are doubtful whether the latter word be legitimate: it is 
not very usual in English to employ hybrid words partly Saxon and partly Greek: yet autobiography would have 
seemed pedantic.” 
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and I was on my way to compiling an essay collection.  But one day, instead of turning in 

another essay about the Middle East, I turned in a cultural criticism piece about my work as a 

fake trombonist for John Smith.  And the response from my professor and classmates was so 

overwhelming that the piece overshadowed all of my previous work.  That my writing 

colleagues found a story about fake-tromboning to be more interesting than the far more 

dramatic stories I had written about Americans going into hiding in Egypt in the aftermath of 

September 11th was my first clue that the fake-tromboning story had potential. 

In addition, I couldn’t shake the feeling that John Smith’s musical success might actually 

share a connection to America’s relationship with the Middle East.  I knew right away that this 

was a ridiculous leap to be making—too wild and big a leap for an essay—maybe an impossible 

leap altogether.  But the more I began to think about it, then talk about it, then write about it, 

the stronger the connection felt to me.  Even though I couldn’t yet articulate what the 

connection was, I felt certain that it was there.   

And then I realized that if I wrote a memoir about my travels with John Smith, I would 

be free to make any connections I wanted to, because a memoir would allow me to make an 

argument of emotions, not facts.  I would not need to “prove” that John Smith’s music was 

popular because of September 11th and the subsequent wars.  I would not need to “prove” 

that John Smith’s music was emblematic of the post-September 11th American zeitgeist.  I 

would only need to prove that I’d worked very hard to discover the connection between these 

two things, and that the ultimate discovery could be an emotional one, not an academic one.  

As Vivian Gornick writes in The Situation and the Story: The Art of Personal Narrative, “The 

memoirist…must engage with the world, because engagement makes experience, experience 
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makes wisdom, and finally it’s the wisdom—or rather the movement toward it—that counts” 

(14).  I already had the experiences I needed.  And I had a hunch that these experiences were 

connected and that this connection meant something.  By writing about them in a memoir, I 

could move toward figuring out what this “something” was, and if there was any wisdom in it.   

One unexpected piece of wisdom that emerged from my memoir-writing process 

blindsided me with its unexpectedness: the realization that my desire to be a professional 

trombonist was very similar to my desire to be a professional writer.  Both dreams sprang from 

the same source: the desire for people to listen to me, to take me seriously.  I realized, by 

writing about it, that throughout my life I had felt ashamed of this desire to be heard, chalking 

it up as a personal failing of ego and show-offiness.  But in writing about John Smith, another 

person who wanted the world to listen to him, I began to see that my own desire to be heard 

was more complex than I had thought it to be, a result not just of my own personal failings at 

modesty, but also an emotional response to the larger world around me.  John Smith used a CD 

recording during concerts because it was the only way he could ensure that the sound would be 

perfect.  As a young trombonist, I had never let fear of my own imperfect sound get in the way 

of giving a performance.  But as a writer, I could empathize with wanting to give a fake 

performance; I was terrified that my memoir was so imperfect it wasn’t worth reading.  

The connection between my desire to be heard as a trombonist and my desire to be 

heard as a writer dawned on me slowly, through many years of deleted drafts.  And the 

connection didn’t just come through writing, but through reading and living in the world.  A few 

days after the New York Times told the world to “STOP WRITING MEMOIRS,” VIDA, an 

organization that promotes women in the literary arts, released their first annual “Count,” a 
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simple breakdown by gender of articles published in top literary magazines (VIDA).  The VIDA 

count also included hard numbers of women’s books that were reviewed in top venues 

compared to men’s books.  The numbers were shocking, representing a gender inequality in 

publishing that was undeniably real and too large to dismiss as a fluke. 

It wasn’t that it had never occurred to me that there was still some of the good-old-boys 

network in place in the literary world.  Of the forty students in my creative nonfiction MFA 

program, thirty-five of us were women, while most of the top professors were white men.  And 

when we had publishing panels with editors from the top-six houses, all of the panelists were 

white men.  But like many women of my generation, I didn’t want to think too much about 

these things.  Women my age were brought up to believe that those battles had already been 

won.  I firmly believed this.  Maybe I had to.  After all, if you think a game is rigged against you, 

why play? 

But the VIDA count, with its irrefutable numbers and graphs, made me reexamine my 

own fears about writing a memoir: that no one wanted to hear about my stupid life, that I 

didn’t have the skills to do it well enough.  These, it turned out, were the exact reasons that 

VIDA gave as explanations for the results of the count: There were plenty of talented women 

writers in the world, the problem was they didn’t submit at the same rate as men out of fear 

that no one wanted to hear from them (Pafunda).  My shame at wanting to be heard—through 

the trombone, through memoir writing—now had a political context.  My desire to be heard 

was a result of living in a world that threatened not to listen.   

I was incredibly intrigued by this, now that I could see it on a graph.  I began to re-

examine old questions: What is it about the memoir form that enrages critics to the point of 
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telling writers to simply “shut up”?  Why are we living in an age of memoir bashing? Why not 

just bash James Frey as a liar instead of an entire genre? Why the critical contempt for all 

memoirists when most are making big sacrifices to get to the truest truth possible, sacrificing 

God knows what to transform it into art?  

And I began to wonder if memoir enrages critics precisely because the people writing it 

are supposed to be “nobodies.”  Memoir, like autobiography before it, is a genre where 

women, minorities, people who have grown up in poverty, people from marginalized cultures, 

people with taboo illnesses and addictions, people with disabilities, people with the worst 

families are given a real voice, a real chance to show the world an experience of what it is like 

to be them with no interruptions.  Frederick Douglass, a born slave, wrote a nobody memoir.  

Saint Augustine, a failure at his pre-religious life, wrote a nobody memoir. Maxine Hong 

Kingston, a shy Chinese immigrant, wrote a nobody memoir.  Mary Karr, a single mom from a 

poor Texas town, wrote a nobody memoir.  People think of memoirs as shared experiences, and 

they are, but they are also shared ideas about the world.  Memoir is the ultimate opinion 

column.  And who would be more threatened by an increasingly large number and variety of 

people sharing their ideas and opinions about the world than newspaper critics, whose ranks 

were (are) overwhelming homogenous (white, male, middle-aged, highly educated, live in New 

York). Who would be angrier than the last guards of the old order?  

Because of efforts like the VIDA count, I now know to examine articles like “STOP 

WRITING MEMOIRS” more closely.  Instead of letting the memoir bashing discourage me, I am 

now able to counter it by doing a little research.  And voila! The newspaper critic who told 

everyone to shut up just happens to be a white middle-aged man and the grandson of another 
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famous newspaper critic.  I now derive a certain political meaning from that information.  It is 

the information I need to give myself full permission to continue writing my memoir, no matter 

how terrible I think it is at any given moment.  Because memoir writing, for me, has become not 

just an artistic act, but a political one.  The deliberate act of a nobody.   

I was only able to make this discovery by writing The Useful Arts, and because of this, 

my memoir became not just about the trombone, not just about classical music, not just about 

John Smith, not just about the post-9/11 American zeitgeist, but about the act of a young 

woman struggling to be heard.  My struggle to be heard: as a trombonist, as a writer, as a 

person. 
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Beyond Bravery: Narrative Structure in Memoir 

Only when the infinite has edges am I capable of making art. 
—Bernard Cooper 

 

The biggest challenge I faced in writing The Useful Arts, apart from the fear of writing a 

nobody memoir in an age of memoir bashing, was with narrative structure.  The work 

originated as a cultural criticism piece.  After that iteration, I tried to force it into a 

chronological narrative, on the advice of a writing professor who told me, “Just write down 

everything that happened.”  This professor was brilliant, and usually very helpful, but “just 

write down everything that happened” was not good advice, not for me anyway.  What did he 

mean by everything? Where did I begin? With my childhood? My parents’ childhoods? My 

great-grandparents working the fields of Southern Italy in the late nineteenth century? With 

Vivaldi penning The Four Seasons in the year 1723?  

I wrote approximately one hundred pages of “everything that happened” and had to 

throw much of it out.  It was the most boring chronology imaginable, truly one of those old-

school autobiographies that might as well begin with that David Copperfield sentence: “I was 

born.”  I was about to abandon the entire project, thinking that the reason the book was boring 

was that there was nothing to say.  But then another professor, Brenda Wineapple, gave my 

workshop an exercise that led to me having a breakthrough with the material.  She told us to 

turn in a piece for workshop using a narrative structure—any narrative structure—that we 

usually disparaged or avoided.  So if you hated pieces that were chronological, you had to write 

your piece chronologically.  I had always had distaste for postmodern pieces written as 

disparate fragments of imagery, so that’s what I turned in: dozens of fragmented images from 

12 



my life as a John Smith Ensemble trombonist.  And in writing these fragments, just images or 

moments in time with no transitions or explanations, I realized I had the ingredients for a full-

length memoir.  Now all I needed to do was figure out how to put them together.  

 In an interview about her book, The Immortal Life of Henrietta Lacks, Rebecca Skloot 

describes the dilemma that many writers of creative nonfiction face when attempting to choose 

the right structure for the content.  In real life events unfold chronologically, but the full import 

of those events is often hidden from the people involved in them, only to be revealed years 

afterward.  This causes all sorts of structural mayhem:   

If I had just told the story from the beginning — ‘Henrietta Lacks was born … blah, blah, 
blah’– nobody would have known why they should care who Henrietta was. Then 
Deborah, Henrietta’s daughter, would have appeared about halfway through the book 
and the focus of the story would have suddenly shifted completely to her, since she’s 
really the main character of the book in many ways. Then a few hundred pages later I 
would have appeared as a character out of nowhere. It would have all been very 
disjointed and disorienting and wouldn’t have worked. (Skloot) 

Skloot goes on to talk about the challenges she faced in having to introduce three completely 

different narrative threads within the opening pages of the book.  She is able to get all of this 

done by page 67, but even this, she admits, is a bit late to be introducing the major threads of 

the narrative.  She knew, however, that a braided narrative was the best structure for her 

content.  “If you learn the story of the HeLa cells by itself,” Skloot says in the interview, “it’s a 

very different story than if you learn it alongside the story of what happened to Henrietta and 

her family as a result of those cells. Each story takes on a different weight when you learn them 

at the same time” (Skloot). 

 I faced a similar challenge in structuring The Useful Arts.  For three years, I rewrote the 

first one hundred pages, over and over again, wondering how I could get everything that 
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needed to be said at the beginning into the beginning.  The first pages of the book needed to 

explain how I ended up working for John Smith, my skill level as a trombonist, my outsider 

status at a fancy college, my Appalachian background, and a scene that depicted the first time I 

realized that John Smith’s concerts were not live.  It seemed like an impossible amount of 

information to get across quickly.  To make matters worse, the best material, as I knew from 

writing the fragments, actually came years into my career as a trombonist, while I was on the 

You Are Special Tour.  The You Are Special Tour’s ever-changing scenery made the narrative 

more exciting, but the real strength of this material came from the fact that by that point in my 

life I had begun keeping a more meticulous journal of what was going on around me.  How to 

get to 2004 quickly when the story began in 2002? Chronology was never going to work.  But 

what would? 

 It took three years of rewriting the first parts of the book before I realized I needed to 

take the advice I give my composition students: Don’t write the introduction first.  After all, 

how can you introduce something that you haven’t yet written? You have nothing to introduce! 

Once I realized this, I ignored the set-up to the book and began focusing solely on the You Are 

Special Tour, which is what I had always wanted to do anyway, as it was full of interesting 

scenes that needed no exposition or explanation.  I made each city on the tour a new chapter.  

And it was only by doing this that I had a structural breakthrough.  I knew, as all writers know, 

that the structure of the book needed to mirror its content.  And now I had the right content: 

The structure of my book was geography.  It had determined everything: my childhood, my 

acceptance into the Ivy League, my desire to play the trombone, my financial struggles.  I would 

structure the book like the American map, with stops in between cities to go back and reflect 
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on past scenes from my life as a John Smith musician and past scenes from my childhood.  

There would also be occasional stops for historical, cultural, and political analysis, as well as 

research about John Smith and his music.  

 Once I had the overarching structural idea for the memoir, things got much easier.  But 

geography wasn’t enough.  I needed more structural rules in order to contain the material, 

keep it from getting out of control.  I decided that no section in my book would be shorter than 

250 words or longer than 2,500 words, a maximum length I chose for no other reason than it 

being the average length of an undergraduate research paper, a length that could be tackled in 

short bursts by almost any reader.  My memoir 

would be braided out of four different narrative 

threads: The You Are Special Tour, Past John Smith 

gigs, My Childhood, and Cultural Criticism.  These 

threads would be braided as evenly as possible, 

with no strand sticking out at the end of the 

ponytail.  To ensure that the braid was even I color 

coded each thread, put each chapter title on index 

cards, and taped them to the door of the room 

where I work.  Even as I made these rules, I allowed 

that I could break them, once or twice, as I did with 

the section titled, “The Geography of a Lead Up to a 

War,” which, unlike the other sections is more than 

2,500 words long. 
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In her article “A Case Against Courage in Creative Nonfiction,” Brenda Miller argues that 

structural restriction can, paradoxically, provide the freedom memoirists need to confront the 

otherwise crippling amount of material culled from real life.  Miller writes,  “The restricted 

space of a single page encourages students to magnify small details until they yield meaning.  

There’s little room for abstract thought of cliché or long-winded set-ups in the short-short 

form—no runway on which to build up one’s courage—and so experience is now shaped to give 

precedence to image, scene, detail, subtle metaphor, and not necessarily to ‘feelings’ or bare 

emotion” (83). 

In other words, restrictive structure provides the memoirist with the bravery she needs 

to tackle difficult material (as opposed to the bravery emanating from the memoirist herself).  

This was particularly true for me as I wrote the sections of my memoir that terrified me the 

most: The sections dealing with my parents, my financial situation in college, and my drug 

abuse.  The sections with this material were the very last ones I wrote; I procrastinated until the 

very end because I was terrified about how to approach them.  My very worst fear was that I 

would make my parents—kind, loving people with whom I have a much better relationship than 

I did as a college student—look like monsters on the page.  I also wasn’t looking forward to 

writing about using drugs; I knew drug abuse was part of the story, but not a particularly big 

part.  But I feared that drug abuse might be one of those things you can’t just address quickly 

and move away from.   

In the end, structure helped me get over my block.  Miller writes: 

The words ‘brave’ and ‘courage’ seem to come up with great frequency when we read 
creative nonfiction work that reveals intimate details about an author’s life…But I’ve 
come to see that at some point—some crucial point—we need to shift our allegiance 
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from experience itself to the artifact we’re making of that experience on the page…We 
are hammering out parallel plot lines, not plumbing the depths of our souls. (80) 

I had something like this in mind when I started the section titled, “Let Us Now Speak of the 

Money.”  I was terrified by the complexities of explaining my exact financial situation in college.  

As Richard Rodriguez writes in his memoir, Hunger of Memory: 

Unlike the upper class, the middle class lives in a public world, lacking great individual 
power and standing.  Middle class pastoral is, therefore, a more difficult hymn.  There is 
no grand compensation to the admission of envy of the poor.  The middle class rather is 
tempted by the pastoral impulse to deny its difference from the lower class—even to 
attempt cheap imitations of lower-class life. (4-5)   

I did not want to come across as whining about being poor (which I wasn’t), but nor did I want 

to understate what it was like to be a token rural kid in the Ivy League, a situation which just 

now is starting to gain more national recognition with thanks to Claire Vaye Watkins widely 

shared and discussed New York Times op-ed, “The Ivy League Was a Different Planet.”  The 

popularity of Watkins’s op-ed about the lack of opportunities for talented kids in rural areas is 

presumably related to the fact that this is new information to a large segment of the northeast 

intelligentsia, the very audience at which any book, my memoir included, must be aimed if it is 

to be published by a mainstream publisher (all of which are located in New York City and 

dominated by Ivy League graduates).  The complexities of explaining my financial situation to 

this audience, while also staying true and, ideally, inoffensive to another audience, my friends 

and family in Appalachia, seemed impossible. 

 But it turned out not to be impossible once I made up some structural rules.  I let my 

fears about writing about money dictate the structure, and “Let Us Now Speak of the Money” 

became a structure about everyone, regardless of class—Us!— needing permission to speak of 

class.   “Let us” speak of money and class, taboo subjects in present-day America.  I decided 
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that almost every sentence in the section would begin with “let us,” words that reminded me, 

with each new sentence, that I wasn’t alone in my fears of discussing money.  “I know it can 

seem a paradox,” Miller writes, “that writings imbued with qualities of what we recognize as 

“honest” of “brave” may actually be so strong because they focus away from that material 

directly” (80).  But, she points out, sometimes by putting the focus on an artificial structure, like 

the confessionary “let us,” the writing can become braver than the writer.  “Instead of facing 

your ‘stuff’ head on,” Miller continues, “you turn away from it, zero in on something that has 

fluttered up on the side, and see what angle it gives you.  In this way we slide up to the real 

material and actually find new meaning in it—artistic meaning” (80). 

 Imposing an artificial structure also helped me meet the challenge of condensing an 

entire year into a single section, the section I titled, “The Geography of a Lead up to a War.”  

There were 3-4 events that took place during that year that were important to the story—my 

drug abuse, my job search, the beginning of the Iraq War, my work for John Smith— and none 

of them were connected to one another in any obvious way.  More to the point, they didn’t 

have any meaning by themselves.  “I worked, I applied for jobs, I did drugs, I protested the 

war,” sounds dangerously similar to William Gass’s mockery of memoir writing.  The anecdote 

to this potential pitfall was an imposed structure: Each section of the year would begin with a 

geographical question of some sort, a structure I came up with after realizing that the events of 

that year were about being disoriented in the world around me.  By imposing geographically 

themed rules, I was able to connect the events in a much more meaningful way than mere 

chronology would have yielded.  I was able to worry less about what the events meant to me, 

and more about what they meant to the story.  As Gornick writes, “What happened to the 
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writer is not what matters; what matters is the large sense that the writer is able to make of 

what happened” (91). 
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The Use of Pronouns to Create a Past-Self 

 If I had to name one memoir that had the biggest influence on me while writing The 

Useful Arts, it would be Mary Karr’s Cherry.  The first paragraph of the book is one long 

sentence: 

No road offers more mystery than that first one you mount from the town you were 
born to, the first time you mount it of your own volition, on a trip funded by your own 
coffee tin of wrinkled up dollars—bills you’ve saved and scrounged for, sold fragrant pot 
with smashed flowers going brown inside twist-tie plastic baggies for.  In fact, to 
disembark from your origins, you’ve done everything you can think to scrounge money 
save selling your spanking young pussy. (3) 

The first time I read Cherry, I was too engrossed in the narrative to pay much attention to style.  

But on second and third reads, I began to dissect what exactly Karr’s choice of second person 

does for the narrative.  Karr uses second person in the prologue of the book, then switches to 

first person for Parts I & II, then back to second person for the rest of the book.  It’s not a 

strategy that would go over well in the average writing workshop.   Students of memoir 

workshops are warned against the second person, that it can seem artificial, gimmicky, off-

putting.  That it was already done in Bright Lights Big City and needs never to be used again.   

But I disagree.  The use of the second person has implications for both the reading 

process and the writing process.  As a reader, there is something about encountering the 

second person that feels inclusive.  When Karr writes in the second person, she is not only 

writing about herself, but also about all teenage girls in America at a certain time and place.  

The “you” is a way of universalizing her experiences, a way of admitting that yes, teenage 

emotions may seem clichéd and banal, but they appear that way only because they are so 

universal.  In the sections where she writes in the first person, the material is more specific to 
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Karr’s particular, unique existence.  By alternating between first and second person, she makes 

a stylistic argument: This happened to me, and I reckon some of it happened to you too. 

Take, for example, the passage wherein Karr describes the emotional distance that has 

grown between her and her father: 

The truth is, for whatever reasons, you’ve become strange to each other.  He stormed 
the beach at Normandy, drives a truck, hangs out at the VFW with other men in work 
clothes.  You’re embracing the skittery surface of surfing and psychedelia.  The 
atmosphere between you has gone muddy.  You are a mere scarecrow in his telescope 
lens, and he in yours. (8) 

If this passage had been written in the first person, “I am embracing the skittery surface of 

surfing and psychedelia,” the universality of the experience of a teenager detaching from her 

parents would be lost in the particularity of “surfing and psychedelia.”  By using the second 

person, Karr is telegraphing the idea that her detachment from her father was not unique to 

her, that most teenagers detach one way or another.  The second person also allows the scope 

of the experience to widen to a generational level.  Karr’s father, immediately recognizable as a 

generational “type,” from the phrase “stormed the beach at Normandy,” is representative of 

many fathers of his generation.  And Karr, with her wild, wandering ways and pharmaceutical 

experimentation, is also an immediately recognizable archetype of her generation. 

 But the benefits of using second person go beyond connecting to the reader or making a 

larger statement about an entire generation.  By eschewing “I,” a pronoun scary in its loneliness 

and singularity, the memoirist can create the necessary distance between her past-self and her 

present-writing self.  Using second or third person is another structural crutch, like the ones 

Miller mentions, that allows the memoir to be brave when the memoirist isn’t.  Alternating 

pronouns allows the memoirist to see herself as a character on the page.  As Gornick writes, 
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“The unsurrogated narrator has the monumental task of transforming low-level self-interest 

into the kind of detached empathy required of a piece of writing that is to be of value to the 

disinterested reader” (7).  But how does someone achieve “detached empathy” for oneself? 

The pronoun switch, as simple as it may seem, provides an immediate psychological bridge 

from the present-self to the past-self.  “Memoirists generally do better,” Gornick writes, “when 

they speak through the filter of that which passes for a subject well beyond themselves: a 

solution derived from the hard-won understanding that to speak otherwise is to risk ending in 

rhetoric or abstraction” (136).   The pronoun switch can provide that “filter.” 

 Abigail Thomas’s memoir, Safekeeping, demonstrates this idea further.  Thomas 

alternates between first and third person, past and present tense.  Every time I read 

Safekeeping I feel like Thomas is giving me permission to do what I want, in life and in writing.  

Thomas’s narrative structure is meticulously constrained; some chapters are no longer than a 

paragraph, short enough to be written on a slip of paper and placed in a jar, like the cover 

artwork on the paperback edition.  And yet, Safekeeping doesn’t feel overly restricted. There is 

no discernable pattern to the switches between first and third person.  Sometimes the first 

person appears in the present.  Other times in the past.  Sometimes Thomas’s sections are in 

the epistolary second person, messages to her dead husband.  Other times sections are 

composed solely of dialogue between Thomas and her sister, who, like a Greek chorus, helps 

create a narrative from the second-person plural. 

 I found myself wanting to have a rationale for using the second person in The Useful 

Arts.  I wanted to set up rules for when to use it and when not.  I wanted a method.  But in the 

end, I just allowed myself to use whatever pronoun seemed right while writing it.  Sometimes, 
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while editing, I went back and switched the pronoun.  But mostly my pronoun decisions remain 

mysterious to me.  I do know that the second person usually surfaced in my writing at the 

points in the narrative when my present-writing self seemed most disconnected from my past 

self.  The first time I use it is when I get to a point in my life that seemed both painful but also 

somewhat universal: my plight as a freshman in college, collapsed in a pool of her own vomit 

and failure, was both unique to my situation as an egg donor, and not unique as a general 

situation that college freshmen find themselves in.  The girl on her freshman dormitory floor 

was so removed from me as a writer, that I needed a way to show that the person writing the 

material is writing from a safer, cozier place.  Perhaps the memoirist is most tempted to employ 

the second person when it seems necessary that the reader be fully aware that the material is 

being shaped, composed by a present-day memoirist. 
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Writing on the Job 

 In “Almost Famous,” the 2002 article that coined the term “nobody memoir,” Lorraine 

Adams describes making a meticulous list of over 200 memoirs (she used a spreadsheet!) What 

she discovered was that almost every ‘nobody memoir’ could be sorted into one of three 

categories: The childhood memoir (incestuous, abusive, impoverished, etc.), the physical 

catastrophe memoir (injury, disease, death), and the mental catastrophe memoir (madness, 

addiction, alcoholism, etc.)  Adams argues that her list of memoirs is most interesting for what 

it lacks:   

There are no memoirs of falling in love, marriages, weddings.  There are no memoirs, as 
yet, of middle age.  There are extremely few memoirs of careers…Abusive parents, 
sexual molesters, pedophiles—none have written memoirs.  There are memoirs by 
teenage prostitutes, but not johns.  There are memoirs by battered wives, but not 
batterers.  There are no memoirs of revenge.  There are no memoirs of jealousy.  
(Adams) 

While Adams’s list of existent memoirs has certainly grown in the past decade, I still find her 

claim that “there are extremely few memoirs of careers,” to be accurate.  With the notable 

exception of restaurant and chef memoirs, which seem to be enjoying a boomlet, I found it 

difficult to find literary memoirs about work.  There was, of course, my old favorite, Barbara 

Ehrenreich’s Nickel and Dimed, but I had always considered that book to be less a memoir and 

more first-person reportage.   There were James Herriot’s books about British veterinary life 

and Oliver Sacks’s accounting of his work as a neurosurgeon, but these books seemed more 

about the work itself than the act of self-discovery through a job.  In recent years, there have 

been whimsical books about worklife, many of which start with the title, “Confessions of…”  

There exist both Thanks for the Tip: Confessions of a Cynical Waiter and its female counterpart, 

Waiting: The True Confessions of a Waitress.  There is Confessions of a Tax Collector and 
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Confessions of a Prep School Mommy Handler and Confessions of a Reluctant War Reporter and 

Too Much Tuscan Sun: Confessions of a Chianti Tour Guide and Around the World in a Bad 

Mood! Confessions of a Flight Attendant.  What all of these titles have in common, in addition 

to their invocation of on-the-job-sin, is that the author’s identity is the job: Waiter, Waitress, 

Tax Collector.  While all of these professionals have become writers, writing is the secondary 

profession.  Confessions of a Writer would be a redundant title.   

 The more that I worked on The Useful Arts, the more I knew I wanted to avoid the trap 

of Confessions of a Fake Trombonist.  Working as a fake trombonist was, in my mind, what 

Gornick would call the “situation, the context or circumstance, sometimes the plot” (13).  The 

story, or “the emotional experience that preoccupies the writer: the insight, the wisdom, the 

thing one has come to say,” was far more complex.  The story was less about being a fake 

trombonist and more about being a girl from a small Appalachian town who tried to find her 

foothold in New York City, with mostly dismal results.  The story was also about my broadening 

understanding of America: most obviously the geography, but also the cultural differences and 

misunderstandings, the politics, the complexities of moving from one socio-economic class to 

another.  Finally, the story was also about making a living, which for me meant not only making 

money but doing something that made me feel necessary to the world, work that made me feel 

alive.  

 There were few memoirs that I could use as a model for this.  At one point, exhausted 

by the structural difficulties I was facing in writing the first few chapters, I turned to Lauren 

Weisberger’s The Devil Wears Prada, which, while published as a novel, was reportedly written 

as a memoir and labeled  “fiction” for the sole purpose of avoiding lawsuits.  While 
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Weisberger’s situation was different from mine, her story shared enough similarities with mine 

that I found it helpful to dissect her narrative structure.  She begins the book in scene, on a 

ridiculous errand for her boss, who, like John Smith, cannot remember her employees’ names.  

She then goes back in time to “what she didn’t know” on her first day at Vogue.  But what I find 

most helpful about The Devil Wears Prada is Weisberger’s pacing, her methodical uncoiling of a 

story that is about much more than working for a glamorous magazine.  It is clear from the 

writing that Weisberger was able to achieve the detached empathy needed for memoir writing.  

She sees herself as a character: Her past-self was a young woman who would do anything to get 

a job as a “serious reporter.”  She took a job in the fashion world only because more serious 

reporting jobs were not available to her.  Along the way, her desire to achieve professional 

success destroys her relationships with friends and boyfriends as well as her health.  But her 

evenly paced narrative suggests that she is writing from a place of wisdom and maturity; the 

person who was madly running about Manhattan in the beginning of the book is not the same 

person who is calmly writing about it.   

 Ultimately, the books I used to inform the story of The Useful Arts were not the ones 

that had a similar plotline.  Instead, the books that informed the plot of my memoir were the 

books that I was reading while the events of my memoir took place.  In re-reading the journal I 

kept during the You Are Special Tour, I realized that the books I was reading on the tour shaped 

the way I experienced the world around me.  Once I made this realization, I knew that these 

books, which had gone with me on the actual journey around America, would help me get my 

memoir across America as well.  I began re-reading Nabokov’s Lolita, Kerouac’s On the Road, 

Robert Penn Warren’s All the King’s Men, and Azar Nafisi’s Reading Lolita in Tehran.  In doing 

26 



so, I was able to more clearly remember who I was the last time I was in the presence of these 

authors.   

 And including these books served another, implicit purpose: I wanted the memoir about 

my job as a fake trombonist to be a memoir about finding a voice as a writer, and the way I had 

done that, both on tour and later as a writer, was by reading.   Once in graduate school, I 

realized that many of the best memoirists included their love for reading within the plotlines of 

the memoirs themselves: Mary Karr invokes Homer’s Odyssey at the beginning of Cherry.  

Cheryl Strayed punctuates her hiking trip in Wild with reflections on the books she reads with a 

flashlight in her tent.  Nick Flynn weaves his childhood reading of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde into 

his memoir, and Richard Rodriguez begins his memoir, Hunger of Memory in a bookstore and 

references Caliban from The Tempest: Rodriguez has stolen their (white people’s) books, and 

now he can make his own. 

 It is this idea, that other people’s books make my own book possible, that serves as a 

safety net for me as I attempt to avoid the looming pit of Confessions of a Fake Trombonist.  

Yes, I was once a Fake Trombonist, but even then, I was something more, which is what my 

memoir attempts to articulate.  Even then, I was writing, making discoveries.  I wanted the book 

to be first and foremost about the act of discovery.  Everything else was just a job. 
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PART II  

THE USEFUL ARTS
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A Note on This Work 

 The following dissertation is a work of fragmented creative nonfiction.  All the events 

that take place are true, but the names and identifying features of some people, including 

which musical instruments they played, have been changed in this dissertation version. 
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Part 1 

We live in a nation whose every other impulse is theatrical,  
but whose every other impulse is to insist upon “authenticity.” 

—Richard Rodriguez  
 

You Are Special Tour 2004:  New York City to Philadelphia 

 John Smith is baking himself a birthday cake in the RV oven—yellow cake that he plans 

to frost with Cool Whip.  None of us—Harriet, Stephan, Patrick, or me—know it is his birthday 

until he begins mixing batter while our RV inches through traffic in the bowels of the Lincoln 

Tunnel.  Something is wrong with the RV’s oven—it won’t turn on— so John Smith is broiling his 

cake under the pilot light.  A sickish smell of charred cake and oven gas fills the RV.  The RV’s 

oven, I realize, is like those small lavender-scented soaps in the shape of Michelangelo’s angels: 

for decoration purposes only, not to be used.    

 Do you smell gas? I mouth to Harriet, careful not to let John Smith hear.  She sits across 

from me in the RV’s diner-like booth, a foot away from the oven where John Smith kneels with 

his cake.  Harriet is black with short hair that she wears in short shiny curls that emphasize her 

high cheekbones and big eyes.  Wearing a preppy orange blouse and khakis, she looks like a J. 

Crew model.  She rolls her eyes at my question, as if to say, what does it matter, gas or no gas, 

either way we are totally fucked.   

 I look at my tour schedule, a bound, laminated book with “John Smith Ensemble: You 

Are Special Tour, August 23-November 6, 2004” written on the title page, above Ansel Adams’s 

photo of Yosemite, John Smith’s favorite work of art.  It is Tour Day One: New York City to 

Philadelphia.  We have 74 days, 60 cities, 53 performances, and an entire North American 
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continent to go before we return to New York City, where we will perform our final concert to a 

sold-out audience at Carnegie Hall.  

 Stephan, the flutist, sits on the couch between the dining booth and the driver’s seat.  A 

bespectacled, sweet-mannered gay man in his thirties, he pretends to read a magazine, but I 

can tell he is terrified that only an hour into our three-month long tour, we are traveling at 55-

miles per hour in a vehicle filling with highly flammable, poisonous oven gas.   

 Patrick, our driver and roadie, has more pressing concerns; maniacs in SUVs are passing 

us on both sides on the Jersey Turnpike, and today is the first time Patrick has ever driven an 

RV.  His eyes are locked on the road, a thin line of sweat faintly visible along his hairline.  A 

large, powerfully built man in his fifties, Patrick just retired from his job as a union negotiator.  

He has golden-gray hair that he wears slicked back behind his earlobes, and a large handlebar 

mustache.  He has large shoulders and muscular hands that look like they’d be capable 

smashing a person upside the head with a beer bottle.  He’s also a big fan of John Smith’s 

relaxing pennywhistle music, which is blasting out of the RV’s stereo.  Patrick loves John Smith’s 

music so much, he’s agreed to drive the John Smith Ensemble around America and load/unload 

our sound equipment for no pay.  It’s for this last reason that Harriet, Stephan, and I are deeply 

suspicious of Patrick’s sanity. 

 John Smith continues to hold his cake under the pilot light.  We get stuck in traffic 

somewhere in New Jersey, and still John Smith holds his cake.  An hour passes and he sits there, 

breathing fumes.  Harriet opens a window.  Somewhere on the outskirts of Philly, John Smith 

takes the cake out and inspects it.  He declares that it is done.  He gets the Cool Whip out of the 

freezer, glops it on the cake.  He sticks strawberries into the whip.  He sets the cake down and 
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rummages around the kitchen, looking for the plates and silverware.  While his back is turned, 

the RV hits a bump in the road and the cake flies off the stovetop, through the air, across the 

RV, and into the trashcan by the door.   

 No one says anything.  Berry whipped carnage covers the cabinets, floor, the sides of 

the trashcan.  Harriet, a neat freak, begins to moan that the floor of our RV is already sticky, 

and that we’ll need to stop for cleaning supplies.  Stephan gazes out the window, a mournful 

look on his face.  John Smith retreats to his bedroom in the back of the RV and closes the door 

behind him.   

I open the small kitchen drawer assigned to me that morning.  Inside are books that 

seemed appropriate to bring on a three month tour across America with John Smith: Kerouac’s 

On the Road, Nabokov’s Lolita, Azar Nafisi’s Reading Lolita in Tehran.  But instead of a book I 

take out my journal.  Even though the ride is so bumpy I can barely keep the tip of my pen on 

the paper, I begin to write. 

 

Audition: New York City: 2002  

 In the summer of 2002, before my senior year of college, I worked as a receptionist for a 

ritzy spa in Manhattan.  Despite the aromatherapy candles, dim lighting, and relaxing 

background music, the spa was a surprisingly stressful work environment, perhaps because the 

job—which paid seven dollars an hour—required me to nod understandably while executives, 

celebrities, and trophy wives complained about the quality of their hot stone massages and 

reflexology treatments.   
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 Most of my college friends were working as unpaid interns at glamorous arts and media 

companies, but I was in no position to work for free.  I was broke, worse than broke, actually, as 

I needed thousands of dollars for Columbia’s astronomically high tuition, due in August.  And so 

I sat at my receptionist chair in the cave-like spa and made confirmation calls and took 

payments and straightened the displays of $140 face cream.  Each night I returned to my 

summer dorm and ate a $2 piece of Sicilian crust pizza while searching the internet for a good-

paying second job (or third, if I counted the student orientation job that paid me a small stipend 

and provided me with free summer housing in exchange for organizing hiking trips for incoming 

freshmen).  As has been true since the dawn of time, there were few well-paying jobs available 

for 21-year old college students that didn’t involve sex work.  But one night I came across a 

strange posting on Columbia University’s student listserve: 

Seeking trombonists and flute players to perform in award-winning ensemble that has 
performed on PBS and NPR and at Lincoln Center.  Must be able to work every Friday, 
Saturday, and Sunday. $150/day with potential bonuses. Send résumé and demo tape to 
Becca Belge, Assistant Production Manager.     

I had never seen an advertisement like this.  Professional ensembles, whether classical, 

folk, or punk rock, do not place advertisements on college listserves, and they hire by audition, 

not by an open call for demo tapes.  I read the ad again and again, riveted by $450—almost 

twice a full week’s paycheck at the spa—for three days of playing my trombone.  I’d spent my 

entire childhood dreaming of becoming a professional trombonist.  But once I had gotten to 

college I had come to accept that my dreams of trombone stardom would never become a 

reality.  I simply wasn’t good enough at it, and no amount of practicing would fix that.  I’d 

dropped my music major after realizing that my dormitory alone housed dozens of trombonists 
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more talented than me.  I didn’t even want to think about how many better-than-me 

trombonists there were on the Upper West Side, let alone all of New York City.   

 But $450 a week for three days of playing the trombone was too good an offer not to at 

least try. At least try.  In 13 years of Appalachian public school, the lesson that was most beaten 

into us—that is, the relatively few of us who could afford to dream about going away to 

college—was that we had to at least try.  I didn’t fully realize the importance of this until my 

freshman year of college, when, after meeting my classmates, I realized I hadn’t been admitted 

to Columbia on academic merit—my relatively low standardized test scores, lack of preparation 

for the Ivy League, and overall ignorance of things my classmates seemed to know naturally 

made that clear—but because I was the token country gal, the kid who was supposed to talk 

like a hick and represent rural America in Columbia’s painstakingly assembled mosaic of 

diverse-looking prep school kids.  The rural kid who might not be that bright but who could be 

counted on to spice up her literature seminars with some folksy, down-home, salt of the earth 

wisdom (“I don’t know about this here Iliad book, yall,” is what I imagined I was supposed to 

say) and try, at least try, very, very hard.  

 I asked my friend Scottie, who worked at the student radio station, to help me record a 

demo tape.  I spent hours practicing and planning which pieces to include and in which order.  I 

wrapped the demo tape in the nicest packing materials the office supply store offered, 

reworked my résumé to make myself seem more musical, and dropped it off at the post office, 

thinking, at least I tried. 

 At the spa the next day, I couldn’t help but wonder what my life would be like if instead 

of a receptionist, I was a professional trombonist. 
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 “Did you enjoy your massage?” I asked a toned and tanned middle-aged woman waiting 

to pay. 

 “Oh yes,” she said, sighing with pleasure.  “Robyn is so wonderful.  Have you had a 

massage from her?” 

 I had not had a massage from Robyn, or anyone ever, because a massage would cost 

more than what I made in the spa for a day’s work.  When I was hired, I was supposed to get 

one free massage so I could be more knowledgeable with the customers, but the manager who 

offered this added that if I quit or was fired within the first three months I’d have to pay for the 

massage in full.  I was too poor to risk having to pay for it.  Regardless, I was supposed to act 

like I got massages all the time, and pretend that I knew from personal experience the 

individual skills of all 15 massage therapists on staff. 

 “Yeah Robyn’s amazing,” I answered.  “That will be $190.  Would you like to leave a tip 

in cash or on your card?” 

 When the woman left I shivered in my office chair, my neck and back aching from the 

chill of the air conditioning.  How amazing would it be to just play the trombone for a living, and 

never have to bullshit with people over trivial things? To get paid to perform music and have 

interesting work conversations with my fellow artists about composers, music history, and 

performance techniques? To be an artist? To be an artist in New York City? 

 Three days later, my dormitory phone rang.   

 “Is this Jessica? Jessica the trombonist?” a voice asked. 

 It was Becca Belge.  Could I come to the office for an interview? Yes.  Could I come right 

now? Yes.  The office was only a few blocks away and I raced down Broadway in my most 
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responsible outfit—a red sequined blouse I’d bought at a thrift store and a white skirt I’d 

bought for a few bucks from a street vendor in the East Village—my trombone case strapped to 

my back. Certain that there had been a mistake, that I couldn’t possibly be a serious candidate 

for this job, I was determined to give it my best shot anyway.  At least try.  At the very worst, I 

thought, I would be able to tell people that I once auditioned for a prestigious orchestra in New 

York City.  Just being able to audition means something, I told myself while sprint-walking down 

the sidewalk. 

 I arrived at an upscale apartment building where a doorman greeted me and led me to 

the elevator.  Ms. Belge opened the door with a loud crack and led me into a dark two-

bedroom apartment with dumpy-looking office furniture and sound equipment flung 

everywhere.  Stacks of CDs were stored on top of the stove, mazes of microphone cords snaked 

around the kitchen floor, and piles sheet music overflowed from the windowsills.  Ms. Belge 

hurried me to follow her to the back room, kicking cords and CD cases out of the way as she 

went.  A loud, round woman with red hair and a red face wearing a skirt and plastic flip-flops, 

she told me in a booming voice to call her Becca.  It took me a few minutes to realize she was 

only a year or so older than me. 

 Becca asked me to sit down on a metal folding chair while she ransacked a file cabinet, 

flinging papers and sheet music on the floor.  I sat with my trombone case in my lap and tried to 

steal a glance at the music that she was throwing on the floor, knowing that any minute I’d be 

asked to sight-read it.  Or maybe, I thought hopefully, I’d only be asked to play the pieces on my 

demo tape for verification.  

 “Here it is,” Becca said, holding out a sheet of paper. 
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 I took it anxiously. 

 It was a W-4 tax form.   

 I’d had enough jobs to know you only fill out a W-4 once you’ve been hired.  But how 

could I be hired if no one even had heard me play the trombone? I hadn’t even been 

interviewed! Becca was telling me to fill it out, and I was nodding, as if everything was normal.  

Before I could ask any questions, Becca asked if I had plans for the coming weekend. 

 “Because if you don’t,” she said, “we need you to go to New Hampshire.”  

 “Ok,” I said, as if going to New Hampshire was something I did all the time.  In truth, I’d 

only been north of New York City once, to visit a friend in Boston for a weekend.  New 

Hampshire was exotic, unexplored territory. 

 Becca explained that I would meet Yevgeny, a Russian trombonist, on a street corner on 

Thursday night.  He would take me to New Hampshire where we would meet up with Debbie, a 

flute player.  This would be my training weekend, and it would be my job to sell CDs.   

 “So, should I bring my trombone?” I asked, confused. 

 “You probably won’t need it, and there won’t be much space in the car,” Becca said.  

But, she assured me, the weekend after I would work as a trombonist.  I completed my W-4 and 

Becca handed me some sheet music and nine CDs.  The CDs all featured a bucolic scene—an 

autumn oak tree, a Maine lighthouse, Ansel Adams’s “Yosemite,”— and each had the name 

John Smith written across the top. 

 “Who is John Smith?” I asked. 

 “He’s the composer,” Becca replied.  She gestured to the CDs.  “This is all his music.” 
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 I’d never heard of John Smith before but assumed he was a famous contemporary 

composer that any real musician would know, so I didn’t question Becca further, figuring I’d do 

some internet research.  Becca walked me to the door, kicking CD cases and cords out of our 

path.  Before she shut the door behind me, I turned around to ask her something that suddenly 

seemed important. 

 “So my demo tape, it was good?” I asked. 

 “Yeah—it was great!” she replied.   

 “Thank you!” I said, and burst out in nervous laughter.  “Thank you Thank you.” 

 I walked slowly back up July-drenched Broadway clutching my sheet music and CDs, 

their plastic covers sweating in the heat.  I had gotten the job.  A trombone job.  I suddenly felt 

like a trombonist in a way that I never had before, despite thirteen years of practice, lessons, 

and school performances.  All of my years of practicing had just paid off.  I could tell my 

parents, my teachers, the adults in my town who had supported me in small and large ways—

everything from setting up chairs at school concerts to carpooling my ass to orchestra auditions 

to sending me cards of encouragement—(one from eighth grade science teacher: You have 

such a gift! We are all so proud of you! Never stop practicing!)—that it had all mattered, it 

would all come to something.  It didn’t even matter that I wasn’t as good as the other 

trombonists at Columbia, kids who grew up in Manhattan and took lessons at Julliard while I 

was soloing in my West Virginia elementary school’s “auditorium”, which was also the cafeteria 

and the gym, the nearest real auditorium two hours and an Appalachian mountain range away. 
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 None of that mattered because here I was.  I had worked hard and I had made it.  I was 

the kid from rural America who beat the odds.  I was proof.  I was a professional trombonist in 

New York City.  

 

Who Is John Smith? 

 What the Internet says:  

 John Smith is an American composer who has sold millions of albums.  His benefit album 

for the American Cancer Society—produced with Paul McCartney, Billy Joel, and Ray Charles, 

and performed by the New York Philharmonic and the London Symphony Orchestra—reached 

No. 1 on the Classical Billboard chart.  James Earl Jones and George Clooney narrate his PBS 

specials, which have raised over two million dollars for public television.  He maintains a fan 

mailing list of 70,000 people.  His conducting credits include the Czech National Symphony, the 

Kwazulu Natal Philharmonic, and the Hartford Symphony Orchestra.   

 His compositions are frequently referred to as “Music with a Mission.”  He has 

performed in South Africa with Sinikithemba, an all-female, all HIV-positive choir to raise 

awareness of AIDS, and in Kenya to promote safe schools.  He has been sponsored by the U.S. 

State Department to spread goodwill in Eastern Europe, and provides free CDs to soldiers in 

Iraq and Afghanistan.  His compositions stream through the hospital speakers across America 

on Telehealth’s Tigr systems.  He has written a children’s book-CD combo set, Shine Like A 

Lighthouse, narrated by former First Lady Barbara Bush. 

 In less than fifteen years, John Smith has released over thirty albums of his 

compositions.  He regularly appears live on the QVC shopping channel, where his albums sell by 
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the thousands per minute. Purchasers of his CDs on Amazon leave orgasmic reviews: “Spine 

Shivering,” “Absolutely Magnificent Music,” “Serendipity,” “A Thousand Cheers,” “This Music is 

My Drug of Choice.” 

 

You Are Special Tour 2004: Philadelphia 

 We stop at a Wal-Mart in the Philly suburbs.  Harriet shops for cleaning supplies while 

John Smith buys a Sony Discman and then goes for a quick run around the Wal-Mart parking lot.  

He doesn’t bother to change into running clothes; he laps the parking lot wearing khaki cargo 

pants and a dress shirt.  Stephan and I watch him from inside the RV.  Patrick stands on a ladder 

outside the RV, attempting to adjust the side mirrors, which he claims he can’t see from the 

driver’s seat. 

 I have never been to a PBS station before, and secretly hope to be greeted by Gordon 

and Maria from Sesame Street, or perhaps Cookie Monster.   But when we arrive at the 

Philadelphia’s WHYY station building and greet the staff, there is not a Muppet among them.  

Everyone is all business.  John Smith tells Harriet, Stephan, and me to get ready for the concert, 

so we return to the RV.  Harriet puts on black panty hose with black pumps and does her hair 

with a curling iron plugged into an outlet in the RV’s kitchen.  When she’s done, she gingerly 

pulls the skirt of a beautiful black silk dress over her head and down her body.  I zip it up for 

her.  She is stunning— tall, elegant, radiant—the exact model of African-American beauty you’d 

want if you were putting together a rainbow coalition of visually-pleasing musicians, which is, of 

course, exactly what John Smith is doing.  My contribution to this visual display is my youth and 

my coloring, pale white skin that contrasts with my naturally black hair and dark eyes.  During 
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televised specials I am often placed between someone blonde and someone Asian—as the 

white girl who looks ethnic, this is my band of the rainbow.  Stephan is an anomaly, as John 

Smith prefers to hire young women, but Stephan will only tour with us for a few weeks as a 

substitute for Kim—John Smith’s main flutist and a petite blonde—who couldn’t leave her job 

as a church music director for more than a few weeks.    

  Harriet helps me as I put on my own black dress.  It’s gauzy, floor-length, sleeveless yet 

conservative—perfect for playing a concert in the middle of August.  I clip on my lucky 

rhinestone poinsettia barrettes, dab dramatic eye shadow over my eyes, and slip on a pair of 

strappy black heels.  Stephan puts on a black shirt with black slacks and a black tie.  He looks 

trim and polished, his black-rimmed eyeglasses sophisticated and tasteful.  When the three of 

us step out of the RV together, we look like we could be musicians for any nationally acclaimed 

orchestra.  We look sleek, sharp, and professional. 

 John Smith and Patrick are waiting for us outside the RV, attempting to unload the 

concert equipment: amplifiers, speakers, subwoofers, mixers, microphone stands, bags of 

cords, boxes of CDs, and John Smith’s keyboard.  There are also two huge film projectors with 

movie-theater sized screens for the tour’s visual element: high-definition footage of America’s 

National Parks, displayed to the audience while we play John Smith’s soothing music.   John 

Smith kneels on the asphalt next to the RV’s storage compartment in his concert clothes—a 

wrinkled blue dress shirt, black jacket, dusty black pants, and sneakers. 

 “Hey, um, you guys, could you give us a hand?” he says. 

   John Smith refers to us as “you guys” because despite the fact that I have worked for 

him for two years, despite the fact that he is supposed to announce my name at every concert 
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for the next three months, he still does not know that my name is Jessica.  Occasionally, when 

he really needs my attention, he calls me “Melissa.”  I don’t take it personally.  John Smith 

cannot remember anyone’s name (or chooses not to, it’s impossible to tell).  The one exception 

to this rule is Harriet. 

 “He’s scared of offending a black person,” Harriet says to me one day after he calls her 

Harriet and me Melissa and Stephan “Hey…um”.  I am glad she says it, because after years of 

observing John Smith never get anyone’s name right, I am astonished enough by his instant 

recall of Harriet’s name that I had developed the same theory, but hadn’t said it aloud, for fear 

of offending her.  Harriet and I are the only two people on the tour who are required to share a 

hotel room each night, and we are both sizing each other up, trying to gauge what it will be like 

spending 24 hours a day in one another’s presence for nearly three months.  I have only worked 

with Harriet a few times but I was relieved when I found out she’d be the one traveling with me 

around America.  Harriet is fun and sane, a rare combination amongst John Smith musicians.

 John Smith begins to haul the equipment out of the RV, looking at us to see if we will 

help.  I look at Harriet.  We have been preparing for this moment for weeks.  Veterans of past 

John Smith tours have warned us—say no.  Don’t do it.  He will take advantage.  The plan is to 

tell him it’s not our job to haul equipment. Harriet, who works for regional orchestras around 

Chicago in between John Smith gigs, has told me she’ll be darned if she’s going to smash up her 

fingers moving John Smith’s 50-pound amplifiers. 

 We stand awkwardly, not saying anything.  It is hot on the asphalt, and noxious fumes 

from the RV’s air conditioning fill the air around us.  Finally, Harriet looks at me and I look at 

Stephan.   Without saying anything, we understand.  If we don’t do this, John Smith will easily 
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replace us with musicians who are even more desperate than we are—new immigrants from 

Russia, Hungary, Romania, China.  The world is full of starving musicians.  Our contracts, though 

they bind us to complete the tour, offer no protection from being fired.     

 Harriet purses her lips and picks up a heavy, dusty bag full of extension cords.  Stephan 

helps Patrick with the projector equipment, and John Smith carries an amplifier.  I take a box of 

CDs and stumble under the weight of it, teetering in my strappy heels.  The box coats the front 

of my concert dress with a fine layer of sawdust.    We make several trips back and forth from 

the RV to the concert room.  By the time we are finished, we are disheveled, our concert 

clothes smeared with sweat and dust.  My feet are bleeding from carrying heavy stuff while 

wearing heels. 

 When John Smith announces us to the crowd that night, he says, as he will every night 

for the next three months: “the woman with the brightest smile is Harriet.”  This will become a 

recurring joke of Harriet’s.  “And why exactly is my smile the brightest, John?” she will ask me 

later in the privacy of our shared hotel room, her eyebrows raised, sending me into a fit of 

giggles. 

 Then John Smith gestures to me and says, “and our other trombonist is…uh…Melissa!  

Melissa on the trombone everybody! Isn’t she great? Give her a hand!”   

 

Practice: New York City, 2002 

 In the few days between my interview with Becca and my first gig, one question buzzed 

in my ear like an off-key note: Why had I been hired to play for an orchestra that performed at 
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Alice Tully Hall, on PBS, with such prestigious outfits as the American Symphony Orchestra and 

the New York Philharmonic?  

 “It’s because you’re an amazing trombonist,” said Scottie, my friend from the radio 

station.  “Don’t sell yourself short.  You’re better than you think you are.” 

 “It sounds like a scam,” said my friend Sita, who studied clarinet at Julliard. 

 “But they play on PBS and with the New York Philharmonic,” I reminded her. 

 “Maybe you got lucky,” she said, unconvincingly. 

 “Wow!” said my dad.  “WOW! WAY TO GO! WOW! WOW!” 

 “As long as it’s a paying job,” said my mom.  “Your tuition is due in August.” 

 Becca had told me I was going to New Hampshire to some kind of festival.  An “art fair” 

is what she called it.  Was it going to be a prestigious music festival like Tanglewood? If so I was 

totally fucked.  The other musicians would I know I was an amateur posing as a professional by 

the way I held my trombone, let alone the way I played it.   

 Actually, I thought, as I unzipped my trombone case and prepared to practice, the 

musicians would suspect me as a fraud the minute they saw my trombone.  I was glad that for 

this weekend, at least, Becca had told me not to bring it.  My parents bought my trombone 

when I was thirteen.  My trombone teacher called a man in Cincinnati, who shipped eight 

trombones.  The local UPS man couldn’t conceal his amazement as he carried in box after box, 

each one heavily insured and marked “fragile.”  Our living room in the middle of Nowhere, 

Appalachia became a cosmopolitan emporium of trombones from around the world, and I ran 

from trombone to trombone.     
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The first thing I noticed as I sight-read John Smith’s compositions were their rhythmic 

simplicity: rows of neat quarter notes marched along the sheet music in large print like a 

rhythmic clapping exercise for senior citizens.  The melodies were also simple.  Short, 

undemanding phrases repeated across the page. 

 Flummoxed by the sheet music, I turned to the CDs for guidance.  Trombones played 

bare melodies that were occasionally punctured by the high wail of an Irish-sounding flute.  All 

of the tracks had the same sound; it was impossible to distinguish one song from the next.  Like 

movie soundtracks, the John Smith albums featured one or two distinct melodies that had been 

slightly altered or rearranged on each track to produce a new “song.”  Listening to an entire 

John Smith CD was like listening to the sea on a calm night—the sound of one wave blending 

into the next—languid, insistent, and faintly menacing.   

 

You Are Special Tour 2004: Philadelphia 

 After the concert, I meet up with my friend Nora who lives in Philadelphia.  She picks me 

up in her new car—a racy-blue sports car with some sort of turbo engine that she revs up as we 

fly down the backstreets. 

 Nora has just started law school at UPenn.  I woke up one morning a few months ago 

and realized that almost everyone I knew from college was going to law school, had just been 

accepted to law school, or was studying for the LSATs 

 “I just wanted to be closer to my family,” Nora says over Vietnamese take-out when I 

ask her why she chose UPenn over Harvard.  We sit in her white-carpeted bedroom, the largest 

room in her cavernous two-story apartment.  I haven’t seen her as much since we graduated 
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from college a year ago.  She moved to an apartment in the East Village while I moved to 

Harlem, and since then our worlds seemed to drift further and further apart.  But sitting with 

Nora in her new place in Philly reminds me of how much I miss her, for Nora is one of those 

people who is a million times smarter than everyone else but never makes anyone feel stupid. 

 “I also picked UPenn because they gave me more scholarship money,” she says.  “Which 

reminds me, ohmygod, I have to show you something.”  

She opens her closet and pulls out a lace and floral dress from Dolce & Gabbana, its 

price tag more than I will make during the entire first month of the tour.  “Amazing, right?” 

 “That is amazing,” I say.  “Jesus.” 

 “Kinda worth it, right?” 

 “Yeah.  Definitely.” 

 “I just think we’re getting to an age where it’s more important to be surrounded by 

friends and family,” she continues.  “To have some stability.  We’re not college kids anymore.” 

 “We’re only 23,” I say.    

 “I just feel like it’s a lot more fun to not have to worry about things,” Nora says, and as 

soon as she says it, I realize just how strong a point this is.  “I mean, how can you relax and have 

fun if you don’t have any money or you don’t know what you’re doing with your life?” 

   “But,” she adds quickly, perhaps sensing that this conversation is entering dangerous 

territory, “You are doing something so amazing.  You’re on TV! You’re touring around the 

country! You’re going to have amazing adventures.” 

 She grasps both of my arms in her hands and dances around the room with me a bit.  “I 

can’t believe you’re a professional trombonist! I am so proud of you…” she says. 
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 “Maybe I should go to law school,” I say, laughing, as if this thought has just occurred to 

me. 

 “You should!” she says excitedly.  “You should go to school here with me and then we 

can hang out! Philly is so much fun, Jess.  You would love it.” 

 “I probably would,” I say. 

 But something inside of me already knows that I won’t be going to law school.  And 

whatever instinct this is—this gut feeling that I’m destined to claw my way down some murky, 

treacherous path that could easily lead to a life in which I subsist on ramen and applesauce and 

die of some curable illness for lack of health insurance—whatever this feeling of destiny is, I 

don’t trust it.  At 23 I know enough about being 23 to know that it’s easy to dismiss reality, to 

dismiss the fact that the crazy middle-aged woman drinking vodka out of a paper cup in her 

nightgown with 20 cats probably had big dreams too when she was my age.  I wonder if I am 

truly cut out to take an unknown road, or if I’m just taking it because, miracle of miracles, I’m 

doing what I dreamed of doing as a kid (What do you want to be when you grow up? the adults 

asked over and over for years.  A trombonist! I answered every time.  Well keep practicing and 

you can do anything you want…).   

 But if no one in the audience can hear a note I play, if the composer I work for doesn’t 

even announce my name correctly to the audience, if the whole thing is a sham—does it count 

as achieving the childhood dream of trombone stardom? Who decides what counts? Am I doing 

what I’m doing because I love it, or because I can’t give up on something I wanted for so long, 

when I was so young? 
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A Real Fute: New York, 2002 

 A few days after my interview with Becca Belge, I waited for Yevgeny at our arranged 

meeting spot, the northwest corner of 115th St. and Broadway.  I had just returned from my 

spa job and was still wearing my receptionist outfit—a white shirt, khakis, and red sneakers—

and was sipping on dinner—a strawberry milkshake.  I had recently dyed my hair red, and it 

suddenly occurred to me that, in this get-up—with my flaming red hair, red shoes, and pink 

milkshake—I looked more like a middle school girl than a 21-year-old college student.  

 I was about to throw away the milkshake when a white sedan pulled up and a tall man 

stepped out.  Without introducing himself, he pointed at my small bookbag—I had packed light 

after Yevgeny sternly warned me on the phone that there would be little space in the car— and 

asked brusquely, “That’s all you’re bringing?” 

 Having pictured him as the rotund, jolly, bearded father from Fiddler on the Roof, I was 

surprised that the real Yevgeny was so young—no more than twenty-five years old.  He had 

white-blonde hair and smooth, yellow-tinted skin.  His facial expression was intensely gloomy 

and resigned; he looked as though he had just been delivered news of a disaster he had been 

expecting all along.  

 Yevgeny’s car was not small, but there would have been no room for a third passenger.  

The back seat was filled from floor to ceiling, window to window.  There were large cardboard 

boxes full of CDs, microphone stands, amplifiers the size of living room furniture, duffel bags 

full of wires, extension cords and power-packs, a full-size folding table, three folding chairs, a 

suitcase, a collapsible dolly, and Yevgeny’s trombone, which seemed small in comparison to the 

other items.   

50 



 I took my place in the passenger seat, awkwardly close to my new boss.  He threw a 

Satellite Radio instruction manual in my lap. 

 “Pick some music,” he said as we pulled away from the curb. 

 Fearing that what I chose could lead to a disastrous musical standoff I quickly found a 

classical station, thinking that when it comes to long car rides to unknown places with strange 

Russian trombonists it’s best to play it safe with the music. 

 As a Berlioz symphony raged to its climax, the frantic entanglements of the Bronx 

yielded to the tunnels of foliage that line Interstate 95 in southern Connecticut.  Yevgeny and I 

conversed in the stilted manner of two young people forced on a blind date.  I asked a timid 

question.  He provided a one-word answer.  Then silence.  I made a few awkward attempts at 

conversation about the music we were listening to.  But though it was evident that he knew a 

lot about classical music, Yevgeny didn’t seem eager to talk about it.  An hour or so into the trip, 

I asked him what music he liked to listen to, other than classical. 

 He glared at me stonily. 

 “I mostly listen to techno.” 

 “Oh,” I said, and quickly turned the station from “Symphony Hall” to “Electric Area,” 

transporting us from an eighteenth century Austrian concert hall to a Brooklyn rave circa 1997. 

 With the change of music, Yevgeny became more relaxed.  I hesitated to ask him about 

the nature of our work, fearing that I would betray the fact that I was an amateur trombonist 

and be fired before I had even begun.  Three years of being the token Appalachian kid in the Ivy 

League had taught me to ask questions even at the risk of revealing the depths of my stupidity, 
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but it wasn’t until we sped into Massachusetts—the setting sun casting shadows on the distant 

Boston skyline—that I finally found the courage to ask him about it. 

 “So what is this gig like?” 

 Yevgeny shot me a stern look.  “What do you want to know?” 

   “Um…well, I listened to the music on the CDs…” 

 “And?”  

 “Well, it’s nice…” 

 “You like it?” he demanded. 

 “Well, I mean, to be honest, I’d never heard of John Smith before I was hired,” I said.  

 Yevgeny hunched over the steering wheel and glared at the road. 

 “So who is he?” I asked timidly.  “Who is John Smith?” 

 “He writes the music,” Yevgeny said. 

 “I know, but who is he?” I insisted.  “I mean, like, have you met him?” 

 “Yes.” 

 “What’s he like?” 

 “I don’t know.  He’s weird.” 

 “Have you worked for him a long time?” 

 “A few years.” 

 “Where did you study trombone?” 

 “Moscow Conservatory.” 

 “Wow,” I said.  “That’s the best…” 
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 “Listen,” Yevgeny said, looking straight at me.  “By tomorrow, you will want to quit.”  He 

was no longer scowling, but looked at me as though he was genuinely concerned.  Even though 

his eyes were off the road, the car didn’t waver an inch.  He was a tremendous driver.   

 “The only reason anyone stays in this job is because they’re desperate,” he continued.  

“And I doubt you’re desperate.” 

 I began to respond that I was, in fact, plenty desperate, but stopped.  Despite his sullen 

and severe demeanor, I sensed that he was trying to protect me from something.  I decided to 

come clean. 

 “I should tell you something,” I said.  “I’m not a real trombonist.” 

 Yevgeny glared at me.  The setting sun reflected off his white-blonde hair, giving him the 

look of a regal bird. 

 “I mean,” I said, backpedaling, “I was pretty good in high school but my high school was 

in the middle of nowhere and I’ve barely taken lessons in college and I’d be lucky to make it 

into the back row of a college orchestra.  I haven’t trained at Julliard or Moscow Conservatory 

and honestly, I don’t even know why Becca hired me, it must have been a mistake, but I feel so 

lucky to even be here, so you don’t need to worry about me quitting.  I’m the one who should 

be worried.  I mean you’re a real professional…” 

 Yevgeny burst out laughing.  I couldn’t help but join in.  I didn’t know what we were 

laughing about, but I was relieved to know Yevgeny had facial expressions other than stern.  

Making him laugh felt like a great accomplishment. 

 “Don’t worry,” he said.  His eyes were kind.  “You’re going to do fine.  Everything will 

make sense tomorrow, you’ll see.  Don’t worry about it anymore tonight.” 
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 “Ok,” I said.     

 “Are you hungry?” he asked. 

 “Are you?” 

 We pulled into a Burger King.  I ordered the kid’s meal, and it came with scratch and 

sniff stickers that looked and smelled like feet, boogers, or armpits.  As I ate, Yevgeny scratched 

and sniffed each sticker, first with caution, then with increasing glee. 

 “It does smell like a foot!” he exclaimed, scratching and sniffing the foot sticker over and 

over.  He pronounced “foot” as “fute.”  “Try it! It smells like a fute—a real fute!”  He was the 

happiest I’d seen him yet. 

 “I take it there are no foot stickers that come with your cheeseburger in Moscow?” I 

asked. 

 “No,” he said, trying out the armpit sticker.  “Only America has fake fute smell.  If you 

want to smell fute in Moscow, you have to smell a real fute.”   

  

First Gig: New Hampshire, 2002  

 Yevgeny was waiting for me in the hotel’s breakfast area, where there were free bagels, 

pastries, mini-boxes of cereal, bottles of juice, and a waffle maker with a bowl of waffle batter 

beside it.  Yevgeny’s grey eyes had the hardness of stones, his yellow skin puffed underneath 

them with fatigue.  His hair was wet and severely slicked back, as though he had wielded his 

comb like a woodworker uses a plane.  Despite the fact that it was late July and we were to 

spend the entire day outside, he was dressed from head to foot in black.  He looked like a 

Hollywood parody of a KGB agent; to the untrained eye his black oblong case, which he 
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carefully guarded, might easily be mistaken for a machine gun rather than a trombone; his face 

was as humorless as an assassin’s.  The other hotel guests—pleasant, vacation-happy American 

couples helping themselves to seconds of cheese danishes—openly stared at Yevgeny with 

terrified expressions. 

 Yevgeny said he wasn’t hungry but that I should eat, and so I set about making myself a 

waffle.  Yevgeny watched my every move, as if I were dismantling a bomb.  When the timer 

went off and a perfect golden brown waffle appeared he was incredulous.   

 “I’ve never seen anyone do that,” he said skeptically, as if I had pulled the waffle out of 

my ear instead of a device specifically designed to produce waffles.    

 In response, I couldn’t help but dance around with the waffle a bit, making a big show of 

squirting it with whipped cream and making hungry eyes at it.  There was something 

exhilarating about entertaining Yevgeny, who was so mysteriously miserable.  It was hard to 

resist playing Lucy to his exasperated Russian Ricky.  I stuffed large chunks of the waffle into my 

mouth and made a yummy face.  Yevgeny glared at me like I was insane, which only egged me 

on. 

 After breakfast, we drove off through the pleasant July sunshine of a Friday morning in 

central New Hampshire.  After spending so many summer weeks boxed in the hot gray concrete 

of Manhattan, the bright greens and yellows of the mountains and fields blinded me with their 

overwhelming lushness.  The road wound around Lake Winnipesauke and led us to a field 

covered in white canopies, in the town of Wolfeboro.  Yevgeny accelerated up a grassy hill and 

pulled to a stop. 
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 After an eight-hour drive from New York City and a night in a hotel, our final destination 

appeared to be nothing more than a grassy yard with tents.  There were half a dozen vendors 

selling funnel cakes, hot dogs, and cotton candy.  Pungent smells of grease-fried sugar and 

freshly cut grass permeated the air.  Children were lined up at a face-painting station.  It was a 

miniature version of something I was very familiar with, though it was certainly not one I had 

ever associated with the world of classical music: the county fair. 

 I got out of the car and squinted in the bright sun.  It wasn’t exactly a county fair—it was 

much too small.  It was a craft show, which of course was what I knew it would be, but I had 

pictured something fancier, something more “art” than “craft.”  I had only been to one or two 

craft fairs in my childhood, and they had struck me more as celebrations of old-timey heritage 

than celebrations of merchandise.  They had names like “Mountain Heritage Festival” and 

“Edinburg Ole Time Festival” and were centered on clogging, whittling, bluegrass music, and 

patriotic parades.  But this New Hampshire craft show was most certainly about the crafts: 

hand-painted porcelain dolls, watercolors of lighthouses and seahorses, hand-sewn floral 

blouses and fabric purses, handmade candles, dipped chocolates, and wooden wind chimes.  

Even though the fair had not yet officially begun, dozens of middle-aged women wearing 

brightly colored sun visors and Capri pants clustered around the vendors’ tables.      

 Despite his protests, I helped Yevgeny lug boxes of CDs to our reserved spot in the maze 

of tents.  I set up the folding table and chairs while he connected the speakers to the amplifier, 

erected the microphone stands, and attached the microphones to the amp wires.  I also 

unpacked boxes of CDs, but paused when I came across two videos, one called “Inspirations” 

and the other a children’s video: “John Smith: The Pirate.”   
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 The pirate?  

 I wanted to ask Yevgeny if John Smith was, in fact, a pirate, but Yevgeny looked so 

gloomy I thought better of it.  I unloaded twenty copies of each CD album and several copies of 

each video.  The remaining merchandise I stacked neatly under the folding table.  Out of the 

corner of my eye I noticed Yevgeny attaching a Sony Discman to the amplifier and taking what 

appeared to be a blank CD out of one of his duffle bags. 

 “We don’t play all the songs,” he said.  Instead, he explained, there was a homemade 

compilation CD of John Smith’s “greatest hits”—i.e. songs that brought in the most customers.  

The songs were ordered and timed in such a way so that when a customer stopped by the table 

to listen and decided that she wanted to purchase the song she was hearing, a new song from a 

different album would start playing before she had time to get out her wallet.  The customer 

would want the new song too—but it would be on another album—so she would need to buy 

two albums instead of one.  The pricing scheme encouraged this behavior; it was scaled so that 

one CD cost $12, but you could buy two for $22, and so on all the way up to ten CDs for a mere 

$80.  Since very few of the songs lasted for more than three minutes, chances were that the 

longer a customer waited to buy—and they would wait, enraptured by the music—the more 

CDs they would purchase. 

 But, I wondered, if we were playing from a compilation CD, how could I tell a customer 

which song was playing at any given time? I couldn’t distinguish one track from another.   

 “It doesn’t really matter if you don’t know which song is which.  They won’t know the 

difference either,” Yevgeny whispered, gesturing at the crowds of women who were already 

clustering around our table. 
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  I was still pondering this when Debbie, the flute player, arrived, having driven to 

Wolfeboro from her nearby home.  A pleasant-looking woman in her mid-thirties with honey-

colored hair, an ample bosom, and a Southern accent, she was dressed casually in light purple 

pants, purple athletic shoes, and a black t-shirt, which clashed considerably with Yevgeny’s all 

black KGB outfit.  Debbie looked at me warily and then turned to Yevgeny. 

 “Have I been fired yet?” she asked him. 

 “No, you’re not that lucky,” Yevgeny replied. 

 Debbie giggled.  They jumped right into a conversation that sounded like it had been 

going on for years, as if a week or a month a part was no longer enough time to break the flow 

of their discussion.  Not wanting to seem nosy, I set about trying to memorize the set list 

Yevgeny provided me, making notes as to which song went with which album. 

 “Ok, we’re going to start,” Yevgeny announced.   

 Debbie picked up her flute but kept talking.  Yevgeny pushed the play button on the 

Sony Discman and I felt the air around my face move with sound vibrations—like a breeze 

blowing out of the speakers, which were only a few feet away and pointed directly at me.  The 

sound went right to my ribcage, which began to buzz against the inside of my skin.  It was loud.  

Rock concert loud.  It took me a minute to catch my breath and glance over my shoulder at 

Yevgeny and Debbie, who stood a few feet behind me and the CD table, facing our rapidly 

increasing crowd of customers. 

  Debbie was blowing through a pennywhistle—a simple flute that looks like the plastic 

recorder that kids play in elementary school, but has a Celtic sound and is sometimes called a 

tin whistle.  Yevgeny had his trombone up and was playing as well.  I stared at them with my 
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mouth open.  It didn’t seem possible for that large of a sound to be coming out of a trombone, 

but then, I had never played with an amplifier and background music before.  They were 

respectively puffing away at an Irish jig—the only fast-paced composition in the set list.  

Considering that we were outdoors—a hard place to produce good sound quality—and that it 

was just the two of them, the sound was unbelievably polished.  They sounded damn good for 

two people playing in an open-air tent.  

 Yevgeny glared at me more fiercely than usual and made a jutting motion with his chin 

while he was playing.  I realized he was motioning for me to pay attention to the customers.  

When I turned around to face them, their numbers had quadrupled.  Their hands were all over 

the CDs, obliterating the neat stacks I had made minutes before, their eyes squinting at the 

pricing chart.  And then I heard the question that I would hear, word for word, thousands of 

times over the next four years: 

 “What’s he playing now?” 

 I jumped into action.  “This one!” I yelled over the din of the speakers, shoving copies of 

the Celtic-themed CD into everyone’s hands.  While they were examining it, Yevgeny and 

Debbie launched into another piece called “Isle of Shoals,” which opens with the piercing wail 

of the pennywhistle.  The song sounded strangely familiar.  Within five measures of “Isle of 

Shoals” the crowd had quadrupled again.  I pushed copies of Flowers in October—the album 

with “Isles of Shoals”—into as many palms as I could.  The sound waves from the speakers 

caused the plastic wrapping on the albums to pulse faintly on my fingertips.   

 And then the money.  Coming at me from all directions.  From loud, sun-burnt ladies 

and their shy, baseball-capped husbands: 
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 I’ll take this one and this one.  Oh! And this one! 

 What’s he playing now? 

 This one? 

 Hey Jean! This is what he’s playing now! 

 Oh my God! It’s so relaxing! It’s beautiful! 

 Is this classical music? 

 “Yes?” I responded, suddenly unsure. 

I love classical music! I used to play piano but I quit.  And I always regretted… 

 Is that John Smith? 

 “No,” I responded.  “That is Yevgeny.” 

 Well, who is John Smith? 

 I’ll take five CDs over here! 

 “He’s…um…a composer.  He writes the music.” 

 He’s not here? 

 “No.  But here’s a picture of him,” I said, pointing at John’s photo on the American 

Composer in Concert CD.  I stared at his photo for a moment.  It was taken at Alice Tully Hall at 

Lincoln Center, where John Smith conducted the American Symphony Orchestra.  John Smith 

looked young and strikingly handsome.  He wore a blue-trimmed tuxedo and his conductor’s 

baton was frozen in the middle of a dramatic up-beat.  If Hollywood made a movie about a 

serious composer, they would cast someone who looked exactly like John Smith.  But who was 

John Smith? 
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  Almost all of the customers asked some version of “What is he playing?”  At first, I was 

puzzled by their refusal to acknowledge Debbie, but I soon realized that they thought Yevgeny 

was John Smith, though some asked if Debbie was “Smith.”  Sometimes the customers were 

already familiar with John Smith’s music, or had actually met John Smith in the flesh.   

 “I already have this CD and this CD,” these seasoned customers said.  “So I need to get 

this one and this one.” 

 “I remember when John Smith played at Maine Mall,” one man said to me.  “How is 

he?” 

 “Oh fine,” I replied casually, unsure of whether it was ok to admit I’d never met the guy 

and knew nothing about him.  “He’s doing just great.”   

 But the more I attempted to answer inquiries as to John Smith’s character and 

whereabouts, the more I became intrigued by the mystery of this man who made thousands of 

dollars by not showing up at his own concerts.  I pictured him relaxing on a beach, sipping a 

daiquiri, wearing his conductor’s tuxedo.  Maybe he was trekking through the Amazon, swatting 

his conductor’s baton at the mosquitoes.  Maybe he was marching through Europe, piping on a 

pennywhistle, a dancing crowd of street urchins following closely behind him.   

 Miss! Miss! What’s he playing now? 

 I shoved Flowers in October into their hands. 

 I smiled and smiled and smiled.  I collected handfuls and handfuls of cash.  I tried to 

keep track of how many CDs I’d sold on a pre-printed inventory form, but the sales were going 

much too fast to keep an accurate count.  If we sold over $5,000 worth of CDs, we’d each get a 
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bonus of $50.  We were easily approaching that sum, which, considering the bargain prices and 

the backyard-like location was a lot of CDs.  

 

You Are Special Tour 2004: Philadelphia to Atlanta 

 Drawers full of dishware and cutlery fly through the air in our RV in slow motion.  Entire 

kitchen cabinets burst open and spill their contents, covering us in boxes of macaroni and 

cheese, plastic cups of applesauce, cans of diet soda.  Water shoots out of the kitchen sink at 

odd angles and soaks the cereal-encrusted floor.  Our footing is perilous and slippery as the RV 

swerves, accelerates, and bumps.  We slide up toward the driver’s seat one moment, only to 

careen back toward John Smith’s bedroom the next.  We cling to anything we can—the 

furniture, the refrigerator, each other—to avoid being flung about the cabin as it bucks about in 

the crosswinds, careening starboard then port as it sails the high seas of Interstate-95, iceberg-

sized eighteen-wheelers passing us on both sides.  

 Consider our breakfast routine: Harriet holds the refrigerator door open so I can retrieve 

the milk and orange juice.  Then she gets the bowls, plates, glasses and silverware.  Stephan 

attempts to hold all of these items down on the table while I pour a wobbly stream of juice into 

our shaking cups.  Then the refrigerator door flies open on its own, smacking me on the 

backside.  I spill juice everywhere.  Harriet holds her cereal bowl down with one hand while 

reaching for a roll of paper towels with another.  But wait! Is anyone holding the coffee maker 

while it brews coffee? No, we realize, too late.  The entire machine is ripped from the electric 

socket and flies across the room, splattering our sleepy faces with coffee grounds and hot fresh 

brew.     
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 In this manner we flail around America, dodging birthday cakes, coffee pots, the 

occasional flying spoon.  The fresh produce—a watermelon, a spaghetti squash, John Smith’s 

crates of apples—rolls off the countertops and onto our toes.  After a few days we’ve learned 

the importance of battening down the hatches: we duct tape everything down, including the 

watermelon.   

 Per John Smith’s orders, one of us—me, Harriet, Stephan, or John Smith himself—rides 

in the passenger seat with Patrick at all times in order to keep him company, help him navigate, 

and DJ his favorite road-tunes on the RV’s sound system.  His favorite road tunes, Patrick insists, 

are all of John Smith’s albums.  As official John Smith Ensemble musicians, John Smith’s 

employees, and people spending most of our waking hours with John Smith, objecting to 

Patrick’s choice of John Smith music has obvious perils, so we don’t say anything about Patrick’s 

questionable taste in music.  Then comes our first thirteen-hour day on the road and Harriet 

(passive), Stephan (avoids confrontation) and I (wimp) threaten bloody mutiny if we have to 

listen to another goddamned note of John Smith music.  Patrick relents.  Peace is restored, 

mutiny avoided.    John Smith stays mum on the issue, but I suspect that even he doesn’t want 

to listen to his music any more than he has to.   

 John Smith spends most of his time in the back bedroom of the RV, composing a 

Christian musical for a small-town theater.  He has few reasons to emerge, for everything he 

needs is on top of his bed: a full size keyboard, folding chair, two plywood boards the length of 

a refrigerator, a dozen stuffed animals, enough dusty concert wires to amp the New York 

Philharmonic, a film projector, empty cereal boxes, a crate of apples, and a few pairs of clothes 

– all of which are damp and pungent from him running a few miles a day in them.  While the 
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rest of us sleep in hotel rooms, John sleeps in the RV every night, presumably on top of the 

keyboard. 

 Harriet, Stephan and I pool our CDs and IPods and realize that we have an astounding 

variety of music.  As the RV barrels south into the hot yellow light of late August, we listen to 

country, rap, hip-hop, bluegrass, classical, jazz, classic rock, grunge, indie, and blues.  We 

recommend albums to one another and spend hours downloading each other’s CDs and 

playlists.  The trees get taller and leafier, the corn higher.  The soil turns blood red and we are in 

Georgia.  Harriet, a child of the 1970s, gives me Jefferson Starship.  I give her Outkast.  She 

reciprocates with Billy Joel.  Stephan recommends Radiohead to us all.   

 When asked about their musical tastes, people claim they listen to “everything.”  John 

Smith fans will often say to us, “I listen to everything except for rap.”  My college friends will 

say, “I listen to everything except for country.”  My hometown friends will say, “I listen to 

everything but classical.”  Everything, eh? Egyptian pop songs? Chinese Christian hymns? 

Spanish Inquisition court ballads?  No one listens to “everything,” but on the RV we come closer 

than most: We are likely the only moving vehicle in the world where Sufi Quranic chanting 

blends with Contemporary Christian “praise and worship” ballads and the soundtrack to 

Schindler’s List.  There are demo albums of Harriet’s Chicago jazz friends, Stephan’s Barbara 

Streisand CDs, Harriet’s Digable Planets, Stephan’s Björk, my Alison Krause, Harriet’s 

soundtracks to French film, my early Blind Melon recordings, Stephan’s flute partitas. Chopin, 

Bach, and Vivaldi are daily favorites.  I play Claude Saint-Saens’s Organ Symphony in its entirety 

and no one objects.  Patrick drives on.  It is impossible to tell whether he is enjoying our musical 

mixing skills or whether he wishes to return to hours of uninterrupted pennywhistle melodies. 
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 Somewhere near the Atlanta suburbs, I decide to play the first movement of 

Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony. Just as I push the button on my IPod, I hear John Smith flailing his 

way up the cabin toward us.   

 He perches in the space between Patrick and me, listening to the music, the infamous 

swelling variations on da da da dah—the four most recognizable notes in musical history. 

 And then, John Smith, the multi-million-album-selling American composer, asks me a 

question.  It is a question that, had anyone else in the world asked it, I would have taken as a 

joke.  But John Smith is sincere, speaking in the friendly just-making-obligatory-chit-chat-with-

the-help voice he uses with me, the person whose name he thinks is Melissa. 

 “I like this music,” he says of Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony.  “What is it?” 

 

Water’s Edge: New Hampshire, 2002 

 I don’t remember the exact moment I comprehended that the audience members at the 

New Hampshire craft fair could hear very little, if anything, of what Yevgeny and Debbie were 

actually producing with instruments, especially the trombone.  The realization came in stages.  

It was immediately obvious that the speakers were very loud—far louder than the loudest 

sound that could naturally be produced on a trombone.  I looked at Yevgeny closely.  Yes, he 

was actually playing.  There is not really a way to “half play” or “fake play” a trombone or flute, 

especially if you’ve been trained your whole life to not only really play but to give the music 100 

percent of your energy.  They were really playing, but standing only a few feet away, I wasn’t 

hearing them.  Whatever sounds they were making drowned in a shiny sea of CD-produced 

music.  The microphones in front of them were dead.  Instead, I was hearing a flawlessly mixed 
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studio recording of other musicians playing the same music.  This was why it sounded so good.  

And this was why people were so enraptured.  It was the perfect aural and optical illusion: 

When you hear the sound of a trombone, and you see a trombonist playing, your brain doesn’t 

question whether the two phenomena are related. 

 In between customers, I began stealing sly looks at Yevgeny while he was playing.  His 

form was perfect, effortless.  If I angled my ear behind the giant speaker, I could sometimes 

manage to hear an actual note he was producing: they were perfectly pitched and had a 

beautiful tone.  Why was someone this good was being purposefully overwhelmed by a Sony 

Discman?  

  Yevgeny’s eyes were closed and Debbie stared into space, a strange way to behave 

during a live concert, I thought.  Were their comatose expressions signs of musical talent—

effortlessness? Or were they actually lazy performers? I had never performed the way they 

were performing.  Even when I was a child just learning the Twinkle Variations I always 

approached concert performance like a field day race—my body springing out toward the 

audience like a sprinter on a starting block.  It had always seemed to me that if I was going to 

demand attention from my listeners, it was only fair that I give them my full attention as a 

performer.  Not only my full attention, but the appearance of my full attention.  Producing the 

sound with my whole body, every tendon and nerve on high alert—it’s all part of the show. 

 But as we reached the seventh hour of our performance at the craft fair, I had new 

insight into why Yevgeny and Debbie performed in such a lackadaisical state.  It wasn’t laziness; 

it was conservation of energy.  Most orchestral performances involve breaks: breaks within the 

music itself, breaks between the songs, intermission.  And most concerts last no more than an 
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hour or two, including the breaks.  But Yevgeny and Debbie were playing non-stop like human 

CD players—two-hour sets for eight hours with only a thirty-minute break for lunch.  It was 

more of an athletic challenge than a musical one, akin to dribbling a basketball for eight 

hours—easy at first, but surprisingly difficult after an hour or so.  With the temperature in the 

tent in the high-80s, I wondered how Yevgeny, dressed from head to foot in black, was still 

standing. 

 The next day we moved to a new craft fair on the shore of Alton Bay—a few miles down 

the road from Wolfeboro—where we set up stage in a small open-air pagoda.  It was a beautiful 

Saturday morning in New England, all warmth and sunshine and bay breeze, worlds away from 

my receptionist’s desk in the freezing, windowless cave of the spa back in Manhattan.  I sat 

behind the CD table wearing a new craft-fair-made straw hat and munching merrily on fresh-

picked blueberries and kettle corn, compliments of the other vendors.  Most of the customers 

had yet to arrive at the fair, and I had nothing to do but feel the warmth of the sun on my face 

and sort through my blueberries, looking for the juiciest ones, while John Smith’s music drifted 

on the breeze behind me.  I felt a powerful surge of indescribable happiness.  I felt so free, like 

anything could happen—I was the luckiest girl in the world! I smiled to myself and savored 

another blueberry.   

 Then, I had a sudden disconcerting thought: Was I really this happy? Or was the music 

behind me creating a soundtrack that was enhancing my emotions—the way a film soundtrack 

makes a banal conversation between lovers seem epic? Yevgeny and Debbie were playing a 

piece called “Water’s Edge.”  It begins with soft, rolling piano chords—the acoustic of water—

and a pennywhistle solo that sounds like a sea spirit beckoning from the deep.  And then the 
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trombone joins in with dramatic octaves—like waves.  And here I was looking out on Alton Bay 

on a beautiful morning, during my second day of working as a professional trombonist—my 

dream job.  I was happy, I was on top of the world, but like a psychedelic drug, the music was 

enhancing the colors around me, amplifying my happiness until the moment felt more 

significant than other moments of happiness, as if this was the most important moment of my 

life.  I knew that the rules of good musical taste forbade me from thinking the song was good—

it was not musically complex, it was sappy.  It was, like a painting in a hotel room, meant to be 

there but not there, designed specifically for inoffensiveness, maximal blandness.  If it was art 

at all, it was art for the sake of innocuous decoration rather than aesthetic revolution.  I was 

aware of all of this, and yet, I had to admit it that I had just unwittingly experienced an I’m-

flying-at-the-bow-of-a-ship-and-Leo-is-kissing-me moment.   

 Later, after an afternoon rush of customers, Yevgeny asked if I would like to try playing a 

few songs on his trombone.   

 “Yes!” I shouted, brushing funnel cake crumbs off my hands and grabbing sheet music 

from my bookbag.   

 Yevgeny and Debbie had the entire John Smith repertoire memorized, so it took me a 

while to set up a music stand and clothespin my sheet music to it so it wouldn’t fly into the bay.

 “Start with ‘October Sky,’” Yevgeny said.  “It’s the easiest one.” 

 “No problem,” I said, shaking out my shoulders like a gymnast about to jump onto the 

balance beam.   

 Yevgeny pushed the play button and the music began.  Looking at my sheet music, I 

began to count, but I couldn’t find the beat.  Where was the beat? You have to find it before 
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you can even begin to count.  I had started counting because I was used to playing in an 

orchestra.  In an orchestra setting, you inhale right before the first downbeat of the conductor’s 

baton.  I was still holding my breath.  A downbeat must be coming any moment, I thought, but 

the music continued to be as watery as Alton Bay, glistening behind me.  I couldn’t connect 

what I was hearing with what I saw before me on the sheet music.  Yevgeny stopped the CD.  

He furrowed his brow at me. 

 “You’re waiting too long,” he said.  “I’ll cue you.” 

 “Right,” I answered, embarrassed. 

 He pressed play again and cued me. 

 This time I started at the right place, but quickly lost my way again.  From behind the 

speakers, the CD was surprisingly difficult to hear.  I was messing up left and right, but Yevgeny 

shrugged and turned his attention toward the new customers at the table.  I wasn’t even 

playing the song—I was in a musical vortex, thrashing wildly to where I thought the inaudible 

beat must be located—but no one seemed to notice.  Debbie began to play her part.  I looked 

to her for cues, but she just giggled at me with her eyes, since her mouth was busy with her 

pennywhistle. 

 When the song ended, I looked up from my music.  There were dozens of people around 

the CD table. The fact that I hadn’t really been playing made no difference in sales.  Yevgeny 

and Debbie seemed like they couldn’t care less.  All my years of training and practice, my 

audition tape, the days of obsessing over the John Smith sheet music—none of it mattered.  

The microphone in front of me was nothing more than a decorative statue. 
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 Over the years that I worked for the John Smith Ensemble, I would come to resent my 

role as a stage ornament, dread it, curse it.  I would eventually arrive at a point where I not only 

played softly but thought softly—put my own mind on mute in order to drown out the idea that 

I was using what little musical talent I had for dishonest, even fraudulent purposes.  I would 

come to experience panic and anxiety at the faintest sound of a pennywhistle.  But on that day 

at Alton Bay, when I first realized that no one could hear me play, all I felt was overwhelming 

relief.  I needed this job.  I needed the money, most of all, but I also needed its adventure, 

needed these weekend trips outside of stifling Manhattan in a way I had never realized until 

this moment.  I needed to eat fresh blueberries by New Hampshire bays and go on long car 

rides to new places with taciturn Russian trombonists.  I needed to use fresh hotel towels in the 

morning, help myself to free waffles, and march through hotel lobbies with a trombone on my 

back like a badass.   

 Above all I desperately needed to be taken seriously.  I wouldn’t have been able to 

explain it at the time, but years later, I would come to recognize this desperation in bright 

young people, especially bright young women.  By early adolescence I had realized, 

subconsciously, that playing the trombone was the only way I could momentarily postpone 

being gauged on a scale of relative beauty and sexiness.   To play the trombone in front of an 

audience was to be seen first for what I was doing, not what I looked like, a powerful antidote 

to the 1990s anorexia-chic aesthetic that invaded and plundered my high school, mowing down 

so many girls around me, some of whom, in the midst of starvation, suffered their first heart 

attacks before they turned fifteen.  They were scraped off the gymnasium floor and whisked 

away to the hospital or rehab while the rest of us looked on, secretly envious of their miserable 
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“success.”  Even those of us who were “healthy” were all dabbling in it, counting our M&Ms, 

dousing our lunches with so much pepper they were rendered inedible, joining sports teams 

just to lose weight, using ipecac syrup to throw up an unwanted meal.  I never got “good” at it, 

was never “successful” enough to the suspicions of the adults, most of whom, in those years, 

had little idea that a war with an actual body count was being waged right underneath their 

noses.  I did, however, go through a phase, around the age of 15, when my body was still 

growing and screaming at me to put on weight, where I was losing it instead.  I’d make it 

through an entire day of pre-dawn weightlifting, gym class, and soccer practice on only a cup of 

coffee and a single sour apple Jolly Rancher, only to get home late at night and be unable to 

resist eating an entire plate of pasta, which, thank God, I never had the strength or the stomach 

to make myself vomit back up.  One attempt was all I needed to realize that.   

 But by playing the trombone—or even carrying a trombone case through the puke-

green corridors of my high school—it was if I could tell the world, I am something more, 

something you don’t understand, something separate and containing more depth than the 

young, female body in which I am contained, this body which attracts so much attention—both 

wanted and unwanted— yet a body that also somehow causes me to be immediately dismissed 

as silly and shallow.  This body that signals sex, whether I want it to or not, yet never lives up to 

societal ideals of sexiness.   “You can be anything you want to be,” the adults said, and 

sometimes added, mysteriously, “This is true for girls now too.”   But raw instinct told me that 

no matter how valid or intelligent my thoughts were they were at a very high risk of being 

immediately dismissed.  The trombone and the classical music I could play on it provided some 

semblance of a corrective:  Classical music was “serious.”  An understanding of, or even a 
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professed love for classical music—which most adults said they wished they knew more about, 

but didn’t—could give a girl weight in a world that saw her as light, could give her substance in 

a culture that needed her to be insubstantial and silent.  It was almost as if, by attaching a 

trombone to my body, I could become a dude.   

 I returned to my post as seller and Yevgeny and Debbie launched into another song, 

“Windsong.”  This was one of the only tracks I could correctly identify to the customers, mostly 

because it was the only song that included the sound of wind along with trombone and flute.  I 

was wondering whether the customers mistook the recorded sound of wind for the real breeze 

over Alton Bay when I was suddenly struck by a disorienting sense of déjà vu.  At first I was 

puzzled by this—how in the world could I feel like I had been here before?  But then, I had the 

sort of epiphany that only comes from listening to music.  I hadn’t been here before, I had 

heard here before.  The John Smith composition that Yevgeny and Debbie were currently 

“performing” had been playing on the soundtrack loop at the spa.  I had probably heard it a 

hundred times during my miserable hours of scheduling reflexology and selling $175 bottles of 

face cream. 

 

But Where Did I Get The Idea That Playing Classical Music Would Make Help Me Be Taken More 

Seriously By the World? 

In late 1993, when I was twelve years old and just beginning to be able to play full 

length trombone concertos, researchers at the University of California at Irvine had 36 college 

students do a series of geometric puzzlers after ten minutes of listening to Mozart's Sonata for 

Two Pianos in D Major.  The students’ spatial reasoning IQ scores were eight points higher after 
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listening to Mozart as compared to repetitive relaxation music or silence.  In their report on this 

research—a mere three paragraphs published in Nature—the authors of the study warn that 

the IQ boost from listening to Mozart only lasted for 10-15 minutes.  They also caution their 

readers not to put any special stock in Mozart in particular: “Because we used only one musical 

sample of one composer, various other compositions and musical styles should also be 

examined.”  This caveat would go mostly ignored.  “The Mozart Effect” had been born.  

The UC Irvine study went viral in pre-Internet America.  The New York Times exclaimed: 

“Mozart Makes the Brain Hum.”  Time Magazine wrote, “Listening to Mozart makes students 

smarter.”  Music educators around the country embraced the study, which was published at a 

time when school music programs were increasingly threatened by budget cuts while 

standardized testing was enjoying exponential growth.  Now, thanks to the Mozart study, music 

teachers around America could cite “scientific evidence” that music education improved 

standardized test scores.  By 1997, when Don Campbell published his popular book, The Mozart 

Effect, the actual results of the original study had been left far behind.  Campbell compared 

Mozart to Jesus and claimed that listening to Mozart’s music not only increased intelligence but 

also cured everything from brain hemorrhages to autism to paralysis to cancer.  Mozart could 

make cows produce more milk, reduce traffic accidents, and prevent premature birth.  

Campbell even claimed that Mozart’s music could make yeast rise faster, producing better sake 

at a brewery in Japan. 

The problem wasn’t that scientists were increasingly interested in music’s impact on the 

brain, but that the practical ramifications of the UC Irvine Study were exclusive to classical 

music, and Mozart in particular (“Beethoven is no longer the world’s greatest composer,” 

73 



declared Alex Ross in a 1994 New York Times article, citing the UC Irvine Study as evidence.  

“Mozart is the composer who gives you an edge on the SATs.”)  The “Mozart Effect” gained 

traction during the same time period in which Tipper Gore waged war on what she called 

“gangsta rap,” a time period in which suddenly even the whitest of the white middle school 

dances in Appalachia began to blend Garth Brooks with Snoop Doggy Dogg, whose Doggystyle 

album debuted at #1 on the Billboard charts just a few weeks after the Mozart study was 

published.  (As far as I can tell, as a person from the generation in which, regardless of race, 

class, or geographical location, rap was the lingua franca of school dances, summer camp, and 

teenage make-outs, and, decades later, the musical staple of weddings and reunions and 

cocktail parties, the so-called “gangsta rap” songs were mostly about young black men 

expressing their desire to get drunk, get stoned, and get laid—the same desires young white 

men like Mick Jagger had been singing about for decades without being subject to blanket 

accusations of involvement in organized crime).  The Tipper Gore generation, like the 

generation before it with its shock at Elvis’s black music and gyrating hips, fell into the perennial 

trap of maligning the aesthetic tastes of “kids these days” and embraced the “scientific proof” 

of the Mozart Effect.  It was “proof,” after all, that “good,” IQ-enhancing music was composed 

by old white men, not by young black ones. 

But there was an even bigger problem with the so-called “Mozart Effect”: Dozens of 

subsequent studies failed to replicate even the minor increases in IQ achieved in the original 

study at UC Irvine.  Most of these studies concluded that any music that puts the test-taker in a 

better mood increases his test score (duh).   But while the actual effect of listening to Mozart 

while taking a test was minimal at best, the effect of the UC Irvine Study on American culture—
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The Effect of the Mozart Effect, we could call it, or the Mozart Effect Effect—was tremendous 

and undeniable.  The Mozart Effect Effect thrived in a realm that was neither science nor art, a 

realm that was far more organically American: Marketing.  Entire mega-corporations like “Baby 

Einstein” thrived by promoting the later-disproven belief that blasting Mozart toward a baby—

or even a fetus—could fast-track the kid toward Harvard.  In 1998, Georgia Governor Zell Miller 

allocated over $100,000 in state funds to provide every child born in Georgia with a tape or CD 

of classical music, arguing that it would help Georgia’s kids outperform their peers in math and 

science.  When a Georgia state legislator asked about the possibility of including Charlie Daniels 

on the tape, he was told that “classical music has a greater positive impact.”  Interestingly, this 

Republican legislator never challenged the governor, a Democrat, on whether there was any 

proof that Mozart expanded brains better than Charlie Daniels (if the subsequent studies are 

any indication, Charlie Daniels, a musician sure to put many more Georgians into a better mood 

than Mozart, would actually have been the more productive choice).  

At about the same time that every baby in Georgia was getting a free Mozart tape in the 

mail, I was engaging in my own misguided attempt to harness the Mozart Effect, having been 

indoctrinated by school music teachers into believing that the Effect was real and significant.  

Thinking myself extraordinarily clever, I listened to Mozart’s Requiem during the 45-minute 

drive to the closest SAT test site. (Perhaps the fact that I listened to a death march explains why 

my math scores were never very good?).  

 But, of course, the real effect from Mozart in my life came not from any enhancement 

of my IQ, but from the fact that Americans increasingly believed in tangible benefits of classical 

music while simultaneously knowing less and less about the art form.  In other words, by the 
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mid-1990s classical music was becoming both more desirable and more mysterious, a potent 

combination.  Hollywood movies of the 1990s were full of messages about the inherent 

redemptive and beneficial qualities of classical music: You might be a high school-

dropout/prostitute, but if you cry for joy during an opera performance you are inherently 

upper-class, and deserve to marry a millionaire (Pretty Woman). White women moving to 

Harlem might mean gentrification, but white women teaching black children classical music 

equals redemption (Music of the Heart).  If you are an emotionally distant father having a quasi-

affair with a high-school student, you can redeem yourself by bringing classical music to your 

deaf son (Mr. Holland’s Opus).  Taking away a woman’s piano is tantamount to taking away her 

ability to speak  (The Piano). 

By the time I was hired as trombonist for the John Smith Ensemble, the Mozart Effect 

Effect meant that even the patrons of New England craft fairs catching a few measures of music 

thought that this music was “good” for them, as if each note was a brain-enhancing vitamin.  

Parents of young children literally shoved their kids as close to me as possible while I was 

playing my trombone.  These parents, like my own father, wanted to claim that their kids had 

some inherent love of classical music, and maybe, like me, they actually did.  Maybe some of 

these kids heard John Smith’s music and then begged their parents for a flute or a trombone.  

Regardless, John Smith’s success owed much to the Mozart Effect Effect, the idea that any 

music played on classical instruments was redemptive and would, like a miracle diet or an 

Oprah philosophy, lead to a better you. 

What John Smith’s audiences didn’t account for was the actual science, which suggested 

that John Smith’s music could have the exact opposite effect.  In the last paragraph of the UC 

76 



Irvine Study, the authors speculate that the change in IQ they observed might not be an 

increase from listening to Mozart, the experiment’s variable, but a decrease in IQ from listening 

to overly simplified and repetitive music like relaxation tapes or movie soundtracks, the 

experiment’s control:  In other words, music like John Smith’s might actually decrease IQ.  They 

write, “We predict that music lacking complexity or which is repetitive may interfere with, 

rather than enhance, abstract reasoning.”   

 

You Are Special Tour 2004: Atlanta 

Because we play along with a CD, our concerts never change, have no chance of 

spontaneity or deviation from the norm.  Every night John Smith presses “play” and we ape 

along in front of unplugged microphones.  Patrick mans the film projectors and watches us from 

the back of the auditorium.  His arms are folded across his chest, the corners of his blue eyes 

moist with tears.  His handlebar mustache—the ends of which reach his ear lobes—quivers. 

The concerts begin with the song “Ocean Rose.”  The keyboard and trombones open the piece, 

but like second-tier ballerinas we are merely dancing on the side of the stage, setting the scene 

for the real star.  By the fifth measure, as is the case with all John Smith songs, the 

pennywhistle—the prima ballerina—steals the show.  All eyes and ears are on Stephan.  The 

pennywhistle’s first notes are in the lower register of the instrument, but then the tune soars 

upward, higher and higher to the utmost rafters of the human ear.  On the giant projector 

screens, an eagle flies high in the sky then swoops downward toward the Grand Canyon.   

The impact on the audience is a sort of emotional hostage taking: YOU WILL FEEL 

SOMETHING VERY POWERFUL RIGHT NOW, the eagle seems to be singing in the voice of a 
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pennywhistle. YOU WILL SWELL WITH VAGUE BUT IMPORTANT-FEELING EMOTIONS FOR NO 

DISCERNABLE REASON.  Then, the trombones return for a few sighing measures, as if to say, 

let’s be reasonable.  Can’t we just have a nice, calm, sensible song?  NO, the pennywhistle-

voiced eagle responds: I DEMAND ALL OF YOUR EMOTIONS. GIMMEE! GIMMEE!  So the 

trombones go along, climbing higher and higher.   The high-definition footage sweeps you over 

the Maine coast, over bucolic dunes and quaint lighthouses until—lo, the Atlantic! Spread out 

before you like time immortal!  You are flying!  You are the eagle! 

 The song lasts three minutes, but before the audience members—PBS donors who have 

received their concert tickets by pledging to their local station—have finished clapping, the next 

song begins.  The songs all have names as elusive as the music itself: High Sierra.  Twin Lights.  A 

Thousand Summers.  Mantles of Gold.  Swept Across Forever.  Moonlight on the Sea.    

  After thirty minutes, it is time for intermission.  Harriet, Stephan and I sit down in 

plastic folding chairs while John Smith walks up to Harriet’s microphone, turns it on, and begins 

to speak.   

 “I am so very blessed to see you all tonight,” he begins. “We’re all just so…um… 

grateful…blessed you could come.” 

 When I try to explain John Smith to people who haven’t seen him on TV or in person, I 

begin by telling them to imagine a very handsome male pre-school teacher who is terrified of 

young children, and thus works extra hard to be nice to them.  He speaks in cloudy puffs of 

“god bless yous” and “I’m so blesseds” and “I’m so toucheds” and “this is so greats” but does so 

in a way that seems less genuine than bizarrely stilted, as if he has read an acting manual about 

how to come across as humbler than Christ.  Those who aren’t stalwart fans of his music are 
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often puzzled or suspicious of what comes across as fake-niceness.  Some see his modesty as 

effeminate and suspect that he is gay.  Others wonder if he is developmentally disabled.  The 

smile on his face looks so forced, so rigid, that only the ardent love of his music prevents 

audience members from noticing how wholly uncomfortable he is in public.  His face freezes 

into a triangle-shaped rock, his eyebrows lock upward into a concrete arch of unconvincing 

mirth, and his lips form into a smile of such solidity, I sometimes worried it would crack into 

pieces and fall off of his mouth onto the stage.   

 One of John Smith’s most enduring beliefs is that we, his musicians, should be 

constantly smiling while onstage.  “Some people out there have cancer, guys,” he says to us 

before one concert.  “So it’s just…uh…it’s just really important we go out there and smile 

and…um…you know…touch their hearts…okay? If we do that it will be so cool.”  Objections 

involving the difficulty of smiling with a trombone under one’s chin are ignored.  To him, 

smiling—no matter how forced, fake, or ridiculous looking—could be a matter of life or death 

for someone vulnerable in the audience.  Someone who is going through horrible pain and 

turns to John Smith music for relief, someone who needs to be able to relax and think nice 

thoughts and who might not be able to do so if the musicians don’t seem completely relaxed 

and happy as well.  The implication is that if we forget to smile, we could kill someone.   

 One of the very few negative John Smith reviews on Amazon puts it this way: “Brief 

seconds of beautiful awe inspiring scenery hyper-annoyingly interrupted by long periods of 

watching a very boring orchestra and some guy playing the piano with this weird goofy smile on 

his face.”   An unsatisfied viewer on Netflix writes, “This is pretty disturbing.  The musicians in 

no way act like normal human beings.”  And another writes, “There were a few camera shots of 
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some pretty coastal scenes, but mainly it was concert footage of John Smith, who has a 

persistent ear-to-ear Cheshire Cat grin on his face.” 

The official objective of the You Are Special Tour is to help raise money for local PBS 

stations.  And so, during his half-time speech, which, like the music, never deviates from the 

same exact thing night after night, John Smith launches into a brief, awkward speech, preaching 

to the pledge-drive choir about the wonders of public television.  He claims that a kid he 

watched PBS programs, that this is what inspired him to become a composer.  He tells the 

audience that their contributions could mean that some disadvantaged kid somewhere might 

also develop love for music.  As he says this, he looks at Harriet, who looks straight back at him, 

not smiling.  And then he gets to the story everyone wants to hear: The Story About George. 

“So…uh…as you know our You Are Special special is narrated by George Clooney,” he begins.  

“And it was so cool…I got to go out to Los Angeles to work with him.  So I thought I’d tell you 

about it.  Tell you the Story About George.”  

 John Smith’s Story About George is this: George is a really fun guy.  A really cool guy.  A 

really awesome guy who is also really fun.  George rode to the recording studio on his 

motorcycle.  Which was really cool.   

 But the coolest thing about George, John Smith tells our audience, is that he cares about 

PBS.  Enough to take time from his glamorous Hollywood life to work with the humble John 

Smith. 

   The audience is enraptured by this speech, and it is quite amazing to think of John Smith 

and George Clooney in the same room together.  I bet they both smiled a lot.  Perhaps there 

was even a smiling contest, and George discovered that he had finally met his match.  I do not 
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doubt John Smith’s report that George is a fun, cool, guy.  But the truth is that George, however 

much he may care about PBS, may have also have been motivated to narrate the You Are 

Special special because John Smith paid him tens of thousands of dollars to do so.  This piece of 

information is left unmentioned during the Story About George. 

 What also goes unmentioned is that, when it comes to supporting PBS, John Smith is the 

real superstar, not George Clooney.  Other than a small trickle of revenue he receives from the 

CD sales table at the concerts, John Smith is not getting paid by PBS for the tour.  Rather, the 

money for the RV and the hotels and our salaries is coming out of his own pocket.  And it is this 

more than anything else that makes John Smith a mysterious figure to me: So much about 

him—his music, his performances, his smile—is ripped off, imitated, or downright fake.  Even 

fraudulent in some cases.  But when it comes to the most genuine gesture an American can 

make—giving away money—John Smith is the real deal.  When not on the road he lives in a tiny 

apartment in Maine and drives a beat up car.  He wears ragged clothing and barely eats or 

sleeps.  Even though he works long hours and, as a consequence, has sold millions of albums, 

he appears to be wholly uninterested in money. (He does appear to be somewhat interested in 

fame and publicity and prestige, though whether this is because he wants to be famous or 

whether it’s because he wants to use his fame to generate more charity income, or a 

combination of the two, is impossible to tell.)  The profits from his CD sales are spent on doing 

free tours for PBS and producing benefit CDs for the American Cancer Society.  On some nights 

after our concerts, he gives away as many CDs as he sells.      

 Once the audience has been sufficiently impressed by George’s coolness, there is one 

last thing that John Smith wants to do before we complete the concert. 
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 “On my new CD, The Promise, I tried to compose a waltz,” he says.  “I thought it would 

be really cool.  And I was wondering…um… if I gave you this CD for free, would anyone out in 

the audience like to…uh…like to waltz with me?” 

 “I DO!!” screams a woman in the audience.  She jumps to her feet with a swiftness 

inconsistent with her age and weight and hurries to the stage.   

 John Smith giggles, turns the CD player on.  He approaches the woman shyly, as if at an 

old-timey middle school dance, and she suddenly becomes shy too.  And so it is that for the 

next few minutes the audience watches as he waltzes robotically around the stage with a very 

rotund woman in her sixties.  The woman beams up at him, glowing.  He never looks at her 

directly, choosing instead to stare out into the audience, his face contorted into a manic, rigid, 

smile. 

For a long time, when I saw that smile on John Smith, I kept thinking he looked like 

someone famous, but I couldn’t place who it was.  One could say he resembles James Franco, or 

Jim Morrison, or even a very, very thin Clark Gable.  Then, one night I looked over at him 

waltzing rigidly with a middle-aged woman and it clicked: The strange angles at which he held 

his head and the unchanging toothiness of his expression gave him a striking resemblance to 

the velociraptors in Jurassic Park.  

 After the waltz, John Smith steps to the microphone one more time before turning it off 

and re-starting the CD player. 

 “I just want you to know I’m praying for you all,” he says, smiling like a velociraptor.  “I 

want you all to stay safe.” 
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The Perfect Person For This Job: New Hampshire, 2002 

 Six 2-minute songs on repeat over the course of 8 hours yields a total of 40 repetitions 

of the same 12-minute set.  In other words, when the last note was played, the CDs packed 

back in their boxes, the cash counted and distributed, the just-for-show microphones packed 

neatly in their Styrofoam cases, the concert wires neatly looped and placed in their duffel bag, 

the canopy tent broken down and shoved into its canvas casing—when all of this was done—

time sped up.  By the third day of my first gig in New Hampshire, Yevgeny no longer had the 

energy to scowl at me when I acted silly to lighten his mood.  Or maybe, after playing the same 

notes again and again hour after hour in the hot tent, he had lost certain mental faculties.  On 

our way to dinner at night he blared techno-pop songs with girls breathily singing, “Yes…oh 

yes…yes.”  We rolled down the windows and let the warm night breeze blow through the car.  I 

dangled my bare feet out the passenger side window.  We hardly resembled the awkward 

couple that had met on Broadway a few days earlier.  Stupefied by hours of relentless John 

Smith music and its overlying partner soundtrack—the craft fair customers asking the same 

questions over and over again—Yevgeny and I relished any sound that was in no way similar to 

John Smith music.  We especially relished silence.  Indeed, silence was now comfortable to us in 

a way that it would not be for most people who just met. 

 The customers demanded enthusiasm from us—after all, who wants to buy music from 

musicians who hate what they’re playing? At the beginning of my shift, I was able to give the 

customers what they wanted—the picture of a young salesgirl enraptured with the music—

deeply passionate about art! But by hour five or six, this became impossible.  “It’s so beautiful!” 

they exclaimed eagerly, only to be met by cold stares from Yevgeny, Debbie, and me.  They 
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usually bought a CD anyway.  Sometimes a customer would ask Yevgeny and Debbie to 

autograph a CD, which they did, even though neither one of them played on the recordings. 

 On Saturday night, Yevgeny, Debbie, and I ate at a lobster shack on the shore of Alton 

Bay. 

 “I’ve heard that they’re firing everyone,” Debbie said to Yevgeny, who was staring at his 

food rather than eating it.  “Am I going to be fired?” 

 “I don’t think so,” Yevgeny said.  “I mean you’re here now, aren’t you?” 

 “They’re firing people?” I asked. 

 “Well, why do you think they hired you?” Debbie asked.  “They’re getting rid of all the 

old musicians.  They want fresh young pretty ones like yourself.  The old ones were asking too 

many questions, were starting to raise a stink with the union.” 

 “The union?” I asked. 

 “Jessica’s not in the union,” Yevgeny said.  “She’s a student at Columbia.” 

 “What union?” I asked. 

 “The musician’s union,” Debbie explained.  “Wait—you’re not a musician?” 

 “Well I play the trombone,” I started, “But no, I mean, I’m majoring in Middle Eastern 

Studies.”  I explained that I’d be graduating within a year and was planning on becoming a 

journalist—maybe even a war correspondent in Afghanistan.  “I want to show the other side of 

things,” I said.  “That the Middle East isn’t really full of terrorists.”  I began to summarize 

Edward Said’s thesis in Orientalism.  Debbie nodded politely while Yevgeny listened to me with 

ferocious intensity, as if I was going to quiz him on the material later.  Talking about the Middle 
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East often made for awkward conversations, or rather, conversations in which I was the only 

one doing the talking.  And so I changed the subject. 

 “So Debbie, tell me about John Smith,” I said.  “I mean, how did you start playing for 

him?”  

 “Oh Jessica, Jessica, Jessica,” she said, giggling and taking a sip of her margarita.  “The 

first thing you have to learn about these gigs is to not ask questions.” 

 “I can’t help it—I want to be a journalist!” I said, waving a lobster claw in the air for 

emphasis.  “I mean, I don’t even know what type of music we’re playing—is it classical? New 

Age? Soundtrack music?” 

 “It’s New Age,” Debbie said. “But the customers think it’s classical.  You know how it is—

any time a trombone and a flute play together live on a stage—voila!  It’s classical! And Yevgeny 

here is the perfect picture of a classical trombonist—look at him in his black outfit!” 

 “No,” Yevgeny said, rolling his eyes.   

  “They were almost sued for copyright infringement,” Debbie said. 

 “Well now they’re being more careful,” Yevgeny said.  “They keep it just within the legal 

amount of notes.  They just re-released Flowers in October with the notes changed around a 

bit, just to be safe.” 

 “Who is ‘they’”? I asked.  “Don’t you mean John Smith?” 

 “John Smith and his helpers,” Debbie said with a giggle.  “They write the music.” 

 Yevgeny shot her a look. 

 “I think that song “Water’s Edge” is kind of interesting though,” I said.  “You have to 

admit it has an emotional effect.” 
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 Yevgeny and Debbie stared at me as if I had just announced that I was going to take off 

all my clothes and dive into the lobster tank. 

 “I mean, uh, John Smith has to be respectable in some sense,” I continued.  “He plays 

with the New York Philharmonic and on PBS.”  

 “Everything has a price,” Debbie said.   

 “Listen,” Yevgeny said, glaring at me.  “Debbie is right.  Don’t ask too many questions on 

this gig.  It’s fine with us—but not all the gigs are going to be like this.  You’ll be with other 

people, other musicians, and if you say too much, you might not get called for a gig again.  You 

usually won’t stay in a nice hotel with a waffle machine or eat at lobster shacks.  That’s just with 

us.  You’ll get sick of it.” 

 “No I won’t,” I said adamantly.  “This is my dream job.  I always wanted to be a 

trombonist but then I got to college and thought I wasn’t good enough.  I want to do this.  But, 

do you think I’ll even be hired again? I mean, if they’re firing people, and I’m not really a 

professional musician…” 

 “No, you’ll be hired again,” Yevgeny said.  “Debbie and I will give you our highest 

recommendation.”  Debbie nodded.   

 “But when they send you out with other people,” he continued, “Don’t mention that we 

told you anything.  This conversation never happened.” 

 “Actually,” Debbie said with a nervous giggle, “You’ll fit right in with all their new hires.  

You’re young and pretty.” 

 I began to fear that Debbie was actually quite pissed at me for being hired.  I was a 

walking reminder that her job was at risk merely because she was in her late thirties which was 
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apparently “old” in the John Smith world.  Perhaps she sensed my fear of her disapproval, 

because her tone softened. 

  “You really are the perfect person for this job,” she said.  “You know, you’re actually a 

lot like John Smith.  An amateur posing as the real thing.”   

 

You Are Special Tour 2004: Portland, Maine  

Despite spending entire days with John Smith on the road, he rarely says more than a 

few words to us.  I have never had a long conversation with John Smith; after all, after two 

years of working for him he still doesn’t know my name.  We exchange a few pleasantries and 

that is it.  He spends most of his time in the back of the RV, emerging occasionally to swing 

open his assigned food cabinet, grab a fistful of cereal right out of an open box, and shove it 

into his mouth, spilling most of it on the floor.  Cereal dust swirls in the sunlight streaming 

through the RV’s windows, a Captain-Crunch flavored smoke that coats our shoes, clothing, and 

hair.  

The houses in Maine are thick and squat with fake deer and squirrels in the front yard.  I 

have never been this far north.  The road signs mark distances in both miles and kilometers, 

perhaps to comfort the Canadians who are almost home.  The stubby trees hunch toward the 

gray sky.  Some appear to be covered in green felt.  They are nothing like the slim Georgia pines 

we passed a few days ago in Atlanta, their wide branches drinking the sun.  Up here it is already 

autumn, and a few species of trees are already spangled yellow and red.  We stop at a grocery 

store and I buy a large container of fresh lobster dip and a package of crackers.  Everything in 

Maine—from the air to the red-checked tablecloths at the Maine Diner where we stop for 
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lunch—seems cleaner, crisper, pure. The blinding white stripe of Maine highway forces me to 

admit how dirty the South is in comparison (The Dirty Dirty, the rappers call it, perhaps after 

traveling to Maine).  

The local Maine PBS station has chosen an unusually intimate concert venue for us: The 

Holden Frost House, a federal period mansion on the outskirts of Portland.  John Smith is from 

Maine—the audience members filing into the performance room are his people, staunch John 

Smith fans; some even remember his very first gigs when he sold his CDs by himself at Maine 

craft fairs and malls.  His giddiness for this concert seems unusually genuine, despite the fact 

that his diet has given him a case of the farts so bad that Harriet and I try to keep our distance 

from him, which is hard enough in the RV and impossible on stage.  Perhaps John Smith is in a 

good mood because we are in Maine, or maybe it is because Stephan has been replaced on the 

tour by Kim—John Smith’s main pennywhistle star, muse, and not-so-secret secret girlfriend.  

Kim missed the first week of the tour because she couldn’t leave her job as a church music 

director, but now she’ll be with us until we get to Denver, where Stephan will replace her once 

more. 

Kim is petite with reddish blond hair and the sort of broad, clean scrubbed, New England 

face that reminds me of the Pilgrims.  Prim and taciturn, she spends most of her time on the 

road in the back of the RV with John Smith, but occasionally comes out to sit on the sofa and 

read books from the Left Behind series, the Evangelical thrillers in which the Rapture comes and 

only the purest, most Protestant Christians are saved while the rest of us are “left behind” to 

burn in hell.  As she reads, her fingers trace the gold cross hanging from her neck.  Every once in 
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a while she looks up and sees me watching her from my seat in the kitchen, where I write in my 

journal and re-read Lolita.     

The Maine concert audience is unusually small, about thirty people.  All are over the age 

of sixty, white, and grim faced, as if about to attend jury duty instead of a concert.  From 

looking at them, you’d never guess they were about to do something voluntary, for their own 

enjoyment.   

Perhaps it is the unusually intimate setting, or the fact that he lives in Maine, or perhaps 

John Smith ate more Captain Crunch than usual. Whatever the reason, he decides to deviate 

from his usual mid-concert speech about the wonders of PBS and the Story About George.   

But first he lights a long white candle and holds it tightly in his hand, as if at a vigil.  

 “You know,” he begins,  “Being in this old house really reminds me of the olden times, 

and like, how romantic it is.”  

 The audience looks back at him, blankly. 

 “In the olden times it was so romantic,” he continues.   

 “There were candles,” he says thoughtfully, looking at the candle in his hand as if it will 

help him know what he means. 

 “And you know,” he continues, “there were horses and buggies.  And slaves.” 

 My eyes are now on Harriet, the only non-white person in the room.     

 “Slaves?” she mouths to me. 

 I look around the room.  Other than Kim, who is shaking her head in embarrassment, 

looking apologetically at Harriett, no one in the audience seems aware that John Smith has just 

called slavery romantic, or if they are aware, they don’t find this problematic.  
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 “So Kim and I are going to do something…um…special for you guys tonight,” John Smith 

continues.  Harriet and I look at each other, having no idea what he’s talking about but glad that 

whatever it is we apparently have no role in it. 

 What happens next is as unexpected as his announcement that slavery was the good old 

days.  For the first time in my career as a John Smith musician, I witness a live performance.   

 John Smith plays a few chords on his keyboard.  He approaches the keys gingerly, 

making frequent and obvious mistakes with his own composition.  It becomes to clear to me 

why, in the PBS You Are Special special, the camera never shows John Smith’s fingers on the 

keyboard.  Too many people in America know their way around a keyboard.  They’d spot what 

is up, that he does not play the keyboard well enough to be a famous composer.  It wouldn’t 

work.  He’d be detected.  Best to stick to smoke and mirrors (literal smoke—in the televised 

special, we are all half-obscured by stage fog).   

 While John Smith stumbles his way around on the keyboard, Kim toots the simple flute 

melody flawlessly.  When they are finished, the audience claps politely.  But there is a palpable 

feeling of relief in the room when we return to our usual performance method: playing very 

softly into unplugged microphones while the clamor of the CD erases any trace of our real, 

imperfect sounds. 

 After the concert, an elderly woman with pinkish red hair greets Harriet and me at the 

refreshment table where we are filling paper cups with strawberry-orange punch.  

 “You are so talented,” she says to me.  “You have a real gift.  Where did you study?” 

 “I didn’t really study,” I answer.  “I mean, nothing other than lessons.”   
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 “I got my masters in trombone performance from University of Michigan,” Harriet 

chimes in, saving me.  We do this for each other.  All it takes is a look and Harriet knows I’m 

about to say something to an old woman like: You didn’t really hear a concert, you moron.  You 

heard a CD-recording.  I do the same for Harriet if it looks like she’s about to bash someone 

over the head with her trombone.  We good cop/bad cop our way out of conversations, assist 

each other with audience members who can’t be shaken, who follow us into the bathroom and 

continue to pepper us with questions about pennywhistle music while we’re trying to pee.  

 “When did you start playing?” the lady asks Harriet.   

 “When I was three, and now I’m 29, so I’ve been playing for 26 years,” Edith says. 

 “Marvelous—that’s just marvelous!” the woman replies.  Then she turns to me.  “But if 

you didn’t study music in college, how did you become a professional?”  

 “Just a lucky audition,” I say.  

 “You’re so modest!” she says.   

And then she says something that, like an old house with candles and horses and 

buggies and slaves working its magic on John Smith, reminds me of the olden times, albeit the 

olden times of the 1990s.   

She says: “You have a real gift.” 

 

You Have a Real Gift 

 “You have a real gift,” they’d say at school, at church, at the grocery store.  “If you keep 

practicing, you’re going to be famous.”   

 Or, “Don’t stop practicing like I did.  You have a real gift and you’re going to go places.”   
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 Or, “You’ll get a scholarship and pay for college with a gift like that.” (The same line used 

with the boys who were talented athletes). 

 Even as a twelve-year-old I knew I didn’t have the “gift” that the townsfolk thought I did. 

If I had a gift it was the gift of parents willing and able to pay for my instruments and lessons 

and to drive me over hill and dale to get them.  A gift that was more practical than celestial, 

more akin to a Dodge minivan than to a fiery-winged angel of music.  My love for the trombone 

was indeed a gift, but I was not gifted in the way that people in my town thought I was; my 

talent was not unusual or extraordinary and certainly not prodigious. My parents, though they 

had no musical training of their own, knew the limits of my talents as well as I did.  They 

nodded and smiled when people remarked on my gift, but none of us took it seriously.  The 

only thing unusual about me was that I worked harder than anyone else I knew—at school, at 

trombone, at anything I decided was important— to the point where my parents would tell me 

to relax.  “Jessica works very hard,” my parents would say, when people insisted to them that I 

had a rare gift. 

 About a year after I began my trombone lessons, in March of 1990, the West Virginia 

public school teachers went on strike.  School was canceled indefinitely.  Like many parents in 

West Virginia, my parents had agonized over the quality of the public school system—which 

consistently competed with Mississippi’s for worst in the nation.  Their worry about our 

substandard education was part of the reason they acquiesced to the insanely long trips for 

trombone lessons.  Now, with the schools closed, they couldn’t ignore the problem any longer.  

While my brother and I brought lemonade to our teachers on the picket lines, my parents 

began to pack up the house.  We moved fifteen miles as the crow flies and two-hours as the 
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minivan drives to Woodstock, Virginia, an interstate town thirty miles south of Winchester.  

With a population of 3,000, Woodstock was almost twice the size of Petersburg, and though its 

public schools were more similar in quality to West Virginia’s than to the renowned schools of 

suburban Northern Virginia, they were open for business.   

 Woodstock, in the Blue Ridge Mountains of the Shenandoah Valley on the far eastern 

edge of Appalachia, was more sun-spackled farmland orchards than mountain-shadowed hollar.  

It had its own problems with poverty—a high drop out rate at its high school and its own 

Chicken Plant University, which more of its kids were fated to than college—but the hope in the 

air was palpable, the creeping mountain fog of despair more like a wispy mist on the 

peripheries.  When we lived in West Virginia, we drove hours over mountain roads to get 

anything that wasn’t a basic staple: a particular book, an Easter dress, children’s socks, a 

haircut, a bicycle, baby toys, cassette tapes, furniture, music lessons, face cream, a cantaloupe.  

After we moved to Woodstock, all of these items were suddenly available to us.  Our new 

Virginia town also had pizza delivery, drive-thru fast food (McDonald’s, Hardee’s, Wendy’s, and 

Kentucky Fried Chicken), and two cavernous grocery stores that sold items I had never seen 

before: individually wrapped granola bars, flavored ice tea, tri-colored pasta, live lobsters.  Even 

my new school buzzed with a commerce completely foreign to me; students were given 

“dollars” on colored pieces of paper for good behavior that we could then use at the “school 

store” to buy pencils, notebooks, stickers, candy, and t-shirts emblazoned with the school’s 

mascot.  To live in Virginia was to marvel at the sheer amount of stuff one could buy.  The 

cultural and religious horizons were broader as well: Instead of the fire and brimstone sermons 

of the Presbyterian church in Petersburg, our family now attended a Unitarian Universalist 
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church near Winchester, where we practiced our secular humanist beliefs alongside Wiccan 

vegetarian lesbians.  

 Suddenly, everything about my life as a fledgling musician changed.  With Winchester 

only a thirty mile cruise up the interstate, Mrs. Wright insisted that the duration of my lessons 

be expanded from thirty minutes to forty-five.  I joined a youth orchestra in Winchester and got 

to play music with the children of the music professors at Shenandoah Conservatory.  Within a 

year of moving to Woodstock, I could read music fluently, and my playing improved to the point 

where I was regularly showing-off for anyone who would listen.  When my Uncle Ronnie, a 

West Virginia-born Army Colonel, asked me to play “Turkey in the Straw” for Thanksgiving, I not 

only played it flawlessly but also wrote out a two-part Turkey Duet on composition paper.   

 Woodstock had a trombone program in its middle schools, but with no one taking 

private lessons except for me, trombone class more closely resembled a physical education 

class with fancy equipment than a symphony orchestra (indeed, our concerts were held in the 

gym).  Because of my advantages—lessons and a good instrument—I was far more advanced 

than anyone else in my school.  This had the effect of making me feel that I was “good” at the 

trombone, so I practiced even harder.  The school orchestra directors began to give me solos at 

every concert (sometimes as payback for the fact that I was giving free private trombone 

lessons to half the orchestra class).  By the time I entered sixth grade, the adults in my town 

had begun to say things about my “gift.” 

  It was hard to resist basking in the town’s praise.  Like anyone else, I wanted people to 

think I was talented, that I was special.  I also didn’t want to let these well-meaning people 

down, especially not the wonderfully community-minded small town volunteers who spent 
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hours raising money for our school orchestra trips, setting up the folding chairs for our 

concerts, printing out our concert programs.  And even though my parents repeatedly told me 

that I should play the trombone only because I loved it, not to please them, I couldn’t help but 

notice how much it did please them that I was doing so well with it.  The trips over the 

mountains, the hours spent in the car, the money on orchestra dues—I didn’t want them to 

think it would go to waste.  I also believed (though I would have never admitted it at the time) 

that maybe, just maybe, if I worked hard enough and was incredibly lucky, I might be able to 

find some way to become a professional trombonist.  I didn’t dare allow myself to think I was 

good enough to play in a symphony orchestra, but maybe, I thought, I could play in the pit of a 

Broadway musical, or, even better, as a stage trombonist for a famous band like The 

Cranberries or Smashing Pumpkins.   

 The townsfolk who spoke of my gift were, like most people, unable to distinguish 

between the sound of a good amateur trombonist like me—doing well in one rural region of 

Virginia— and the sound of a national-level orchestra trombonist. (Indeed, even after ten years 

of classical training, I also struggle to differentiate between good trombonists and the best 

trombonists.  I can pick out certain famous playing styles.  But can I tell the difference in quality 

between a front-stand trombonist in the New York Philharmonic and a back-stand trombonist 

in the Long Island Philharmonic? Probably not.)   When I left my little town for college in New 

York City (“That’s where Jessica Hindman is going to become a famous trombonist!”), the gift 

talk remained.     

 Which is why, on the day that I was offered a generously paid position in an ensemble 

that promised appearances on PBS and NPR, I couldn’t decide whether the joke was on me, on 
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the John Smith Ensemble, or what I had heretofore thought of as my unwitting fans in 

Appalachia.  When I called my parents to tell them I had been hired as a professional 

trombonist, I knew they would be as skeptical as I was.  I also knew they would enjoy telling 

folks at church, at the grocery store, at my brother’s boy scout meetings—all those people who 

had spoken of my gift—that their daughter had just accepted a position as a professional 

trombonist in New York City. 

 But the person who most enjoyed telling people I had just been hired as a professional 

trombonist—a PBS-grade, Lincoln-Center-playing, music-pays-the-rent, New York City 

trombonist—was me. 

 

You Are Special Tour 2004: Durham, New Hampshire 

 Harriet has her video camera out, and John Smith mugs in front of it. 

 “Are you trying to capture the sounds, the sights, the smells of a hard working rock and 

roll band?” he asks the camera in a fake British accent.   

 “Hard working rock and roll band?” Harriet repeats, confused. 

 He ignores her and continues with his act. “I jaust wont teh say one li’el” thing,” he says, 

his British accent slipping into Australian.  His eyes widen the same way they do during his real 

speeches at the concerts.  “That the music we try to play for people really resonates with the 

outer…” 

  “Limits?” Harriet prompts. 

 “No,” John Smith says.  “I say it’s more like the paint on the walls, it resonates, it 

resonates.” 
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 “Insanity at its best,” Harriet narrates softly from behind the camera. 

“You’re messing me up,” John Smith says. 

“Go ahead,” Harriet says. 

“It’s the pigment in the paint that I try to capture, the salt pieces, the crystal,” he 

continues.   “But if you can get past that, suddenly you open everyone’s hearts.  It’s the 

pigment.” 

“Someone’s sniffing paint pigment,” Harriet says, and I laugh.   

But later, after the concert, we find out what John Smith is referring to.  He has a 

surprise for all of us—we’re going to love it, he says— and tells us to go wait back in the RV.  

The RV is parked outside the Music Department building at the University of New Hampshire, 

John Smith’s alma mater, where he studied music composition and, as Yevgeny once told me, 

played in a hair metal band. 

 “What was the name of the band?” I had asked Yevgeny. 

 “I don’t know, but they tried to do the same thing we do—play at malls and craft fairs 

and sell CDs.  It doesn’t work for rock and roll.”   

 “Yeah, I can see how there might be a few problems with that,” I had said. 

 “And then he tried doing children’s music,” Yevgeny said. 

 “John Smith the Pirate?” I asked. 

 “Yeah, and that didn’t work, I think he just freaked kids out.  And then he did Irish music 

for a while, but that’s an oversaturated market.  And then nature sounds.”  

 Patrick, Harriet, Kim and I wait for John Smith outside the RV in the chilly afternoon air. 

Harriet has announced that tonight she’s going to try to make us all okra soup using the RV’s 
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stove, though anytime someone cooks we all worried about being poisoned with oven gas, or, 

even worse, the RV exploding into a moving fireball on the freeway.  But it is soup weather, and 

delicious homemade soup seems worth the risk.  The sunlight is slanted; the air has a singed-

leaf smell. 

 John Smith returns ten minutes later, carrying a box.  He is wearing his running shoes 

with his concert clothes, and jogs up to us at an amazingly fast pace.   

 “You guys!” he yells as he approaches.  “I have something for you! They shipped it here 

from the Maine office. You’re gonna love it!” 

 He sets the box on the ground and starts pulling out the contents—large piles of black 

felt.  The cloth unfolds to reveal a large black varsity jacket with leather sleeves—the kind 

athletes pin their medals on in high school.  The first jacket is large and goes to Patrick, who 

puts it on and models it for us.  As he turns around, we see that the back is embroidered in 

white cursive letters: John Smith Ensemble You Are Special Tour 2004. 

 Once all of us are in our jackets, John Smith takes a photograph.   

 “We are like a rock tour now,” he says.  “Like real musicians.” 

 “Because real musicians wear jackets?” I ask. 

 “No like, when we go into PBS stations and stuff, and restaurants, they’ll all know we’re 

in a band,” John Smith says. 

 “But we don’t really go to restaurants…” I begin to say, but Harriet shoots me a look. 

 “This is nice John, thank you,” Harriet says. 

 “Yes, thank you John,” we say, but Patrick is silent, tears in the corners of his eyes, his 

mustache quivering.  While the rest of us politely wear our jackets for a few hours and then 
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stuff them into a storage crate in the back of the RV where they will remain for the rest of the 

tour, Patrick rarely takes his off.  For the next three months, he will wear the jacket any time 

the air is remotely chilly.  He loves his jacket so much that John Smith orders him an official 

John Smith Ensemble shirt to go with it. 

 John Smith has another surprise for us.  It’s like Christmas around here.  He has gotten 

us each a set of DVDs so that we can watch them together to relax before the concerts.  He is 

concerned that we aren’t smiling enough, and thinks it will help if we relax.  My set is the third 

season of The Simpsons, a show John Smith has remembered that I like, despite the fact he 

can’t remember my name, and I am surprised by how touched I am by this gesture.  If I had a 

mustache, it would be quivering.  

 John Smith has also bought himself a DVD—his favorite movie. 

 What is it? we ask.   

 The best movie ever, he says. 

 What is it? we ask again. 

 This Is Spinal Tap, he says.   

 Really? I ask. 

 Yeah it’s the best, he says. 

 Really? I ask again, my mind spinning with the implications of this.   

 And that’s how the five of us—three fake musicians, a fake composer, and our 

emotional roadie—end up watching Christopher Guest’s brilliant fake documentary about a 

fictional group of ridiculous British rock musicians, the dialogue that John Smith was imitating 

when he asked Harriet whether she was documenting the sounds, sights, and smells of a rock 
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and roll band.  The musicians are outrageously terrible—they sing terrible songs with terrible 

lyrics, wear terrible outfits, choose terrible artwork for their album covers.  They choose their 

aesthetic and music solely on what they think will sell: In one montage we see the band’s 

evolution from a 1950s boy band to a 1960s psychedelic rock group to 1980s hair metal.   

 The musicians in Spinal Tap are utterly devoid of talent or taste.  And yet, they 

persevere.  Above all else, they want to be rock musicians and they’ll do whatever it takes to 

keep performing their terrible songs, including performing a jazz set at a puppet show at Sea 

World.  Changes in management, cancellations, infighting, stage prop malfunctions, the fact 

that every new drummer they hire dies in a bizarre accident—nothing can stop them from living 

out their musical dreams.  And it’s this doggedness—their refusal to give up their dreams no 

matter how little talent they have, no matter how stupid they are—that makes them lovable 

characters, electrifying to watch. 

 As we watch the movie together, I steal an occasional glance at John Smith.  He is rapt, 

laughing at every joke, and has a lot of the punch-lines memorized.  In one particularly farcical 

scene, Christopher Guest’s character says, “It’s such a fine line between stupid and clever,” and   

John Smith howls with laughter.  It’s the happiest I’ve ever seen him.  Gone is his usual rigid 

fake smile. For the first time, I see John Smith as a regular young guy.  A regular young guy 

enjoying his favorite movie.     

 And then something else occurs to me: I have grossly underestimated John Smith.  Have 

misjudged him and his entire enterprise.  Until now, I’ve thought of him as someone whose 

success was wholly fraudulent, performed in front of dead microphones, sold with fake smiles.  

But now, as I watch him mouth the words to This is Spinal Tap, see him sing along with the 
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band’s preposterous songs, I see that things are far more complicated than I had imagined.  It’s 

suddenly clear to me that John Smith is fully aware of reality: he knows his compositions are 

derivative, his stage presence is awkward, his piano-playing skills are atrocious.  He’s probably 

always known that he lacked the skills to write groundbreaking compositions or give 

revolutionary performances.  On the few occasions that he’s conducted prestigious orchestras, 

he has taken hours of lessons to learn the conducting basics, and the orchestras have ignored 

him and played as if he wasn’t in front of them.   

John Smith, I see now, realizes he lacks the talent to be a famous composer.  But that 

hasn’t stopped him from becoming one anyway.  He’s doing whatever it takes. He is a living, 

breathing embodiment of the phrase “fake it till you make it.”  He is rocking fake it till you make 

it.  

 And I realize that I’ve chosen to be a trombonist in his Ensemble for the exact same 

reasons.    

I lack the talent to be a professional trombonist.   

I became a professional trombonist anyway. 

 Lack of talent hasn’t stopped John Smith.   

 Lack of talent hasn’t stopped me. 

 We are Spinal Tap.    

 

Milli Vanilli: New York, 2002 

 It was late when Yevgeny and I reached the outskirts of New York City on Sunday night.  

As we drove on the blue-shadowed parkways of the Bronx, Moby’s album 18 played on the 
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lowest volume, its repetitive, synthesized sounds like a meditation: 

  Lord I want to be up in my heart 

  Lord I want to be up in my heart 

  Lord I want to be up in my heart 

  Lord I want to be up in my heart 

We spoke infrequently but comfortably.  We told each other dirty jokes.  He even told me a 

little bit about his life.  When he first arrived in America he spoke little English and worked at a 

Russian butchery in Brooklyn, where he came close to slicing off several of his trombone-

playing fingers.  I told him about my classes at college.  I had just read Lolita in a literature 

course and wanted to show off.   

 “It’s not about pornography,” I said.  Yevgeny looked disappointed.   

 “It’s an overarching metaphor,” I continued.  “It’s about America (the young girl), and 

Russia (the old man), going on one very fucked-up roadtrip together (the Cold War).” 

 Yevgeny smiled at me in way that made me feel I had won some small bit of admiration 

from him.  It was as if we had known each other for years, as if it was natural for two people—

an American college girl and an immigrant seeking the American dream—to sail down a rolling 

parkway, toward New York City, in the night.     

 “I noticed the audience doesn’t really hear us when we play,” I said.  “It’s all the CD.” 

 “So?” 

 “Does that bother you?” I asked.   

 “I don’t know,” he said.  “That’s just the way it is.  If you want to work for John Smith, 

that’s how it is.” 
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 “Does anyone in the audience ever figure it out?” 

 “Sometimes,” he said. 

 “And they don’t care?” 

 “I don’t know,” he said.  “I mean, what does it matter? What are they going to do, 

report us to the music police?” 

 “So we’re like Milli Vanilli,” I said.  “Like a classical music version of Milli Vanilli.” 

 “You’re not the first John Smith musician to say that,” he said.  “The difference is we can 

actually play.  Most of the people who work for John Smith are professionals—you’re the only 

one I know of who didn’t go to conservatory.  A bunch of people went to Julliard.  Some have 

doctorates in trombone performance.  Could Milli Vanilli actually sing?” 

 “I don’t know,” I said.   

 It wasn’t until the next morning, as I shivered in my office chair at the spa, that I 

wondered:  

 Did it matter whether or not Milli Vanilli could actually sing? Hadn’t people listened to 

their music and bought their albums anyway?  I thought of their hit, “Blame it On the Rain,” 

blasting out of speakers at Icky’s Roller Rink in Petersburg, West Virginia.  It was 1989; I was 

eight years old.  I had been given enough money to buy a whole pack of cola-flavored 

Bubblicious gum, which I smacked at while twirling around the strobe-lit empty rink on my 

smelly rented skates.  I preferred Whitney Houston and New Kids on the Block, but “Blame it on 

the Rain” was great too—it was fun and catchy and didn’t scare me or confuse me the way that 

the heavy metal and country songs—preferred by the older boys—did.  Blame it On the Rain, 

yeah yeah I sang, while twirling and chewing.   
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What difference would it have made to me—to my memory of twirling on skates with a 

mouth full of sugary gum— if the group was more “authentic”?  

 Did it matter whether people actually heard me play the trombone? Didn’t their 

experience of the performance trump whatever puppetry was actually occurring?  

If a trombonist plays in the woods, but no one hears her, has she really made a sound? 

 What did it mean to play the trombone? Did it mean merely to make sound on the 

instrument?  Or was it also, in some sense, acting, a Shakespearean use of the word “play:” all 

the world’s a stage, and all the men and women merely players.   In a world of synthesizers and 

astounding sound production technology, any robot can produce the sound of a trombone.  

Indeed, a robot— a Sony CD player, for instance— would always sound better than a live 

concert, as I had noticed all weekend.  And yet, when Yevgeny and Debbie took a break, and 

the CD recording blasted out of the speakers without them aping along, all of our customers 

left.  Even though they were hearing the exact same recorded music as before, they needed to 

see Yevgeny and Debbie play.   

 But the need was not merely visual.  If that were the case we could have shown a video.   

 What people wanted was a live performance. 

  And we gave it to them: A masterful, convincing, dazzling live performance of what it 

would look like if we were actually performing live.  

 

You Are Special Tour 2004: Norfolk 

 We arrive at the hotel at night and Harriet and I walk across a gravel road to the beach 

under a full moon.  It is a warm night, the scorching heat of the day still lingering on the sand.  
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Harriet rolls up her khakis to her knees and we walk through the surf with our shoes in our 

hands. 

 The next day, before our concert, I meet a friend on the beach.  We went to high school 

together but now he lives in Norfolk.  He pulls up beside the RV in a beat up car with a bumper 

sticker that reads, “Stop Mad Cowboy Disease” with a picture of a cowboy stomping on his hat 

and shooting a pistol.   

 He had been a first love.  I fell for him during the brief time period in tenth grade that 

occurs just after everyone has settled into high school but before the madness of AP courses 

and college application essays.  Those few months in high school right before everything 

reaches its maximum bloom.  I had always considered him—still considered him—to be a sort 

of personal fortuneteller, for he spoke in cryptic phrases, like a Sylvia Plath poem that you think 

is about fruit but the teacher tells you is actually about pregnancy (a riddle in nine syllables).  I’d 

spend hours in high school trying to decipher his meanings, analyzing his choice of words for 

allusions and metaphors, each word out of his mouth a crucial clue to the mystery of the 

universe. 

 He should have been out of my reach.  For one thing, he was astoundingly beautiful.  

The kind of young male beauty that even the reserved middle-aged moms remarked on in their 

genteel Virginia drawls.  They’d sit upright on their deck chairs at the town pool, looking across 

the fence toward the tennis court where he was playing, his back to us, their eyes following him 

as he crouched to hit a low ball.  Look at that ass, I heard one of them murmur.  I was looking.  I 

still had braces and my Italian-American heritage had left me only a few hairs short of a full 

mustache and unibrow, neither of which I had yet learned to tame.  I hadn’t yet learned that a 
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boyshort bathing suit wasn’t the right fit for my body, hadn’t yet learned how to straighten the 

unruly black waves of hair that fell around my shoulders.  I was 15, my body like a white wall 

that has been painted red except for the trim—almost finished, but only almost, the child-parts 

still visible.  A few months shy of maximum bloom. 

 I still don’t know why he chose me out of the fragrant bouquet of his many female 

admirers (one day in the mid-1990s, every teenage girl in America woke up and decided to 

apply Victoria’s Secret lotion on themselves several times each hour; I saw the best minds of my 

generation addled by juicy scents—raspberry, peach, sour apple, something called “pear 

glace”). All I know is that I developed a strategy to get his attention, and it worked.  Since he 

was on the soccer team, he arrived late for play practice (the school’s production of My Fair 

Lady.  He was Colonel Pickering.  I was Eliza’s understudy).  I made sure that when he arrived, I 

was practicing my trombone in a nearby hallway.  If anyone asked, I had a litany of excuses, 

including the fact that somehow the musical director had inserted a street trombonist into the 

first scene of My Fair Lady, just to show off my trombone skills to the crowd.   

 One night this strategy worked.  He followed his ears through the hallways like the 

Toucan follows its nose in the Fruit Loops commercials.  I kept on playing.  I wanted him to think 

I was mysterious, and maybe he did.  Or maybe it was the opposite; maybe he thought I was 

like Eliza, awkward and vulnerable and full of untapped potential, the perfect candidate for 

male persuasion.  For whatever reason, he singled me out from the table of girls I sat with at 

lunch, asked me to sit with him instead.  I did.  We went to the movies.  He asked me to prom.  

It was only a few months.  Then, he began to play tennis with a tanned senior.  And just like 

that he was gone. 
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 But now, almost eight years later, he is beside me again.  We sit on the beach in Norfolk 

and he tells me he thinks he’ll get married soon.  He’s been dating the same girl all through 

college and he thinks she’s the one.  He does not seem particularly excited about this, just 

resigned to the inevitability of it.  He mentions that he almost slept with an eighteen-year-old 

girl at a party a few weeks ago, but that he was with his brother who was drunk and his brother 

found a dead raccoon and threw it at the girl, so the girl got pissed and left the party.  I can’t 

tell if he’s bragging or telling the truth or a mixture of both.  I say that if he’s considering having 

sex with eighteen-year-old girls, or anyone besides his girlfriend for that matter, maybe he 

shouldn’t get married.  You’re right, he says.  But I can tell he’s going to get married anyway.    

 The truth is that over the years I had sometimes imagined marrying him myself.  I had 

imagined marrying him because the reality of it was so impossible it made for an excellent 

fantasy.  We’d live in a farmhouse in rural Virginia horse country, located in what the 

storybooks call a thicket, the sort of romantic dwelling you imagine Jackie O stumbling upon 

while riding her thoroughbred.  He liked to garden and our house would be covered in 

magnificent ivy vines and orange rose bushes, everything abuzz with blue-winged 

hummingbirds.  The interior rooms would be dimly lit and there would be a special, empty 

room with dark hardwood floors where I could practice my trombone with the window open, 

warm wind blowing through the lace drapes.  He’d listen to me play the trombone while he was 

gardening, though we’d never plan such a thing, it’d just be our unspoken, beautiful routine.  

He’d listen for a while and then bring me some hot tea, the flavor of which, in the fantasy, was 

always vanilla peach. 
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  But as we sit together beside the ocean in Norfolk and he tells me about wanting to 

fuck so and so and dead raccoons and maybe it’s time for us all to grow up and get married—

we’re not college kids anymore, you know— I feel suddenly heavy and sad.  There is no poetry 

in this, I think.  Just a jerk.   

 But I’m not sad because he’s a jerk.  I’m sad because for the past ten months I dated 

someone who was anything but a jerk, a New York City native, my First Real Adult Boyfriend, a 

guy who brought me daffodils and mix tapes, cooked breaded pork-chops and baked birthday 

cakes, brought me orange daisies when NYC was under a Code Orange terror alert.  A guy who 

sat by my side when I was sick for two weeks with a nasty stomach illness.  We went jogging 

together and wrote each other sweet notes.  We lazed in bed on Saturday mornings then went 

out for brunch or for a long walks up FDR Drive with coffees and doughnuts.  He introduced me 

to his parents and they liked me and I liked them.  The First Real Adult Boyfriend was a guy who 

could be counted on.  The kind of guy any girl would be lucky to marry.  The kind of guy who 

wouldn’t cheat on you with an eighteen-year-old he just met at a party, or anyone, for that 

matter. 

 Before I left for the You Are Special Tour, the First Real Adult Boyfriend and I talked 

about staying together.  That was the other thing about our relationship: healthy 

communication.  We talked all the time, over healthy meals, over responsible portions of red 

wine.  We decided it wasn’t going to work out and we broke it off in a responsible, grown-up 

way with no yelling, no slamming of doors, just mutual sadness.  Though we never said it aloud, 

we both suspected I didn’t love him enough.  I thought I didn’t love him enough because 

despite being wonderful and generous and amazing, he was also boring, though I couldn’t say 
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exactly what about him bored me.  I was annoyed that he was practicing for the LSAT even 

though he had no desire to go to law school.  His parents wanted him to take the LSAT though, 

had paid thousands of dollars for a prep course so he could get into Yale Law, the best.  I 

resented that he was too chicken-shit to tell them he didn’t want to be a lawyer. 

 But now I sit on the beach with the Fantasy High School Boyfriend, who is nothing like 

The Real Adult Boyfriend, for the Fantasy High School Boyfriend is the tennis-playing dude of 

the perfect ass, Mr. Sex Incarnate, Mr. Vanilla Peach, Mr. Dead Raccoon.  And he is terrible, 

would make a terrible husband, at least for me.  And the Real Adult Boyfriend would be a great 

one.  And I suddenly realize that I didn’t break up with the First Real Adult Boyfriend because he 

was boring or because he was studying for the LSAT.  I broke up with him because, in being with 

him, I’d realized what I would want to give to someone like him.  That marriage would require 

much more than one person playing the trombone while another person gardened, that it 

would involve giving and giving and giving.  And I knew I wasn’t yet a person who could give 

that much, couldn’t be the wife that the Real Adult Boyfriend deserved.  Not now, at least. 

 After Vanilla Peach leaves in his Mad Cowboy car, (not before promising me he’ll come 

to the concert tonight, a promise I know he won’t keep), I sit on the beach by myself, staring 

out into the Atlantic.  After a while, I don’t think about lost loves, or nice boyfriends, or future 

husbands.  I don’t think about daffodils or sex or vanilla peach tea.  What I think about is this: 

Two months, three thousand miles, thirty-seven cities, and twenty-seven concerts from now, I 

will be staring out into the Pacific. 
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Part II 

If you put a musical instrument in a kid’s hand, he or she will never 
pick up a gun. 

—Dr. Jose Abreu, founder of Venezuela’s internationally 
acclaimed Youth Orchestra program 

 
The fact is, I can’t fool you, any one of you.  It simply isn’t fair to 
you or me.  The worst crime I can think of would be to rip people 
off by faking it and pretending as if I’m having 100% fun. 
Sometimes I feel as if I should have a punch-in time clock before I 
walk out on stage.  I've tried everything within my power to 
appreciate it (and I do, God, believe me I do, but it's not enough).  I 
appreciate the fact that I and we have affected and entertained a 
lot of people. 

—Kurt Cobain, in his suicide note 
 

New York City: 1999 

 I spent my first night in New York City in Penn Station with an elderly homeless woman 

named Rose.  She eyed me from across the station— an eighteen-year-old girl wearing khakis 

and a white t-shirt from the Gap, sprawled on the floor between the bare-breasted goddess 

mural and the McDonalds, pretending to read the Iliad—and she could tell I was in over my 

head.  It was about 2am and the rust-colored concourse was suddenly empty.  For a few 

moments there was a calamitous noise as the food vendors unrolled the floor-to-ceiling 

security cages in front of their darkened shops.  But then the pretzel-scented air fell still, and 

where there had been thousands of people just a few hours before, the footsteps of a single 

person could be heard from a long distance.  

  Unlike the other names of places on the subway map—125th Street, 72nd Street, Times 

Square— Penn Station suggested something somewhat familiar—a station! Having nowhere 

else to go, knowing no one in the entire city of eight million people, and not daring to call my 
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parents back in Virginia, who’d be furious to know why I was here, I chose Penn Station because 

I had vague recollections from movies of a beautiful train station in New York City where men in 

business suits hurry along marble corridors underneath a chapel-like, star-painted ceiling.  Penn 

Station, I thought, would be a perfectly reasonable place to spend the night.  I had yet to learn 

that even in New York City, men in business suits go home after a certain hour.  I had yet to 

learn that in the dead of night, another, slower-moving civilization—the city’s homeless, many 

suffering from extreme mental illness—pace the station’s corridors.  I had yet to learn that the 

beautiful train station in the movies was Grand Central, and that Penn Station was the sort of 

place that would only appear in a movie if the protagonist was in danger of being randomly 

murdered. 

 Rose sidled up to me cautiously, asked me if I had missed my train.  I wasn’t waiting for 

a train, I said, I was spending the night.  She told me that I should come sit with her in the 

passenger waiting area.   But the sign says it’s for ticketed Amtrak passengers only, I said.  I 

didn’t want to get into trouble.  You’re gonna be in a whole lot more trouble once all these guys 

see that you’re waitin here alone, Rose said, gesturing at a group of men gathered around a 

trashcan.  Ok, I said.  And so we sat in the waiting area together and Rose taught me how to tie 

my suitcase to my leg with a plastic bag so it wouldn’t get stolen if I fell asleep.   

 I was spending the night in Penn Station because I had gone AWOL from the Air Force 

ROTC program after just a few hours of service in which I had completed many push-ups and 

sit-ups for my country.  Eighteen hours before Rose introduced herself to me in Penn Station, I 

had taken a plane from Virginia and then a bus and then a subway and then walked to the 

misleadingly named Manhattan College (located in the Bronx near the last stop on the 1 train) 
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where I changed into a camouflage shirt and pants and followed a drill sergeant into the blazing 

mid-August heat to run laps around a glass-strewn track.  As a soon-to-be Columbia student, 

Manhattan College was the only place I could join ROTC; Columbia had a campus-wide ban on 

ROTC ever since students had staged a siege of campus buildings in during a 1968 war protest.   

After running a mile around the track and numerous sets of push-ups and sit-ups in the muggy 

Bronx air, the other recruits and I were herded into a blissfully air-conditioned lecture room 

where we listened to a presentation about the US Air Force winning the war in Kosovo.  “We 

killed everyone we needed to kill from the air,” the drill sergeant said, looking at me 

expectantly as if this fact should fill me with palpable pride.   

Instead, I tried to suppress a giggle at the thought of me flying a plane around and 

bombing things with it.  The only way I could picture it was in Technicolor, like I was the Coyote 

flying around in a propeller plane, searching for the Road Runner, inevitably blowing myself up 

in the process.  I wondered if I could specifically request a job that required no killing, unless it 

was for some really necessary war.  But what is a necessary war? And then I realized that the 

very act of pondering such a question while I was supposed to be listening to orders from my 

drill sergeant was a very bad sign.  I’d end up questioning something at the wrong moment and 

someone on my side would end up killed, or I’d accidentally bomb the wrong city, or refuse to 

bomb the right one.  I’d face a military tribunal and go to jail.  They’d hand me over to the 

enemy.  Take, her, they’d say.  She’s worthless to us.   

 More to the point, I didn’t want to join the Air Force.  I wanted to be a trombonist.  But 

it wasn’t until I sat down on a grassy hill for a small group orientation session with my fellow 

ROTC recruits that I decided to quit.   
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 The sergeant asked all of us to go around the circle, stating our names and where we 

would be attending college and so forth. 

 Hi I’m Marcus and I’ll be a freshman at the Queens School of Aeronautics where I’m 

going to study aviation and I want to be a pilot, said the first guy. 

 Hi I’m Javier and I’ll be a freshman at the Queens School of Aeronautics where I’m going 

to study aviation and engineering so I can be a pilot or an engineer, said the second guy. 

 Hi I’m Tyrell and I’ll be a freshman at the Queens School of Aeronautics… 

 It went on like this.  Then, my turn. 

 Hi I’m Jessica and in a few weeks I’ll be a freshman at…um…Columbia…yeah…I’m 

planning to major in music—I play the trombone!  My parents can’t pay the tuition, so, uh, here 

I am! Um…but if music doesn’t work out maybe I’ll major in English or Creative Writing.  But I 

don’t know.  I’m open to other things, you know…like maybe anthropology, or history…maybe 

art history!  I have a lot of interests! And hey, well, you never know!  Apart from a trombonist, 

I’d really like to be a journalist, but apparently Columbia thinks journalism is vocational, so, you 

know, I can’t major in it!  But maybe music will work out…um, so, yeah, that’s me!  Hi! Thanks! 

 It was the first time I’d ever introduced myself as a soon-to-be Columbia music major, 

and in saying it out loud it suddenly occurred to me that it was true.  This wasn’t an act or some 

far-away dream.  I was eighteen years old and had arrived in the big city to study music.  And as 

I listened to the other kids talk about their life goals, I realized something else: I was someone 

whose upbringing was upper-middle-class enough to make me believe I could make music or 

write for a living, but lower-class-Appalachian enough to fail to provide me with any knowledge 

of how to actually do it.    
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Later that night, my first night in New York City, the city which I’d go on to live in for the 

next ten years, but a city which, on that night I had no idea how to navigate in even the most 

basic ways, the subway map of the five boroughs—only two of which I knew the names of—a 

shapeless blob in my head, as I wondered where I would go and how many subway tokens it 

would take to get there, I wrote a note to my drill sergeant: 

Dear Drill Sergeant, 
I have decided ROTC is not for me.  My mom made me sign up to pay for college, but I 
never wanted to do this. I want to be a trombonist, and though I know very little about 
the Air Force (as you could probably tell!) I’m pretty sure there isn’t a great need for 
musicians.  As a patriotic American, believe me when I tell you I am doing my country a 
service by quitting. 
Sincerely,  
Jessica Hindman 
PS: I am 18 years old—a legal adult.  Please do not contact my parents. 
PPS: I left the ROTC clothes on the bed.  Sorry I couldn’t wash them before leaving. 

 
I left the note on the desk in my room and snuck past a security guard and out of the dormitory 

and onto a dark side street, racing into the hot Bronx night.  

 

You Are Special Tour 2004: Charlotte, NC to Jacksonville, FL 

 We drive into the whirling hem of Hurricane Charley, rain and wind buffeting the sides 

of the RV.  We are under a Tornado Watch and Harriet and I search the skies for signs of our 

eminent demise, worried that the RV would be the perfect snack for a tornado.  It is light as a 

potato chip, flimsy as a pork rind, crushable as a half-eaten carton of Captain Crunch.  

Kim is reading her Left Behind book, unconcerned with mortal peril, secure in Jesus.  John Smith 

sits in the front with Patrick and rolls down the passenger side window and sticks his head 

outside into the hurricane’s stinging rain.  He looks backward at the road already traveled, as if 

he’s looking for a friend who is following us.  His tongue hangs out of his mouth slightly and he 
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has the same expression that dogs do when they hang their heads out of car windows, that 

expression that says, This is great! 

 When we arrive at our hotel, Harriet and I launch into The Routine.  The Routine is this: 

We get our hotel keys, we go to our room.  Harriet calls the front desk for extra sets of towels.  

We lay the extra face towels out on the sides of the sink.  We unpack each toiletry item with 

the precision of surgeons: toothbrush, toothpaste, dental floss, face wash, moisturizer, 

mascara, lipstick.  We put our shampoo bottles in the shower.  We hide our trombones in the 

closet.  We put our socks and underwear in the dresser drawers and hang up our clothes.  We 

have gotten so good at The Routine it only takes us a few minutes, and when we are done we 

turn on the TV.  And this is where things get tricky, because we hate each other’s taste in 

television programming.  Harriet wants to watch Charmed or The Real World: Philadelphia.  I 

want to watch Jon Stewart or CNN. 

 “How can you watch that crap?” I ask. 

 “How can you watch that depressing shit?” she asks.  “It’s just the same thing over and 

over.”   

 “It’s important,” I say.  “There’s an election coming up.  We’re in two wars.” 

 “I know,” she says.  “Bush will steal the election again.  Mark my words.  Which is why I 

don’t want to watch it.  I need to relax.” 

 In normal life I might understand this view.  In normal life, I don’t even watch much TV, 

and wouldn’t care what was on.  But this isn’t normal life.  Harriet and I are spending 24 hours a 

day together in close quarters.  Kim and Patrick get their own hotel rooms, even though I 

suspect Kim isn’t always using hers, is perhaps curling up beside John Smith and his keyboard 
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and his stuffed animals and concert wiring in the back bedroom of the RV as he composes his 

latest masterpieces.  It’s impossible to tell the current status of the relationship between John 

Smith and Kim because the two of them are running a romance so stealthy it makes the Bay of 

Pigs operation seem like a high school pep rally.  What is possible to tell is that Harriet and I, 

despite really liking each other, are beginning to annoy one another.  One night she is swishing 

mouthwash when our room phone rings.  She picks it up before I can get to it, but her mouth is 

full of Listerine and I have to leave the room so I don’t start screaming that she is an idiot. 

 We come to a compromise about the TV: Every other night one of us gets to choose the 

channel.  When I can’t take any more of Charmed or The Real World, I go to the hotel pool.  If 

there isn’t a pool I go to the gym.  If there isn’t a gym I sit outside the hotel and smoke 

cigarettes and write in my journal.  From this vantage point I often catch glimpses of John Smith 

running laps around the hotel parking lot. 

 Late at night, when I’m in bed and Harriet is still awake, watching TV, I try to read On the 

Road.   But I can’t get into it, maybe because by page three some guy is already telling a female 

character to make breakfast and sweep the floor and that she is a whore.  Then, the same guy 

name-drops Schopenhauer into casual conversation, and the (painfully fictionalized 

autobiographical) narrator thinks this guy is the coolest.  I have no patience for this bullshit, not 

now, not while actually on the road.  And so I try to go to sleep but the TV is too loud.  I begin to 

put a pillow on my face each night in an attempt to muffle the inane plotlines of Charmed.  

Years later, a boyfriend will ask me why I am physically unable to fall asleep without a pillow on 

my face.  And I will say: With the coming of the pillow-on-the-face began the part of my life you 

could call my life on the road.  
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John Smith doesn’t eat after noon, and he works all night in the RV, composing the 

Christian musical—or “worship and praise music,” as Kim calls it—for some small-town theater 

God knows where.  This poses a problem: The rest of us are hungry, we want to eat supper.  But 

we are confined to whatever restaurants are within walking distance of the hotel.  And because 

our hotels are usually Hampton Inn’s or Howard Johnson’s or Ramada Limited’s in suburban 

strip malls (because these are the easiest places to park an RV), our meals have a depressing 

similarity to them, whether we are in Maine or in Maryland or in Georgia. 

  “This entire nation is a goddamn Ruby Tuesday’s,” I write in an email back home to 

friends (Subject: RV There Yet?).  I am becoming agitated with the monotonous landscape.  I am 

“in a despair” as my mom would call it.  We are in rural Georgia and I want it to feel like rural 

Georgia.  I want to go to a local diner where a woman named Pam calls me honey and serves 

me up a fresh slice of homemade peach pie.  Instead I’m at a Ruby Tuesdays.  I’m eating 

something called Louisiana Shrimp.  I can taste the microwaves still radiating off of it, and 

anyway, I don’t want Louisiana Shrimp in Georgia because I can have Louisiana Shrimp when we 

get to goddamned Louisiana.  I want peach pie.  I want sweet tea.  I want Pam.   

 And music is being piped into the Ruby Tuesday’s dining room, an endless loop of rock 

music, offensive in its innocuousness.  I become alarmed that this music has been hand-

selected by corporate executives at Ruby Tuesday’s headquarters in an elaborate psycho-

musical ploy to get me to buy an extra appetizer, but perhaps I am overly sensitive to the 

dangers of elaborate psycho-musical ploys.  I hurl curses at Harriet and Kim. 

 “I didn’t go on this goddamned tour to see every goddamned Ruby Tuesday’s in 

America,” I huff, stabbing at a stiff shrimp.   
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 “Do you want some of my ribs?” Harriet asks. 

 “No, I want to see America,” I say. 

 “This is it,” Kim says. 

 

New York 2002: Mall Music 

Yevgeny and Debbie’s recommendation of me must have worked because a few days 

after my first gig in New Hampshire Becca Belge called me and asked if I could work the 

following weekend.  And this time, instead of a seller-trainee, I’d be working as a trombonist. 

“Who will I be working with?” I asked. 

“The awesomest person in the whole John Smith Ensemble,” Becca Belge said. 

“Who is that?” I asked. 

“Me,” she said.   

Becca, it turned out, was almost as new to the John Smith Ensemble as I was.  As 

assistant production manager, she hired musicians, scheduled gigs, and booked travel and 

lodging arrangements for John Smith and his multiple groups of roving minstrels (I was later 

told there were as many as 12 groups of 3 musicians at a time, which allowed John Smith 

concerts to be “performed” at multiple craft fairs and malls on any given weekend).  The head 

production manager, Jake, thought Becca might benefit from going on a weekend gig where 

she could learn the ins and outs of the business while selling CDs.  And so I met Becca at the 

office on the Upper West Side and we began the journey to our concert venue: a shopping mall 

in Natick, Massachusetts.   
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 Becca was tall and round with a cherubic face and bobbed hair dyed a punk shade of 

red.  She wore an oversized t-shirt and khakis, and gave the impression of someone who had 

recently removed several prominent piercings for the sake of getting a job.  She jammed herself 

into the driver’s seat of our rental car without bothering to adjust it for her height and slammed 

the door.  The car felt much smaller and hotter with her inside it, as if I were a matador in the 

ring under a hot Spanish sun and the gate had just slammed shut behind the angry bull. 

 “Look at this!” she instructed me, throwing paper scraps into my lap.  They appeared to 

have directions scribbled on them.  “Do you know where we’re going?” 

 I stared at her for a moment, thinking she was pulling my leg.  She wasn’t. 

 “Not exactly,” I said apologetically, “But I have a pretty good sense of direc…” 

 “Motherfucker!” 

 I froze.  But she wasn’t yelling at me.  She was yelling at the car’s CD player, which was 

rejecting her CD.  With a forceful shove, she finally got the CD to go in, and twirled the volume 

dial to full blast. 

 “Do you like AC/DC?”  

 “WHAT?” 

 “DO YOU LIKE AC/DC?” 

 “YEAH I GUESS!” I answered, instinctively reaching to turn down the volume. 

 “We can listen to Eminem instead if you want,” she shouted—waving the rapper’s CD 

close to my face.   

“Um…” I started to say but then my body was flung into the dashboard.  We were off.  
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At the first intersection—Broadway and 101st Street—Becca asked me which way we 

should go.    

 “Well…Massachusetts is north.  So, take a left, I guess,” I said. 

 There was a screech of tires, and I was suddenly looking into the eyes of a middle-aged 

black woman with three children, all just a few inches away from our bumper.  I screamed.  

Becca screamed, “Motherfucker!” and swerved to the left onto Broadway.  I looked back at the 

woman who was clutching her children and staring after us in disgust.  My sweaty hands 

clenched at the fabric of my denim skirt.   

 Becca had already redirected her full attention to the art of changing lanes.  At first, I 

thought this was because lane changing can be tricky in Manhattan, what with all the taxis and 

bicyclists and women trying to cross the street without sacrificing a few children.  But when we 

got on Interstate-95, Becca asked again: “Is there anyone in the other lane?” 

 I glanced over my shoulder.  Yes. 

 “I don’t like using mirrors so I’m gonna need you to tell me what’s going on,” Becca said, 

taking both hands off the wheel to light a cigarette. 

 “Ok,” I replied. 

 “Can I get over now?” she asked. 

 “No.  How about this—I’ll just tell you when you can get over,” I suggested. 

 “Awesome,” Becca said, taking a deep drag.  “Do you know what this song is about?” 

 I had never listened closely to AC/DC, and shook my head.  Becca cranked up the 

volume and began shouting along with the words: 

  You got a lady and you want her gone 
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  But you ain’t got the guts 

  She keeps naggin’ at you night ‘n’ day 

  Enough to drive you nuts… 

  Dirty Deeds and they’re done dirt cheap 

  Dirty Deeds and they’re done dirt cheap 

 “It’s about a group of assassins in Vietnam,” Becca said.  “Can I get over?” 

 “No…wait!” We swerved in and out of our lane. 

 “Or maybe it was Russia.  Anyway, they torture people.  Torture ‘em for money.”  

 “But not very much money,” I added helpfully. 

 “Right,” Becca said, smiling at me.    

 Despite her lack of skill with the rearview mirror, Becca was a virtuoso of the car horn—

she played it frequently and with passion.  Every few minutes she’d add a vocal element to the 

performance—sticking her head out the window to yell a few lyrical renditions of the word 

motherfucker at the Connecticut moms in SUVs. 

 Even though Yevgeny and Debbie had warned me not to ask questions, I was dying to 

hear Becca’s thoughts on John Smith, his music, and the nature of the gig.  But when I asked her 

what John Smith was like, Becca became uncharacteristically quiet. 

 “He’s a sweetheart,” she said.  And for the first time all day her eyes were on the road. 

 “Do you like the music?” I asked. 

 “Yeah.  It’s nice.” 

 “Does John work with you in the office?” 

 “No—he works at the Maine office,” Becca said.  “I’ve actually only met him once.” 
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 “The Maine office?” 

 “Can I get over?” 

 “Um…no.” 

 Six hours and several million lane changes later, we arrived at a Red Roof Inn in Natick.  

When I got out of the car, every muscle in my body ached from nervous clenching and jerking 

my neck around to check lanes.  Cynthia, a tall, thin flute player, was inside lying on one of the 

beds in our shared hotel room.  She was already in her pajamas, watching TV and reading a 

book titled Get a Financial Life. 

 “Sorry it’s so late,” I whispered, not bothering to introduce myself.  “It was a long trip, 

and then I had to help Becca unload and count the CDs.” 

 Cynthia glanced up from her book and studied me with a disinterested expression.  

“That’s not in my job description,” she said.   

 The next morning I reloaded the boxes of CDs into the rental car while Becca asked the 

hotel clerk for directions to the mall.  Cynthia waited in her car, reading her book.  But I didn’t 

mind loading CDs, even if it wasn’t “my job description”, as Cynthia would say.  I was incredibly 

excited to be on my way to my first real gig as a professional trombonist. 

Because I grew up in the country, the American shopping mall was never a familiar place 

to me, in the way that it is for suburban teens.  Once or twice a year, my mom would take my 

brothers and me on a shopping excursion to a mall in Northern Virginia near Washington D.C.  

As a teenager, I looked forward to these trips—the malls in Fairfax and Tyson’s Corner were full 

of novelties that weren’t available to most teens in pre-internet Appalachia: Doc Martens 

boots, T-shirts with alternative band logos and salty messages, dozens of stores devoted to the 
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accessory needs of the young teenage girl, the (then) exotic stores called Gap and Banana 

Republic, and mint ice cream Oreo milkshakes with a side of thunderstorms and animal 

puppetry at the Rain Forest Café.  But because these trips were rare and involved rushing from 

store to store, buying all the suburban goodies that our bumpkin family would need until next 

year, I had never thought of a shopping mall as a place of casual leisure—the sort of place 

where people show up every day to take in the fountain scenery, eat junk food, and stroll 

around without anything on their shopping lists. 

 I soon realized that many teenagers of suburban America spend their entire weekend 

marauding the same corridors over and over again.  They buy few goods and wage a constant 

war with mall security.  As I attempted to set up the John Smith concert apparatus, (“Do you 

know anything about amplifiers?” Becca asked when we arrived.  I did not.), I couldn’t help 

notice that the enclosed structure of a mall gives naked commerce a more sinister glare than 

the open tent market of a craft fair.  A craft fair is temporary—an occasion.  At the craft fair, we 

were the musical entertainment.  At the mall, our music competed with the music blaring out 

of each storefront, and the exhausted young shopkeepers glared out at us from their sunless 

corrals.  I had never noticed that each store in a mall has its own music track looping over and 

over again.  From my place on the courtyard stage, I watched defeated-looking shopgirls fold 

and fold and fold until a stack of denim obscured their faces from mine, as if they were 

drowning in a rising ocean of merchandise. 

 From the very beginning we had technical difficulties.  Becca tried to follow the printed 

directions for how to set up the sound equipment, but the volume was too high and the 

microphones kept erupting into screeching feedback.  I struggled to follow the sheet music, still 
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far from achieving the languid semi-conscious playing of Yevgeny during a John Smith 

performance.  Meanwhile, Cynthia, a professional flutist, confessed that she had never played 

the pennywhistle before.  She squeaked and screeched on it.  Becca reacted by turning up the 

volume on the music.  Within minutes, a young mall security guard bellied up to Becca and told 

her to turn it down—the shopkeepers in the nearby stores were complaining.  Becca smiled 

sweetly at him, and turned down the volume.  As soon as his back was turned, she turned it 

back up again. 

 Despite the screeching of the microphones and Cynthia’s pennywhistle and the 

shockingly loud volume of the CD music, a large group of customers began to gather around the 

CD table, and an outlying ring of audience members in the courtyard and on the second floor 

balcony stopped shopping to watch us.  They applauded after every song, gazing at Cynthia and 

me with looks of awe and respect, occasionally asking us to autograph their CD purchases.  I 

basked in their admiration, relishing the thought that all of these strangers thought I was 

amazingly talented.  Meanwhile, Becca was working hard—giving out CDs with one hand and 

taking cash with the other.   

After a few more runs through the set list the security guard returned.  He smiled at 

Becca apologetically, and she winked at him and laughed flirtatiously.  I had to hand it to 

Becca—she was certainly dedicated to the job.  Again, she turned down the volume, and then 

turned it right back up again after the guard left. 

 We looped and looped through the set list.  Cynthia squeaked.  I missed my cues and 

adjusted my sheet music, making notes on it with a pencil.  Becca sold boxes and boxes of CDs, 

and when twenty-dollar bills began to overflow from the cash box, she started throwing the 
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cash into a large CD box.  I was beginning to enjoy myself, the way I used to enjoy hours of 

orchestra practice.  Since I was behind the speakers, I wasn’t getting the brunt force of John 

Smith’s music at a billion decibels.  I was just beginning to experiment with a different finger 

positioning when something hit me on the head. 

 It was a penny.  A group of Goth teenagers on the balcony was zinging pennies at me 

and Cynthia—as if we were the mall’s wishing fountain.  I was about to tell Becca that we had 

to make them stop when the mall guard walked up for the third time.  He was now 

accompanied by a senior mall guard who began barking orders in Becca’s face: 

 “You have to leave! You’ve been told three times you’re too loud! We got complaints 

here! That’s right—pack up!” 

 Becca’s face turned fiery red.  For a moment, I thought Senior Mall Guard would be 

gored on account of underestimating the bull.  And I thought that Cynthia and I would continue 

to play no matter what. 

 Instead, and without any warning, Becca cut the power to the music.  Cynthia and I 

dropped our instruments to our sides, instinctively trying to keep the charade of “real” 

performance.  And then, like an angry bull turned sweet, Becca turned to the crowd that had 

gathered to watch us and yelled: “They’re kicking us out!” 

 I expected cheers—at least from the penny-flinging Goths—but instead, there was a 

chorus of boos. 

 “But it was beautiful! Beautiful music!” someone shouted. 

 “Let them stay! Let them stay!” others chanted. 
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 But the senior mall guard was adamant.  So we packed up and headed back to New 

York. Becca rapped along to Eminem: 

I am the worst thing since Elvis Presley,  
to do Black Music so selfishly 
and use it to get myself wealthy  
there's a concept that works 
20 million other white rappers emerge 
but no matter how many fish in the sea  
it'd be so empty without me. 

 
She paused only to take a call on her cell phone from Jake, the head manager.  She sweetly and 

professionally explained the mall guard situation.   I was impressed.  Becca made it sound like 

Cynthia and I were Shostakovich and Prokofiev, censored by Senior Mall Guard Joseph Stalin.  

Apparently, Jake wasn’t bothered by our exile—we’d still made a considerable profit in just a 

day.  He told Becca to pay me for the entire weekend even though we had only played for one 

day, and Becca counted out $450 in cash and handed it to me.  As I headed back to my summer 

dormitory, my hand kept touching my pocket to make sure the bulge of twenties was still there.   

 

New York City: 1999 

 After I injected myself with the hormones—a small needle in the top of my thigh and a 

large needle in the side of my butt cheek, each shot given twice per day—I dropped the spent 

syringes into an empty Sunny Delight bottle so they wouldn’t accidentally stab the dormitory 

janitors.  My roommate, Sita, eyed the bottle, along with the ballooning black and blue bruises 

on my body, with increasing alarm and disgust.  In addition to the usual things freshman 

roommates have to negotiate to get along—being quiet while the other person is sleeping, 

asking to use the other person’s stuff before using it, not talking on the phone too loudly while 
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the other person is trying to study—Sita had an additional challenge: How to handle a 

roommate from Appalachia who was clueless about everything from city life to hip-hop music 

to the Western canon of literature.  A roommate who was so desperate for tuition money that 

within just a few weeks of arriving in New York City, she had answered an advertisement in the 

Columbia Spectator (Help a woman become a mother! Earn $5,000!) and had become an egg 

donor. 

 Egg donation was only the latest in a long line of schemes to pay my tuition.  The first 

scheme, Air Force ROTC, had been my mom’s idea.  Not only her idea, but an actual command, 

as in, if you want to go to Columbia instead of a state school with a full ride, you will find a way 

to pay for it yourself.  My mom, a woman who had made her own way from a hardscrabble 

mountain town to college, was still operating under the cultural rules instilled in all of the rural 

poor and working class: If you don’t have money for school, you join the military.    

 “What if there’s a war?” I asked.   

 We were sitting in the living room with the windows open to the hot Virginia breeze, my 

parents sitting on a floral-printed couch, me in a rocking chair with my bare legs hanging over 

the arm.  It was my day off from Denny’s, and I was happy to be wearing shorts and a tank-top, 

instead of the hot denim shirt, black polyester pants, and ranch-splattered apron I wore on 

most summer days. 

 “The chances of that are slim,” my mom said.   “Do you have any idea how much money 

Columbia is asking us to pay over the next four years? Do you have any idea how much 

$120,000 is?”  
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This was a trick question.  Of course I knew how much $120,000 was, and of course I 

had no idea how much $120,000 was.  Having no concept of my parents finances—or any 

finances, for that matter—I had no idea why I hadn’t qualified for more financial aid.  If my 

parents said they didn’t have the money, I thought, they obviously didn’t.  And even if they did, 

they couldn’t give it to me for some reason, which amounted to the same thing.   

It would be a decade before I’d understand what had really happened, because it was 

only then that what happened to me began happening to the entire middle class, and it became 

a national news story: My parents had saved for my tuition for years, only to find out that all 

their savings would only be a drop in the tuition bucket, would pay for less than one year out of 

four.  But because this was 1999, years before the tuition crisis garnered media attention, none 

of us knew that a similar situation was about to be faced by the entire middle class, even the 

upper-middle class, and my parents, blindsided, unconsciously put the blame of a burgeoning 

nationwide problem on what they saw as a petulant eighteen-year-old’s whimsical desire to live 

and study music in New York City (a place they’d only been to once, for a few days, and found 

distasteful, although to be fair it was the 1970s) at some school, Columbia, that they’d never 

heard of.  

  I stared out through the window, to the cow pasture, where a few stray cows looked 

back at me. 

  “It’s $107,000,” I said.  “I got $10,000 in scholarships and $3,000 from my amazing 

career as a Denny’s waitress.” 
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 “That won’t even cover one semester,” my mom said.  “We have some money saved up 

for your college, but it will only cover one year.  Even with your scholarships you’ll still need to 

come up with money for five semesters.  That’s at least $75,000.” 

 “Why Columbia, is what I want to know,” my dad chimed in.  “Until Fernando got in, 

who had ever heard of the place? Do you know anyone in our town who would pay that much 

for a kid’s college education? Besides Fernando’s parents?” 

 Fernando was my boyfriend.  His Jewish, bi-racial, New York City-native parents had 

settled in our rural Appalachian town a few years back for reasons unclear to everyone; after 

all, our town was not exactly known for being welcoming to the non-Christian or the non-white.  

It was a town in which, even I, with my Italian heritage, was seen as foreign, my black hair 

marking me as an obvious outsider.  When Fernando had his bar mitzvah, the local Hallmark 

had no bar mitvah cards, so they ordered some, and everyone in the town gave him the exact 

same card.  But for whatever reason, Fernando’s family had chosen our town, and in doing so 

changed my destiny.  For it was Fernando who introduced me to the Northeast, a region that I 

had hitherto thought about only in literary terms, in eleventh-grade English class, as we 

dissected 19th-century transcendentalist poems.  Till the gossamer thread you fling, catch 

somewhere.  Most of the American literature we read in high school was by Northeast authors 

or set in the Northeast or both.  All the poems seemed to involve snow, or death, or death by 

freezing in the snow.  The works of Hawthorne, Thoreau, Whitman, Dickenson, and Frost were 

all cut from the same icecube: The Northeast, as I imagined it, was a society of neo-Pilgrims 

who spent long boring winters contemplating God, looking for their souls in a spider web, 

philosophizing on boring subjects.  I much preferred the fiery Louisiana nights of Robert Penn 
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Warren, the dust-blown migrant camps of Steinbeck.  Even the depressingly high-stakes 

African-American existence of Toni Morrison’s Ohio protagonists were preferable to a bunch of 

snow-bound poets with cabin fever.   

 Until I began dating Fernando and traveled to New York City with his family, it never 

occurred to me that the Northeast was still a region of outsized importance.  I had no idea what 

the Ivy League was or any ambition of getting into it, no clue that the Northeast was— 150 

years after the transcendentalists—still the place to go if you were young and aspiring to one 

day become a contributor to American literature, music, or art (not to mention politics, 

economics, and science).  Before I met Fernando, I had no idea that the Northeast was the 

place where rich important people determine what the rest of the country will read and listen 

to and appreciate and think about.  Until I met Fernando, I was under the mistaken 

impression—common amongst rural teenagers in regions other than the Northeast—that 

American culture was like American land, underneath all of our feet, available for anyone to 

cultivate and harvest. 

 But all of that changed when I began to date Fernando in eleventh grade.  Fernando was 

a year older than me.  His parents had sent him to a private school hours away near DC for his 

elementary and middle school years.  At our public high school, he became the first person to 

ever be accepted to an Ivy League school: Columbia.  His parents—who had dreamed for the 

day that one of their kids would get into such a place— were happy to pay his tuition in full, and 

even put Columbia stickers on their sporty convertible, which they parked next to the tennis 

court they had installed next to their custom heated pool, next to their back road antebellum 

farmhouse, which was—the townsfolk snickered— next to a trailer park.  Fernando’s dad, like 
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mine, was a town doctor, but his family seemed much wealthier (and probably was).  At any 

rate, our parents’ ideas of what to do with newfound wealth could not have been more 

different.  My family’s house was modest (the same 3-bedroom ranch model as our neighbors: 

a telephone operator, a day care operator, a tractor supplier, a hairdresser, a farmer who raised 

corn cows that sometimes escaped to roam our backyard), our cars beat-up (Dodge mini-van, 

Ford pick-up truck), our yearly vacations unflashy (a week at a Delaware beach).  As my dad 

liked to remind me, when Fernando was accepted to Columbia, no one had ever heard of the 

place, including my parents.  I had to explain to most people that it was not in South Carolina.  

Fernando’s parents were the only people who thought well enough of Columbia to be indignant 

when I was accepted a year later (“How did she get in? Are you sure she’s telling you the 

truth?” Fernando told me his parents asked him).   

 During Fernando’s first year at Columbia he called me long-distance on his dormitory 

phone to brag about his life in New York City.  The art museums he went to (“Do you know 

anything about Da Vinci? Of course you don’t…how could you?”).  The concerts at Lincoln 

Center (“So I just met Yo-Yo Ma.”  You met him? “Well, I saw him.”  That’s so cool!).  The 

opportunities for employment (“I just made $200 modeling for Dockers khakis.” Wow!)  What 

he was reading: (“Having Kenneth Koch as a poetry professor makes me realize how bad our 

education system is in Virginia…do you know “Leaves of Grass”? Is that one of the Pilgrim 

poets?  “No it’s Walt Whitman.  Like the most important American poet ever.  Jesus, Jess, 

you’re a moron.”)  The food (“I had the most amazing sushi last night with this guy Dan who is 

Korean but speaks fluent Mandarin and is a chef at Nobu.  He’s actually from California.  His 

major is Russian literature…”  Isn’t sushi raw fish? “Jesus, Jess.  You’re an idiot.”) 
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 And so I became determined to go to New York City, if for no other reason than to avoid 

being called an idiot by future boyfriends, not a small feather to have in one’s cap as a young 

woman in America.  Though my teachers and parents worried that I was merely following 

Fernando, whom everyone, including me, knew was cheating on me with an impressive number 

and variety of girls from high school and college, the truth was that he was no longer the point 

of the operation, only the means by which I could gain information about a world I longed to 

join, a world that I felt might be off-limits to me otherwise.   

You tell yourself, with the sense of self-importance that is at its height in your eighteen-

year-old mind, that you only have one shot at this, the elite Northeast, a world that was off-

limits to you just a few months before.  You decide that you will do whatever it takes.  And you 

do: You join Air Force ROTC, you quit, you sleep with the homeless in Penn Station, you come 

up with other money-making schemes.  You complete several cycles of egg donation in order to 

earn an entire semester’s worth of tuition.  You join a pyramid scheme selling long-distance 

telephone plans. (“It’s come to my attention that some people are using the common area on 

our floor to sell things and hold business meetings,” your RA announces loudly at a freshman 

dorm meeting.  She is looking only at you.  “No one has ever tried to do that before, but just so 

everyone knows, it’s not allowed.”)   

You do all of this, you tell yourself, because these are the things people like you do to 

make it.  You do all of this because you are young and broke and wildly ambitious in New York 

City (just up the street from Julliard!) and there is a well-worn script for that—every movie has 

told you what to do.  You do all of this because when you pulled out the thick envelope from 

Columbia from your rural route mailbox on your eighteenth birthday you knew that somewhere 
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a clock had just been reset.   The clock that had been ticking, the clock that is always ticking in 

the American race.  A first-place prize is the opportunity to do what you love (playing the 

trombone) while “making a living,” a phrase with powerful connotations that are not lost on 

you: You need to do what you love to do not just to make money but in order to live, to have 

your life, to feel alive, to be seen as alive, to be among the living.  

And you are not unaware of the fact that many, many of the people who you grew up 

with were as smart or smarter than you, more naturally gifted and talented, and yet they will 

not be heading to college at all, but to the military or the chicken plant.  You see what the 

stakes are here.  The envelope from Columbia, as unfair a winning ticket as it is, has put you in 

the race.  And you intend to win. 

 But you don’t win.  Instead, just months into your freshman year of college, you lie on 

the cool tile floor of your freshman dorm room in a warm puddle of your own green vomit, a 

side-effect of Ovarian Hyperstimulation Syndrome.  The egg donation process has distracted 

you and sickened you to the point that you have failed all of your midterms (you’ll spend the 

rest of the semester writing extra papers so that you don’t fail out of school).  Your roommate, 

Sita, who studied clarinet at Julliard Pre-College, has won the prestigious University-wide 

concerto competition, has won it as a freshman.  You, on the other hand, have failed to make 

last-chair of the college orchestra.  Your new Columbia-appointed trombone teacher—an 

Eastern European immigrant who puts little effort in hiding the fact that she detests everything 

about you and your mistake-riddled yet confident playing style (“Calm down!” she screams 

while you’re playing,  “Who do you think you are? Why are you playing like that? So 

exaggerated! So loud! Are you trying to make everyone hear your mistakes more clearly?”)—
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has suggested that her time would be better-spent hammering nails into her forehead than it 

would be teaching you how to play the trombone.     

And of all the failures that you contemplate as you lie on your dorm floor retching out 

green bile—your midterms, your relationship with Fernando (which, un-shockingly, never made 

it past the first week of classes), your inability to blend in with the other Columbia students 

(who go out for drinks in the East Village while you set your alarm for dawn and then take a 

crosstown bus to a Madison Avenue Fertility Clinic)—it is this, your failure at the trombone, 

that you feel most acutely.  You are beginning to realize, with a certainty you never had to face 

while growing up in a small town and being told by nice small-town people that you had “a real 

gift,” that you will, in fact, never be a trombonist.  Despite everything your family did to get you 

an instrument, to get you over the mountains to a trombone teacher, despite ten years of 

lessons and practice and orchestra rehearsals and music camp and your real, true, genuine, 

passionate, heart-brimming love for the sound of trombone music, it’s all come to this: You 

simply aren’t good enough, and you never will be.   

 And if you aren’t a trombonist—you who used the trombone for years to define 

yourself, you who clung to your trombone like it was a life preserver, you who wielded it like a 

shield and a sword with which you battled the feeling that you were just an average-looking, 

unsubstantial, nothing-special girl, a girl who could be thrown under the bus of American 

culture with all the other girls—if you aren’t a trombonist, who are you?  

 

What You Wish You Could Tell The Girl Lying in Green Vomit 

Almost ten years after you careen onto your vomit-soaked dorm room floor, you will get 
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a job teaching writing to Columbia college freshmen.  Even though it goes against the official 

policy on your syllabus, your students will quickly realize that if they come to you with even the 

flimsiest excuse, you will allow them to turn in their papers late, though they won’t know why, 

won’t know that you are picturing yourself at their age, covered in green vomit, failure closing 

in around you on all sides, the whole world overwhelming, terrifying, intense.  

 So you will give them deadline extensions and bring homemade cupcakes to class and 

tell them to fucking relax already.  You will tell them that their best, most creative written work 

will never happen if they are in a perpetual state of fear and panic.    

It is only by trying to reduce their panic that you will begin to recognize your own, only 

by having sympathy for them as they encounter failure for the first time (your office hours 

spent with students openly weeping over a C+ on an essay) that you will begin to have 

sympathy for your own failures, old and new.  And it is only by reading their essays that you will 

begin to have perspective on your own eighteen-year-old self.   Your students’ sense of failure 

is so fresh, so new, so discombobulated on the page, that it will make your heart ache (and, 

after a few hours of grading, your head).  Your students, regardless of the writing prompt, 

incorporate stories about having been the best tennis players, guitarists, actors, ice skaters, 

etc., etc., etc., at their high schools, the thousands of hours they spent perfecting some skill.  

But now they are in a bigger pond.  Their skills, they are realizing, are not that exceptional, and, 

in many cases, are irrelevant to anything useful or lucrative in the adult world.  For the first 

time in their lives, they are beginning to wonder if it was all worth it: the hours of practice, the 

sleep deprivation, the insane schedules.  They wonder if anything they do will ever be enough. 

They grapple with basic questions: Did I even like that sport or that instrument? Or did I only 
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pursue it because my parents/prep-school guidance counselor/admissions coach made me do it 

to get into college? Would I rather have spent more time with my family and friends than by 

myself in a practice room/weight room/swimming pool/ice rink? Will I forever be the loser who 

didn’t live up to people’s high expectations? What will I do with my life if I am not a 

professional tennis player/chess champion/ballerina? Who will I be? 

You will want to hug these students but you generally won’t, not even the ones who are 

openly weeping in front of you.  You will try to stick to the subject at hand: improving their 

writing.  But what you will want to tell them is that life is crazy, that they have no idea what is 

going to happen next, that they have no idea how they’ll feel about things in the future.  That is 

the most astounding, astonishing thing, the thing you wish you had known at eighteen, the 

thing you will most wish you could express to your students: That while the past never changes, 

human feelings about it do.  You will want to share the shock and liberation of that realization 

with them, the realization that your feelings about your past triumphs and failures are not 

static but instead ever-changing, evolving, deepening.    

And you will want to tell your students (but mostly you will want to tell your eighteen-

year-old self) a little story about a mediocre trombonist and her freshman roommate Sita, a 

clarinetist who was so talented she won several international music competitions before she 

turned 16: 

Sita, you will find out years after college graduation, hated playing the clarinet.  Her 

Julliard teachers were abusive.  One called Sita “fat” every time she missed a note.  Another 

threw a music stand across the room during one of her lessons.  “It was psychological torture,” 

she will tell you, and you will be shocked because it had seemed like Sita loved playing the 
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clarinet.  But then you realize you had mistaken her success for her happiness, which turn out 

not to be the same thing.  After she won the Columbia concerto competition, Sita never played 

the clarinet again. 

And you—a trombonist who couldn’t even play all the notes on the trombone, a 

trombonist who didn’t make the cut for the college orchestra, a trombonist whose college 

trombone teacher expressed desire to fill up her ear canals with cement so she wouldn’t have 

to hear another note you produced—you spent nearly half of your twenties working as a 

professional trombonist. 

And yet even this success—for that is what, at the beginning at least, you wanted to 

think it was, an unqualified, simple, triumphant success that you could write home to 

Appalachia about, making your town of 3,000 people proud to have produced you—even this 

“success” will dramatically reshape itself in your mind over time, until you will see it as 

something much different, something much more complex, something less like a trophy or 

plaque or certificate or and more like a long, winding road.  

 

You Are Special Tour 2004: Cartersville, Georgia 

 Our concerts in Orlando, Miami, and Tampa are canceled due to Hurricanes Charley, 

Ivan, and Frances.  With our next concert five days away in Nashville, we decamp to a Hampton 

Inn on the outskirts of Cartersville, Georgia. 

 There is nothing to do and little to eat.  We gather as much as we can from the free 

hotel breakfast each morning and order pizza each night from a place called “Pepperoni’s”, a 

137 



name that suggests a living, breathing, walking stick of Pepperoni who lives in rural Georgia and 

runs a pizza franchise.   

 Our hotel is surrounded by a forest.  I stare at the empty hotel parking lot through our 

bedroom window, the rain from the hurricane blowing in horizontal sheets.  In theory, we could 

move on to Nashville, where there is more to do and more to eat.  But John Smith wants to stay 

here in Cartersville where it is quiet so he can finish his Christian musical.  The musical is based 

on the Book of Ruth, an Old Testament story that begins with the search for food. 

 John Smith makes us a deal: If Harriet and I help him transcribe the trombone parts for 

his musical, he will be able to finish early.  If he can finish early, we will leave Cartersville and go 

somewhere more exciting.   

 “We can go to the Great Smokies,” he says. 

 “How about Dollywood?” I ask.  “It’s only a few hours from here.” 

 “Yes!” he shouts enthusiastically.  “If we can finish this, we’ll go to Dollywood.” 

 So Harriet and I set up musical transcription stations in our hotel room.  We each have 

our own headphones, MP3 files sent to our email accounts, sheets of music composition paper.  

I haven’t transcribed music since I was a freshman in college and for the first time in months, I 

feel my brain working at full capacity.  I listen to a track of chord progressions with vocals 

layered on top.  I listen for the note most likely to be produced on a trombone, the note that 

hovers on top of the sea of chords like a boat.  Once I hear where the boat is, I plot its exact 

location.  I count beats with my foot, making sure that whole notes are whole, that three-

quarter notes have a dot.   
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It is challenging work.  In a chord, the notes blend together:  ‘A’ sounds like ‘C’, ‘B’ 

sounds like ‘D’.  The rhythms of the trombone are not necessarily the rhythms of the voices.   

But I want to get it right.  Once I’m sure I’ve written down the right note, I do a little extra 

credit, adding suggested dynamics (volume markers).  

 At some point I realize that the lyrics to John Smith’s musical mention Jesus, even 

though the Book of Ruth is from the Old Testament.  At some point I realize that John Smith has 

merely played some chords from his keyboard into a sophisticated computer recording system 

and emailed us an MP3.  He has no idea how to write a trombone part, which is why he’s asked 

Harriet and me to do it.  This reminds me of something Yevgeny once told me, that John Smith 

is able to produce albums at a remarkable speed because all he does is jot down chords and 

then has professional arrangers do the actual work of writing the flute and trombone parts.  

According to Yevgeny, Kim played a crucial role over the years in writing the pennywhistle 

music, which, as John Smith music goes, is 95% of the show. 

   The pit trombonists of this Christian musical I’m transcribing will probably never realize 

that John Smith didn’t fully write the music in front of them, couldn’t have if he wanted to.  

They’ll certainly never know that the trombone part was transcribed by a 23-year-old amateur 

trombonist working for free, and not for love of Jesus but for love of Dolly Parton.  Whatever.  I 

check my work.  I want to go to Dollywood.  I want to eat something else besides stale bagels 

and slices of Supreme, which I order from Pepperoni’s because it’s the only way I can think of 

getting vegetables and protein into my diet. 

 But we never make it to Dollywood.  We don’t even go to the Great Smokies.  We stay in 

Cartersville for five days, until the guys at Pepperoni’s answer the phone and say, oh hi Jessica, 
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a small Supreme?  Harriet and I complete five days of free musical transcription for John Smith 

(musical transcribers usually charge anywhere from $30-$300/hour).  We complete free 

transcription for a musical about a woman who seeks food in a strange land and allows herself 

to be commandeered into a marriage to settle a property dispute amongst an Israeli tribe.  For 

this deed she’s a commendable woman, worthy of her own musical.  For this deed the man 

whom she is forced to marry says, “May you be blessed by the Lord, my daughter; this last 

instance of your loyalty is better than the first.”  

 

Who Is John Smith? II 

 What his fans say: 

My husband and I met you in Lincoln New Hampshire at a small craft show. We fell in love 
with your music. It helped me get through the deaths of both my parents. Your music is so 
inspiring that it just encourges you to live life to the fullest. We were so happy to meet 
you again last year in New Hampshire. Have every one of your cds and play them so much 
we are wearing them out. God Bless You!  
 
John, Ten years ago I happened to stumble upon you at the Maine Mall in Portland. I was 
mesmorized by your music. I stood on the outskirts of your performance and was moved 
to tears by your music. In the past 10 years "Flowers in October" has accompanied me 
through 4 surgeries..one as serious as cancer, of which I am an 8 year survivor. I have 
recently retired from teaching elementary school for 25 years. My fifth graders begged 
for me to play your CD's as they did their creative writing. Anything written while listening 
to your CD's had a special quality. To this day, as I listen to "Flowers in October", I weep 
at specific spots. I am certain that through my surgeries your music not only guided by 
body, but helped to guide my physicians to a healthy outcome. I know you are a 
champion of children and music. My greatest dream is to have you perform for the B— 
Community School...grades K-5.....and have these precious students experience what has 
led me to health and joy through your music. We are a small school in a rural town. Our 
students love music and will gain immense inspiration from you! Thank you for 
supporting my health and well-being for the past ten years!!!  

 
Dear John, 

I remember first hearing your music in 2004, I believe on QVC. Our son had been in Iraq 
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with the Army for just a few months. I had never dreamed of having a son at war and 
now was experiencing the most difficult year of my life. Our son lost many close friends 
that year and my faith was being tested every day, wondering if we would lose our son.  

That year they were playing your CDs on QVC and one song in particular moved me to 
tears and strengthened my faith. At that very moment I knew our son would come home 
safe and sound. That song was "Coming Home." That year was still a difficult year but 
our faith was stronger and hope was more reassuring thanks to your music. Yes, I did 
buy a four CD set. 

I remember sitting down and immediately sending you an e-mail, thanking you for such 
beautiful and reassuring music.  

Our son has since served another tour in Iraq, was wounded in November of 2006, but 
again returned home safe and sound. He has just recently graduated from Officers 
Candidate School and continues to serve his country and make his parents proud.  

Thank you again for making music that can touch the heart and soul and put you in 
God's hands at the moment you are listening to it.  

 

The First Time I Met John Smith: New York City, 2002 

 I had just moved from my summer dorm to the one I’d be living in senior year, and 

hadn’t yet unpacked.  I was still recovering from the trip to the mall with Becca, when she called 

to ask me if I could work that weekend. 

 “Great,” she said.  “The gig is at Lincoln Center.” 

 “Lincoln Center? Wait—the Lincoln Center?” 

 “Yeah.  John will be the group leader.” 

 “John Smith?” I asked, without thinking. 

 “Yeah,” said Becca.  “Be at the fountain outside the main concert hall by 9am on 

Saturday.” 

 She hung up and I sat in stunned silence.  Lincoln Center? One of the world’s most 

prestigious concert venues? This was no craft fair or shopping mall.  Who would be in the 

audience? Would there be newspaper critics? If so, would they realize the music they heard 
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was really coming from a CD recording? If not, was I about to be in some sort of celebrated 

performance? One that people read about in the Times? (“John Smith’s musicians, including his 

newest trombonist, Jessica Hindman, have a perfectly polished sound—remarkable for its 

flawlessness…”)  Should I call my parents and invite them to New York for the performance? 

And—for the love of God—who, who, who was John Smith? And would he like me? 

 I called Yevgeny in a panic, realizing I didn’t even know whether I should wear formal 

concert black. 

 “Relax,” he said, laughing.  “It’s not what you think.” 

 “What do you mean?” 

 “You will see,” he said.  “But wear normal clothes.  And don’t invite your parents.” 

The marble façades of Lincoln Center loomed above me like alabaster temples, the 

arched windows of the Metropolitan Opera House revealing house-sized chandeliers.  I was 

wearing new clothes and shoes that I had bought in hopes that a new outfit would help John 

Smith see me as a polished professional, instead of a struggling college student: a cream-

colored flowered top, brown wool skirt lined with red silk, and brown wedge heels that stung 

the backs of my heels with their unbroken leather.  I had curled the ends of my hair into a neat 

bob.  On the subway, I hoped that someone would see me with my sleek hairdo and trombone 

case and ask if I was a professional.  I could say, oh why yes, of course, I’m on my way to 

perform at Lincoln Center right now, as a matter of fact.  And they would tell me I had a gift and 

they wished they had never given up the trombone/piano/flute/guitar.  But no one did.  New 

Yorkers, I thought glumly, were too sophisticated to stoop to such things. 
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  As I ascended the gleaming white stairs that separate the Lincoln Center campus from 

the street, I noticed that rows of canopy tents had been erected all over the main plaza.  As I 

walked toward the central fountain, I saw that the tents were full of merchandise: handmade 

journals, South American blankets, wooden figurines of African animals, Thai food, and corn on 

the cob.  There must be some sort of street fair going on, I thought.  And then, just as I reached 

the fountain—its glittering water spurting toward the sky in an enticing formation of aquatic 

architecture—I heard the unmistakable, piercing siren of a pennywhistle.   

 I followed the sound to a white tent situated between the Koch ballet theater and the 

Metropolitan Opera House.  John Smith sat on a folding chair, arranging his CDs on the sales 

table, just as I had learned how to do in New Hampshire.  I recognized him immediately from 

the photo on his CD cover, which had been taken as he conducted the American Symphony just 

a few feet away inside the grand Alice Tully concert hall.  He looked much younger than 

someone in his mid-thirties, and was even more handsome than the photo suggested.   He was 

thin, with a generous scoop of dark hair, large brown doe-eyes, high cheekbones, and a square 

jaw.  He was wearing a blue collared shirt and black denim pants.   

 I would be performing at Lincoln Center, sure, but outside on the sun-bleached 

concrete, not in a five-tiered auditorium with velvet seats and diamond chandeliers.  Who could 

have guessed that in addition to being one of the world’s largest venues for the high arts, 

Lincoln Center also doubled as a craft fair campground? 

 Because the speakers were already pumping out pennywhistle tunes at full blast, John 

Smith didn’t hear me approach. 
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 “MR. SMITH!” I yelled over the music.  “I’M JESSICA HINDMAN, THE TROMBONIST.  

NICETOMEETYOUSIR!”  I stuck out my hand in my best imitation of a businesswoman’s 

handshake. 

 John Smith smiled up at my outstretched hand with a dazed expression.  He gestured for 

me to come back behind the speakers, where the music wasn’t as loud.  I introduced myself 

again, less confidently this time.  He looked back at me shyly.   

 “Thanks for coming,” he said in a feminine voice so soft I had to lean toward him to hear 

it.  “It’s cool you made it.  We’re going to have a lot of fun today.  It’s going to be awesome.”  

 I nodded enthusiastically.  Cool.  Fun.  Awesome. 

 I noticed the flute player standing in the back of the tent, a petite woman in her early 

thirties with wispy blonde hair and small blue eyes.  I recognized her as the ballgown-clad flutist 

who shared the album cover photograph of John Smith at Alice Tully.    

 John Smith returned to his seat without introducing us.  I waited uncomfortably for her 

to say something first.   Finally, I smiled shyly at her and introduced myself. 

 “Kim,” she said in response, looking away from me.  She then left her post behind the 

microphones and walked behind John Smith.  She whispered something in his ear and then 

glanced back at me.  They whispered to each other for a few minutes while I shifted awkwardly 

on my feet, pretending to examine every millimeter of my trombone.  Had done something 

wrong? Could they tell my trombone was cheap? Had Yevgeny or Debbie told them I was really 

just a poor college student masquerading as a professional musician? Had Becca told him it was 

my fault we’d been kicked out of the mall in Massachusetts? 

 “Do you know the songs?” John Smith asked me. 
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 “Yes!” I said enthusiastically, hoping to win them over by showing him how happy I was 

to be there.  “I’ve practiced and I’m close to having everything memorized.” 

  “So…um…you know, when the music starts, you keep playing… no matter what.” 

 “Of course,” I said.  Maybe he was worried that I’d be offended by the CD player 

overpowering me.  “I understand how it works,” I said with a smile.   

 We started the set list.  Kim played her part flawlessly, sending the notes high into the 

air over Lincoln Center.  She was the flutist who performed on the CDs, so her instrument and 

playing style in the tent was a perfect match of the recording coming from the speakers.  Of 

course, I was the only person who could hear live-Kim.  Our audience—dozens of people 

already gathered around the front of our tent—could only hear the sounds of recorded-Kim, 

accompanied by a recorded-trombonist, who I was pretending to be. 

 Even though I knew that no one in the audience could hear me, I wanted to make sure 

John Smith knew that I could actually play his music.  So whenever the music called for a note 

to be emphasized, I played it loudly, with a dramatic vibrato that gave the notes a bold, pulsing 

tone.  I swayed to the watery pulses in “Water’s Edge.”  When a musical phrase faded into 

silence, I produced the diminuendo with my entire body, crumpling my torso inward to help 

smother the sound around my instrument. 

 Two hours later, we took a 10-minute break. John Smith walked over to me.  There was 

something about his demeanor that reminded me of a kitten’s, a frightened yet confident look 

in his darting eyes.   

 “Hey…um,” he said.  “Melissa?” 

“Jessica,” I said.   
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  “Yeah.  You’re doing a really great job.  Really great,” he said faintly, staring above my 

head.  “Really nice…but…um…it’s really important to remember to play very quietly.  Can you 

play very quietly?” 

 The question was like a punch to the gut.  John Smith thought I was a bad trombonist, I 

thought.  So bad that my playing could ruin a performance in which the sound was being 

produced for me. 

 “Yes,” I said, my voice coming out as barely a whisper.   

 I spent the next two hours playing so softly that I couldn’t even hear myself.  The world’s 

tiniest trombonist throwing a pity-party on her mouse-sized trombone.  Two hours later, when 

we took our next break, John Smith told me that I had done “a really awesome job.”  

“The only thing is,” he asked.  “Could you smile a bit more?” 

“Ok,” I said.  Then I realized I wasn’t smiling when I said it.  So I smiled.  And he smiled.  

And we began another two-hour set.   

 The afternoon sun beat down and the temperature inside the tent crept upward.  My 

wool skirt became sweaty and itchy around the waistband.  As Kim and I entered our sixth hour 

of continuously playing along with the CD, I began to struggle.  Though I had occasionally 

attended eight-hour practice sessions for regional orchestra events in high school, these 

practices always involved sitting on stage in an air-conditioned auditorium with lots of breaks 

while the conductor focused on different sections of the orchestra.  Like swimming, playing the 

trombone within an hour of eating makes some people nauseous, and the bagel I wolfed down 

between sets churned at the top of my stomach like a cold rock.  Sweat trickled down my spine, 

my throat dry and thirsty, and I could feel sweat and blood squishing around in my new shoes, 
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which had caused my feet to blister and bleed.  I shifted my weight from foot to foot and 

cursed myself for playing so exuberantly in the first hours of the gig.  One by one, my muscles 

began to protest: first my shoulders, then my back.  By hour seven, flames of pain engulfed my 

chin, neck, arms, wrists, and hands until even the wisps of nerve endings in my fingertips were 

ablaze.  By the end of the eighth hour, I stooped over my microphone like an elderly woman, 

barely able to move my arms. 

 To take my mind off my increasing pain and exhaustion, I studied John Smith’s 

interactions with the customers.  Unlike our customers in New Hampshire and Massachusetts, 

almost none of the customers at the Lincoln Center craft fair had heard of John Smith or his 

music before.  They strode up to the CD table in their Tod’s loafers and squinted into the tent, 

watching us play for 30 seconds while sipping at their Starbucks cups. 

 “Who’s John Smith?”  

 “I am,” said John Smith. 

 “So what, you’re a composer?” 

 That was all the information they needed.  They didn’t ask what song was playing now, 

or remark that the music was beautiful or relaxing. They didn’t justify their purchases to 

everyone around them by loudly proclaiming that they needed relaxing CDs because they were 

divorced, or worked with children, or had diabetes.  I waited for someone to say that listening 

to the CDs would be a guilty pleasure enjoyed between finer pastimes like going to gallery 

openings and reading The New Yorker, but no one said this.  Instead, they took out their leather 

billfolds, snapped out crisp $100 bills, told John Smith they’d like one of each of the nine CDs, 

nodded to us, and left as quickly as they came.  One man left two $20 bills for Kim and me as a 
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tip.  And it occurred to me that the only major difference between John Smith customers in 

rural America and John Smith customers in Manhattan—the center of elite musical culture— 

was the amount of money they could spend on CDs, and the pace at which they parted with 

their cash. 

   

Let Us Now Speak of The Money 

Let us now speak of The Money that John Smith put into my trembling hand, my need 

for it, my relationship to it.  Let us say that my need to make tuition money—lots of it, quickly—

made me different from my fellow Columbia students, many of whom had attended prestigious 

boarding schools where tuition matched or even exceeded Columbia’s.  Let us say that being 

different at Columbia, like any place, led to a certain isolation, and that this isolation was 

sometimes self-imposed, a way of protecting myself from my classmates’ complacency about 

The Money.  Let us acknowledge that as a doctor’s daughter, my family was upper-middle-class 

by the time I graduated from high school, and that to be upper-middle class in Appalachia is to 

be rich.  Let us also acknowledge that groveling for tuition money because one’s parents had 

never heard of the Ivy League and refused to pay its exorbitant tuition was, within the campus 

walls of Columbia, to be poor.  Let us confess that to be rich in one world and poor in another is 

an incredibly confusing situation for an eighteen-year-old to find herself in.  Let us add that a 

mind-boggling number of Columbia students hailed from a socio-economic class I’d never come 

into contact with before: the richest of the rich.  Let us point out that several of the parents 

who moved their kids into my freshman dormitory were household-name celebrities.  Let us 

speak of private planes, of multiple mansions, of oil investments, of foreign royalty.  Let us 
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speak of Congress and the White House and Wall Street and Hollywood and the personal 

connections to all of these represented by my classmates.  Let us now speak of The Money, a 

subject that always feels like it needs permission to be discussed aloud, a treacherous minefield 

in which I operated as a double agent.  Let us now speak of The Money, a subject even more 

taboo at Columbia than race or rape.  

Let us emphasize that, surprisingly, my biggest problem with The Money did not come 

from my lack of it.  Yes, there were moments when I was blindsided with feelings of self-pity, 

moments when I wept in a damp, empty dormitory during Spring Break, all of my friends having 

left for a week of fun together in Paris or Tahoe or New Orleans or St. Maarten.  But these 

moments were rare.  Let us be clear that I did not mind having to make money for tuition, even 

via ridiculous and unhealthy schemes like egg donation, nor did I bemoan my inability to spend 

money as freely as my classmates.   

Let us now emphasize that my problem with The Money was a cultural problem, sown 

deep in the soil of my mountain-shadowed childhood.  My problem with The Money was the 

fact that its very existence went ignored at Columbia.  My problem with The Money was that, 

as a person who usually had little original content to contribute to discussions, The Money was 

a subject that intrigued and embarrassed my Columbia classmates in a way that made me 

suspect they had never considered The Money before.   

Let us say that it bothered me, the doctor’s daughter, to be the only emissary of the 

Appalachian poor to the coastal rich.  Let us say that the kids in my high school who dropped 

out to work nights at the chicken plant would probably never choose me to be their voice, but 

that I spoke for them anyway because it enraged me when Columbia students attributed their 
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life successes to being geniuses, when plenty of geniuses I grew up with were spending their 

days not at Ivy League parties uncomfortably discussing The Money, but plucking chickens and 

scrubbing floors.  Let us confess that I was able to see the injustice of the chicken-plucking 

geniuses more clearly that I was now, for the first time in my life, the person whom others 

thought of as poor.   

Let us now speak of the children of the American suburbs, a group with its own culture 

and subcultures, as foreign to me as wild chimpanzees.  Let us speak of their hometown 

neighborhoods so stratified and gated and segregated that the kids who lived in $500,000 

houses never mingled with kids who lived in $400,000 houses, though they could identify one 

another fast enough to avoid contact.  Let us say that as someone who had grown up in towns 

that were their own contained worlds—not satellite neighborhoods orbiting massive cities—

this was a new concept.  Let us say that the thing I most wanted to articulate to my Columbia 

classmates was information about a world outside white suburbia, a world beyond elite 

boarding schools (the names of which I was beginning to learn in order to navigate the large 

groups of people at Columbia who already knew one another from high school), a world in 

which most people don’t go to college, don’t have music lessons, don’t take SAT prep-courses, 

don’t have access to art galleries or bookstores or sushi or yoga, or know that such things exist, 

which is not the same thing as being stupid.  Let us say that people in Appalachia are no 

smarter or dumber than people from other places.  Let us acknowledge that even as I tried to 

impart this information, I failed miserably.  Let us confess that what I ended up imparting, more 

often than not, was this: Appalachia equals funny accents, pickup trucks, racists, deer meat, 

sweet tea.  Let us acknowledge my failure to do justice to the wonderful and miserable 
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complexities of the culture in which I was raised, and let us hypothesize that many people who I 

grew up with would have done a better job of it.   

But let us also say that my admission to Columbia—which was quite obviously a result of 

my geographical and cultural identity, an identity which I was savvy enough at seventeen to 

play up in a college admissions essay full of descriptions of dairy cows and country music— 

came without any allowance for the fact that to admit an Appalachia token kid is also to be 

responsible for her acclimation to a world in which she is culturally and financially foreign.  Let 

us suggest that I had been set up by a system to confirm the Northeastern elite’s pre-existing 

biases about the rural South. 

Let us acknowledge that in my class of 900 Columbia classmates, at least a few of them 

had to be poor.  Perhaps a few were also from Appalachia.  Let us say that even as these 

students must have existed, I never met them, possibly because we were all working so much 

we didn’t have time find each other at social events.  Or perhaps we did meet but never 

identified ourselves, too embarrassed or exhausted to bring up the taboo subject of The 

Money.  It’s not like we went around with nametags that read: Jessica Hindman, Token Rural 

Kid, Struggling for The Money.  We, the kids struggling for The Money, may have indeed met 

and mistaken one another for members of the wealthy suburban majority.  Let us acknowledge 

that just outside the campus gates, on the streets of upper Manhattan, were plenty of people 

who were definitively poor, who lived in a poverty that was far deeper and more complex than 

merely having no money.  Let us acknowledge that one homeless man in particular had a 

nightly ritual of screaming nonstop for hours outside my dormitory window.  Let us describe the 

way these screams sounded: primal and terrifying.   Let us confess I learned to ignore them.   
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Let us acknowledge that minorities at Columbia—particularly middle-class black 

students from poor urban areas—faced problems that I can and cannot imagine.  Let us 

acknowledge that I eventually met two lower-middle-class white girls from New Hampshire and 

that we bonded over discussions about The Money.  Let us acknowledge that rural New 

Hampshire is not the same as rural West Virginia, which is not exactly the same as rural western 

Virginia.  Let us acknowledge that the New Hampshire girls and I all struggled with addictions, 

that what began with coffee and then cigarettes accelerated into Adderall and cocaine, and 

that, unlike the rich kids using drugs to have fun or escape reality, the New Hampshire girls and 

I abused drugs to stay awake all week to do homework while maintaining full-time jobs.  In 

other words, we used drugs to confront reality, not escape it.   

Let us explain that the John Smith gigs, which I began to work every weekend and 

almost always involved long journeys by car or plane, began on Thursday nights and ended on 

Sunday nights—a 72-hour work cycle with no time to study or write papers.   Let us 

acknowledge that during the week I worked at additional jobs, at the spa and elsewhere.  Let us 

confess I used stimulants to stay awake Monday through Thursday in order to work and study.  

Let us state that for the first three years at Columbia, I intended to graduate early to save 

money, and that because of this I took double the amount of required courses.  Let us 

acknowledge that stimulant abuse cut into The Money that I was staying awake to earn.  Let us 

be thankful for the fact that this never led to death by overdose or heart attack.  Let us be 

thankful that I was able to quit using drugs just a few months after beginning to abuse them.   

Let us acknowledge that after the scholarships, student loans, money from egg donation and 

jobs were all exhausted, my upper-middle-class parents ended up paying the remaining tuition.  
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Let us state for the record that by the time my parents did this it was too late; something within 

me had changed profoundly.  Perhaps it happened during the Air Force ROTC drills, or the night 

with Rose in Penn Station, or at the egg donation clinic, or in the puddle of green puke that 

resulted from too much ovary stimulation.  Perhaps it happened after too many conversations 

about The Money with Columbia classmates.  Perhaps it happened after the seventh hour of an 

eight-hour stretch of playing the trombone like a robot.  Perhaps it happened when I realized 

that I had stayed awake too many days working and studying, that my neurological and 

cardiovascular systems existed and were mortal, that my body was begging me to lay off the 

stimulants to go to sleep.  Whatever the cause, it happened: something inside of me became 

hard, coarse, and calloused.  Something inside of me became tough, and not in a good way.  

Too tough.   

And let us confess that for at least a few years I blamed my parents, and then myself, for 

this too-tough thing inside of me, when in truth it was not their fault, or mine.  My parents, 

however misguided in sending their eighteen-year-old daughter to New York City with the task 

of earning $75,000—a task they must have or should have known I would take very seriously—

were loving and supportive, albeit from a great distance of geography and culture.   Let us say 

that in our own ways, my parents and I were equally clueless about The Money, all of us very 

new to it, all of us equally vulnerable to its complexities and confusions and emotions, all of us 

facing a 2,000 foot mountain-barrier to accessing another cultural world, with little to guide us 

but love, luck, and trombone music.  
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You Are Special Tour 2004: Nashville 

John Smith tells us, “there are people out there dying of cancer, guys” and though 

Harriet and I make fun of him for it when he’s not around, he has a point.  A disproportionate 

number of our audience members are elderly or ill or survivors of life’s grimmest ordeals.  After 

each concert, John Smith listens to each and every person.  If there are 400 audience members 

and it takes three hours, he will listen to them for three hours, until the last person has left.  

Sometimes the last stragglers follow us to the RV, where Harriet, Kim, and I hide in the back 

room while Patrick looks at the map and John Smith continues to talk to the audience member.  

They tell him that they have gone through cancer, that their son was killed in an car accident, 

that their husband was in the hospital for months after his heart attack.  They tell him that his 

music is what helped them carry on.  Sometimes they claim his music cured them.  John Smith 

calls these fans “hard core.” 

 Sometimes there are kids in the audience.  John Smith talks to each one.  He asks them 

if they liked the music, if they play an instrument.  If they do, he tells them to keep at it.  To 

practice.  To watch public television specials of great performances.  To do well in school.  The 

kids do what I remember doing when adults spoke to me like this:  They act shy, but they are 

listening. 

 After our concert in Nashville, I talk to a woman.  Her name is June, and her son Rich has 

been deployed with the 82nd Airborne in Iraq since the war began.  You must be proud of him, I 

say.  She nods.  Then she says, Rich is being transferred tomorrow to be a medic in the Special 

Forces.  It’s a more dangerous assignment.  
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  I hope he returns safely, I say, because it’s the only thing I can think of to say.  June 

brushes her dark hair back from her eyes.  I want him back as soon as he can get here, she says.  

But Rich says he doesn’t want to come home until the job is done.   

 I can’t imagine how hard it must be, I say because it’s true.  I can’t. 

 Listening to your music really helps, she says.  It is so calming.  It gives me a few minutes 

of peace.  You played so beautifully up on that stage. I really loved it.  I really needed a night 

like this.   

 Thank you, I say. 

 

You Are Special Tour 2004: Nashville 

Harriet, Kim, and I call a taxi to take us from our hotel to wherever the honkytonks are.  

A plump blonde woman pulls up in the taxi, sandalwood incense smoke billowing out the 

windows.   She is pretty, but when she opens her mouth several of the more important teeth 

are missing. The honkytonks, we say.  You got it, she says.  She is from Nashville but doesn’t go 

out much anymore.  You might be a redneck, she says, if you go to church before you go bar 

hopping.   

 “It’s fine to go to church and then bar-hop,” Kim says.  “As long as you don’t bring 

anyone home afterward.”  Kim has missed the point here, I think, the driver was only making a 

joke.  But the word “church” has perked Kim right up, and she leans forward in her seat as she 

chats with the driver.  I am tempted to ask where in the Bible it says barhopping is ok, but I stay 

quiet.  I’m on my best behavior.  We are no longer in Cartersville, GA.  I ate a delicious dinner of 
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steamed vegetables that were the main course, not mere toppings on a Supreme pizza.  The 

night is warm.  The Nashville sky neon-lit. 

 The might-be-a-redneck driver takes us to Printer’s Alley.  We choose a place that looks 

suitably honkytonk and are enveloped by smoke and sweat and loud live music.  Just what we 

were looking for.  All of us, even Kim, stick out amongst the bottle-blond sorority sister-looking 

types.  Harriet sticks out most of all.  We haven’t seen another black person all night, and when 

her friend Raymond—a gay black tuba player who lives nearby—joins us for drinks, I notice a 

few of the crustier guys in cowboy hats giving us looks.  One stumbles up to me, his mustache 

speckled with flecks of beer foam.  You look upset, he says to me.  And for a minute I believe 

him until I realize that I look anything but upset, I’m having a great time and smiling a lot.  This 

is just his line.  Tell a happy woman she’s upset, he thinks, and she’ll believe you and ask her to 

comfort her. 

 He asks me if he can buy me a drink.  No, I’m fine, I say.  But he brings me a drink 

anyway, a test tube watermelon vodka shooter thing that seems designed to get a middle 

school girl drunk.  Thanks I say, examining the tube in my hand like a chemist.  I don’t drink 

liquor, have always hated the taste of alcohol in general though that’s beginning to change on 

this tour, so when the cowboy turns his back for a moment, I hand the shooter to Raymond, 

who quickly downs it.  The cowboy brings more shooters, I hand them to Raymond.  The whole 

thing makes me uneasy.  This could lead to trouble, I think.  This could lead to a cowboy hat 

being thrown down on the ground like a gauntlet.  This could lead to bad words.  Ugly words.  

But the cowboy is so drunk he doesn’t realize he’s buying watermelon shooters for a gay black 
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man.  (Or maybe he does? Is there some sort of twist in the plot going on here that I’m unaware 

of?)   

 Raymond and Harriet seem oblivious to the danger I sense in this exchange.  Raymond 

thinks it’s cute that a drunken cowboy keeps bringing me (him) vodka shooters.  I wonder if I 

am overreacting, if I have some sort of inappropriate straight-white-person paranoia about the 

situation, though gut instinct tells me the potential for danger is real.  And I also sense that 

Harriet and Raymond are so used to such might-be-dangerous moments that they are much 

better at defusing the situation—with easygoing smiles and no fast movements—than I am.  

 Meanwhile the band is taking requests.  We play a mix of rock and country, they 

announce, but they don’t play any country.  They play the White Stripes and Godsmack and Led 

Zeppelin.  They play “You Shook Me All Night Long” three times, until it does feel like all night 

long.  The bar begins to clear out—it is late, almost 2am, our RV is leaving for Memphis in six 

hours—and I ask the band’s leader if they could play some Alan Jackson.  I’m feeling nostalgic 

for early-1990s middle school dances, which in my middle school always involved Alan Jackson 

singing “Chattahoochee” (it gets hotter than a hoochie-coochie).  More to the point, we crossed 

the Chattahoochee River this morning in the RV, though it feels like a lifetime ago (a lot about 

livin and a little bout love).   

 “Chattahoochee,” the bandleader repeats, spitting the word back at me. 

 “Yes?” I say. 

 “Naw,” he says, looking disgusted.  “We wanna have fun tonight.  No Chattahoochee.” 

 “Oh, ok. Sorry,” I say, taken aback by the firmness of this refusal.  “I understand.” 
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 And it’s true. I do understand.  While I can’t guess why “Chattahoochee” in particular is 

anti-fun, I get why he doesn’t want to play it.  Sometimes you just never want to perform a 

particular piece of music ever again. 

 

Cairo, Egypt: 2001 

 By the end of my freshman year at Columbia, I had dropped any lingering pretentions of 

majoring in music.  The scariest part about giving up the dream to become a trombonist was 

the absence of any other dream that was large enough to take its place.  But gradually, and 

then quite dramatically, something else did take its place.  

It began, like many interests that begin in college, with being assigned a random course 

on a subject I knew nothing about: Introduction to Islamic Civilization.  I had no idea what Islam 

was, let alone Islamic Civilization, but as I slogged through the assigned readings and the 

discussion sections, wherein I was often the only person in the room who was neither Jewish 

nor Muslim nor Arab, I began to realize that this was a field of study wherein my ignorance 

could be made into an advantage.  While my classmates fought the Israeli-Palestinian conflict in 

each seminar, boys in yarmulkes trading heated jibes with girls in hijab, I sat silently in the back 

of the classroom and observed.  Before going to Columbia, I had never met a Muslim or Arab, 

and the only Jew I had ever known was Fernando, whose family was half-Jewish, religiously 

unobservant, and politically ambiguous.  While my Muslim and Jewish classmates struggled 

with assignments, unable to resist turning papers into one-sided political polemics, I was able, 

by no other virtue than being unfamiliar and unaffiliated with either side, to take a more 

objective, nuanced approach.  For the first time in college, my rural upbringing and mediocre 
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public school education was an advantage.  I began to realize that I was a top student in these 

courses, getting the best grades in the class regardless of whether the professor was Muslim or 

Jewish or Arab Christian.  And the utter absurdity of this, the irony that my very stupidity was 

actually helping me to do something well at Columbia, made me sit up and pay attention.  I 

enrolled in more Islamic Civilization courses.  I enrolled in courses on Zionism, Palestinian 

literature, Egyptian literature, Arab and Israeli women’s literature.  By the end of my 

sophomore year in the Spring of 2001, my major was Middle Eastern Studies, I was capable of 

writing twenty-page papers about the destruction of religious icons in Taliban-run Afghanistan, 

and I had decided to study abroad in the fall, in Cairo, so that I could learn Arabic. 

 I left for Cairo on August 19, 2001.  The first few weeks of my study abroad experience 

were like most study abroad experiences.  Learning the new currency.  The essential phrases 

needed to buy groceries or ask for directions.  The layout of Cairo.  

 But then, one afternoon, around 4pm Cairo time, just a few weeks into the semester, I 

strolled into the smoky student cafeteria after Arabic class to get a snack, shooing a stray cat off 

a chair so I could sit, when I noticed a TV across the room with a crowd of people around it.  It 

was showing Al-Jazeera streaming CNN, which was depicting live footage of two blazing holes in 

the World Trade Center Towers.  And it became almost immediately apparent that my study 

abroad experience in the Middle East was going to be a very, very different study abroad 

experience than the one I had been expecting. 

 The first order of business was to ascertain whether or not the United States was about 

to bomb the living shit out of Egypt, the home-country of Mohammad Atta, whose family home 

was only a few miles from the cat-filled student cafeteria.  It took a few days before that 
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scenario was seen to be generally unlikely.  The second order of business was determining 

whether the State Department would force us to evacuate.  There was a mandatory meeting at 

the American Embassy for all Americans in Cairo, wherein the ambassador explained the 

evacuation procedures.  Many Americans—including the majority in my study abroad 

program—fled to Europe (it would be weeks before international flights were allowed into the 

United States).  I wanted to stay in Cairo, and I did, along with a group of fifty or so American 

students. 

 Our classes at the American University in Cairo were canceled for a week while the 

Egyptian military surrounded the campus with soldiers and tanks.  In the meantime, I left the 

student hostel, which seemed like it could be a target, to join a half-dozen American students in 

a penthouse apartment near Tahrir Square.  We kept a low profile and spent most of our time 

watching Al-Jazeera, drinking Nescafe, and chain-smoking Cleopatra cigarettes.  When we tired 

of watching gruesome footage on TV, we climbed to the roof of the apartment building and 

looked out across the rooftops of Cairo as the muezzin called the evening prayer.  In the coming 

months, we’d experience an aftermath of September 11th that was completely different from 

the American one, an aftermath we would all struggle to explain when we returned home.  We 

navigated the complexities of the Egyptian street, where some Egyptians came up to us to 

personally apologize for the attacks, while others claimed that the US or Israel had staged the 

attacks as an excuse to kill Muslims.  We found ourselves in strange political waters, defending 

George W. Bush to Egyptians who suddenly thought he was Hitler, blasting him over email to 

Americans back home who suddenly thought he was Jesus.  
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 But it was those first few days after the attack, as I stood out on a Cairo rooftop as 

thousands of muezzin sang “Allāhu Akbar,” that had the greatest impact on my life.  It was the 

moment when the trombone—which I had literally left behind in the States—was truly 

abandoned by me, at least for the moment, in the pursuit of another dream: To become a 

journalist in the Middle East, perhaps even a War Correspondent, for it looked certain that 

there would be a war, a large world war, the kind of war people my age knew about only from 

our grandparents and history books.  Within the small group of Americans I was with, it was 

hard to articulate exactly what we were feeling, but we tried: The world was on fire.  It was the 

apocalypse.  It was World War III.  And here we were, college juniors who had already spent 

years studying the Middle East, college kids who were so dedicated that we weren’t leaving the 

region like the other Americans.  We argued about the specifics, but on one thing we were in 

agreement: We had chosen our majors wisely.  We’d be able to help with this crisis, this scary 

new reality.  Our once-obscure studies of Arab language, literature, culture, and religion, would 

surely now be acknowledged by everyone back home as incredibly useful and relevant and 

well-chosen.  We would be useful and important.  We could help.   We could prevent more 

bloodshed.  We could build understanding.  We would all surely be put to good use, by news 

organizations or think tanks or the government or the military. 

 There was no way of knowing that ten years after we stood on the rooftop, watching 

the sunset over Cairo, the last one of us would slouch homeward, utterly defeated after years 

of trying to eke out an existence as a foreign correspondent, despite his fluency in Arabic and 

utter genius for analyzing complex and dangerous situations in Iraq and Lebanon and Libya.  

There was no way to know that the new America actually had very little interest in learning 
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anything accurate about the Middle East, that, instead, there were powerful interests that 

needed Americans to think that the Middle East as a giant homogenous region full of terrorists.  

Powerful interests that needed Americans to think all Muslims were the same.  Powerful 

interests that needed Americans to think that Afghanistan and Saudi Arabia and Iraq and Iran 

were all the same.  A powerful current of anti-intellectualism and pro-war sentiment that would 

nullify nuance, subtlety, complexity.  There was no way we could have predicted that despite 

hailing from the best Middle Eastern Studies programs in the country at Georgetown and Yale 

and Columbia, despite studying abroad in the Middle East during a time of crisis, despite 

learning Arabic and analyzing the Quran and spending months assimilating into Arab culture—

every single one of us would fail, some after extreme effort, some after risking their lives, to 

create successful careers in any field related to the modern Middle East.   No way to know that 

instead, in the years following the attacks, it was more difficult to make a living by providing 

accurate information about the Middle East to an American audience than it was to make a 

living by playing the trombone.  

  

Kansas: 2002 

 A few days after the gig at Lincoln Center with John Smith, Becca Belge called again. 

“Can you work this weekend?” she asked. 

“Of course.” 

“Great.  You’re going to work with John Smith in Kansas.  I’m booking your flight now.” 

“Kansas?” 

“Yep.  Motherfucking Kansas!”    
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 A few days later I sat by myself for eight hours in the Wichita airport, which was about 

the size of a Manhattan Starbucks, before I realized that John Smith wasn’t coming.  Every time 

a flight arrived I scanned the exiting passengers, looking for a poof of black hair on a thin frame.  

The Homeland Security guards stared at me openly, their eyes narrowing in on my trombone 

case and the Egyptian novel I was reading with large Arabic script on the cover.  I didn’t have a 

cell phone, and figured that John Smith would have to arrive eventually.  But he didn’t.  After 

the last flight of the day arrived, I ran to a payphone—panicked that I’d been abandoned in the 

middle of Kansas—and called Becca. 

   “Why didn’t you call earlier?” Becca said.  “John isn’t coming until tomorrow.” 

 I imagined Becca sitting in the office all day, doing god knows what.  She knew I didn’t 

have a cell phone, and yet it never occurred to her to have me paged at the airport.  It’s not like 

it would have been complicated, seeing how, after eight-hours in the tiny one-terminal Wichita 

airport, I was now on a first-name basis with all of the airport employees. 

 “Go to the hotel,” Becca instructed.  “The Day’s Inn in Wichita—and meet John and Kim 

tomorrow morning at 8am in the lobby.”  

 “Ok,” I said.  But after Becca hung up, I realized I had no cash, and no way of getting to 

the Day’s Inn.  It was already dark outside and I was in a strange city and, in a mad rush to finish 

my homework for the next week before I left for Kanas, I hadn’t slept in days. 

 A man in his forties wearing a cowboy hat and boots approached me.   

 “Need a ride?” he asked.  

 In normal circumstances, I wouldn’t just waltz out of an airport with the first strange 

man to offer me a ride—even an airport as small and friendly as Wichita Mid-Continent.  In 
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addition to my personal safety, I had my most prized earthly possession strapped to my back.  

What would I do if he stole it? It would be irreplaceable, not so much because of the price but 

because it was the instrument that had taught me how to play.  I thought of it like a spouse that 

would outlive me; it would be with me I died.   

  But I didn’t hesitate.  I got into the man’s Jeep Cherokee and hoped that we were 

speeding into the Wichita night toward the Day’s Inn.  When we arrived safely, I thanked the 

man and told him that if he returned the next day I could offer him money for the ride, but he 

refused, offering me money instead.  No, no, I said and got out of the car quickly, thanking him 

several more times and assuring him I’d be fine.  Before he drove away, he said he’d always 

admired musicians, and wished he hadn’t quit playing the guitar. 

 In the early morning sunlight, the fields outside of Wichita blazed for miles.  Sunflowers, 

rows and rows of them, each one a tiny fire burning through the morning mist.  I had never 

been somewhere so full of endless yellow light.  I watched the sunflowers and the 

weathervanes and the grain silos pass by from the back seat of a rented minivan, and tried not 

to worry about why John Smith, who was driving, and Kim, who sat shotgun, hadn’t spoken a 

word to me all morning. 

 We arrived at a large fairground and set up the equipment on the stage of an outdoor 

amphitheater.  John Smith and Kim stuck together, while I set up my music stand in silence.  

Just as with our other venues, crowds of customers mobbed the CD table as soon as Kim and I 

began to play.  They oohed and ahhed at the music, but were more discerning in their 

purchases than the Lincoln Center crowd, spending a lot of time weighing their options, and 

selecting only one or two CDs.  An outer ring of audience members formed around the 
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customers.  They stood and watched us for hours; some even went to their cars and returned 

with lawn seats and picnic blankets.  Their spouses or adult children would join them with 

refreshments—whole turkey legs, country ham sandwiches, cotton candy—and they listened to 

us as we looped through the soundtrack, not realizing or not caring that they were listening to 

the same six two-minute songs over and over again.    

 From my post behind the microphone, I watched the Kansans closely.  The men wore 

FDNY baseball caps with etchings of the Twin Towers, the women wore t-shirts reading “We 

Will Never Forget.”  Many more wore t-shirts emblazoned with the American flag or the Statue 

of Liberty.  Even though it had only been a year since the attacks, I rarely saw such patriotic 

attire on New Yorkers, at least not on the Upper West Side.  If anyone wore an FDNY shirt, they 

were more likely than not a firefighter, or a relative of one.  While it was true that many of the 

shops on the Upper West Side still displayed the flags and banners commemorating the 

tragedy, it seemed to me that most New Yorkers were trying to achieve exactly what the t-

shirts warned against: forgetfulness.  If New Yorkers remembered too much, it would be 

impossible to get on a subway or in the elevator of a large building.  Remaining sane on a day-

to-day basis on the streets of Manhattan required no small amount of cognitive dissonance—

the tragedy was everywhere but if you thought about it too much you would never leave your 

bed in the morning. 

 “You must be so scared,” a Kansas woman insisted.   

 “Not really,” I said. 
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 “My wife and I are saving to go there,” one older Kansan wearing an FDNY t-shirt, a 

somber expression on his face.  “To see Ground Zero.  I’ve never been out East.  But we want to 

go now and pay our respects.”   

  I noticed that John Smith’s music—which was blasting out of the speakers at its usual 

ribcage-rattling volume—imbued this conversation with a heightened sense of importance.  As I 

answered the Kansans questions about New York City, the music made me feel as though I was 

the lead actress in a movie, and this was the climactic scene in which I gave a moving speech 

about tragedy, bravery, and love.    

 “You play such beautiful music,” said one elderly woman.  “We need music like this in 

times like these.” 

 I didn’t think much about this comment, or the hundreds of ones just like it, at the time. 

But a year later, when John Smith began to pair his music with film footage of an eagle flying 

over the Grand Canyon, it would dawn on me what the woman actually meant: John Smith’s 

music—unlike traditional classical music, which is foreign and incomprehensible, and therefore 

menacing—John Smith’s music is American.  It is simple and bombastic.  It is relaxing to an 

American audience not because of how it sounds, but because of what it is: familiar, 

comforting, homey.  

After the gig, we drove straight back to the hotel, without pausing to stop somewhere 

to eat dinner.  On the way, John Smith asked me a few questions about my life, and I told him I 

was a student majoring in Middle Eastern studies. 

 “What is that?” he asked softly.  He seemed concerned for me, as if the major might be 

dangerous. 
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 “Well,” I said, wondering where to possibly begin, “I take classes about Islam, classes in 

the Arabic language, Middle Eastern history, literature, film—it’s kind of broad.” 

 “And I heard you said you went there, you were there during September 11th?” 

 “Yes, that’s right,” I said. 

 “What was that like?” he asked. 

 “It was complicated,” I said, choosing my words carefully.  “But for the most part the 

Egyptians were very nice to us—many people came up to us on the street in the days after the 

attacks to apologize.” 

 John Smith seemed really pleased by this account—as if he needed to hear that even in 

the Middle East everyone was really nice, everyone just wanted to be friends and bliss out to 

some really nice, relaxing pennywhistle music.  Kim, on the other hand, looked angrier than 

ever.  She sat in stony silence, her strawberry blonde hair tucked neatly behind her ears, her 

fingers fiddling with her crucifix necklace.  Yevgeny had told me that John Smith was divorced, 

and I began to wonder if Kim was his girlfriend. 

 I went to my hotel room and shut the door, feeling grateful for silence.  But the dark, 

dingy room made me feel strange.  It was a space both intimate—the place where I would 

bathe and sleep, yet impersonal—factory-made art on the walls.  I ordered a pizza and ate it on 

the bed while watching C-Span in the dark.  I decided to use a long distance phone card to call 

Yevgeny. 

 “What did you expect?” he said, when I told him about my current depressing 

circumstances. 

167 



 “I don’t know—a great lobster shack with a mysterious Russian,” I said.  “Or at least a 

trip to Burger King to get some foot stickers.” 

 “Well John doesn’t work that way,” Yevgeny said.  “You’re lucky you could order pizza.” 

 “This job is no fun without you,” I said.  “John Smith is weird and Kim hates me for some 

reason.  Becca’s ok but she almost killed me and a few other people with her driving skills...” 

 “I told you that you’d hate it,” he said.  “So you’re going to quit?” 

 “Are you crazy?” I asked.  “I don’t hate it.  I love it.  I’m in Kansas! When else am I going 

to have a job that pays me to jet around the country playing the trombone? Who gets to go to 

Kansas?” 

 “You’re in Kansas,” he said.  “But you’re in a hotel room, eating pizza by yourself.” 

 “Hey!” I protested.  “I called you to cheer me up!”  

 “You must be desperate if you’re calling me to cheer you up.” 

  “Good point,” I said. 

 The next morning, we drove to our next gig venue: The Wichita Mall.  We set up the 

equipment between Sears and JCPenney, and the endless soundtrack loop began once more. 

 Maybe it was because the mall was downscale, or maybe it was because we were in 

Kansas, or maybe it was because it was a Sunday and everyone was at after-church lunch, but 

we had almost no customers.  Kim and I played our parts as dutifully as ever, but there were no 

crowds of adoring fans around the CD table, and John Smith sat forlornly, gazing for hours into 

the storefront of Sears, where, we could see, the few shoppers within were examining farming 

equipment. 
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 The few people who did stop at the table approached cautiously, as if afraid of 

committing to something.  They glanced furtively at Kim and I, but mostly kept their eyes on the 

CDs.  I began to wonder if there was something about live performance that made them 

uncomfortable.  Sometimes the customers asked John Smith if the music was classical, and he 

said it was, though sometimes he called it “instrumental music,” a term brilliant for its 

simultaneous accuracy and evasiveness.  But most people didn’t care much about the 

terminology.  They were hard working Americans looking for an excuse to enjoy themselves for 

a while, and the well-known educational benefits of “classical music” seemed to give them 

permission to stop, listen, and relax.  

  

So You’re Trying to Nail Him? 

 Years later I tell a friend that I am writing about John Smith, composer who has sold 

millions of albums.  John Smith, the musical celebrity.  John Smith, the musical imposter.  John 

Smith, my former boss. 

 “So you’re trying to nail him?” the friend asks.  “Expose his fraud to the world?” 

 “No, that’s not it,” I say.  “I just think he’s interesting.  Like, here’s this guy who has little 

actual musical talent, but he works so hard and somehow, in the end, he makes finds huge 

success in the world of composition—more than most ‘real’ composers.  He fought his way into 

a world that should have been completely out of bounds for him, and then he sold millions of 

albums and millions of people love him and his music.  They claim his music cures their cancer.  

I mean, he’s successful by nearly every standard.” 
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 “Yeah, but he does it by fooling people,” my friend says.  “Which is why you’re writing 

about him.” 

 “Fine,” I say.  “But lots of jobs are like that.  You get your dream job but you don’t feel 

worthy of it.  You feel like you’re fooling everyone.  And then you take drastic steps out of fear 

that at any moment you’ll be outed as a fraud.  Lots of jobs are like that, lots of people feel that 

way.” 

 “They feel that way,” the friend says.  “But they’re not actually participating in musical 

fraud.” 

 “Musical fraud isn’t like real fraud,” I argue.  “It’s not like there is a musical fraud task 

force in the FBI or something, investigating allegations of lip-synching.  The Milli Vanilli Special 

Victims Unit or whatever.” 

 “So why is it such a big deal, then?” my friend asks. 

 “I don’t know,” I say.   

 But I do know, I just don’t know how to explain it, other than to say there’s something 

about John Smith that I need to know in order to understand the world I live in, something that 

I feel his life can teach me about my own.   

Or perhaps it’s just that there’s something so American about John Smith.  So beautifully 

American. 

 

You Are Special Tour 2004: Memphis 

 Everything is going as usual at our concert in Memphis except that out of the fifty 

audience members who are expected only twenty show up, and most of them appear to be 
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asleep.  Almost all of them appear to be in their eighties or nineties (“Um…guys…some people 

out there are dying.  So you need to smile.”).  But this audience is unusually unreceptive to the 

lure of the pennywhistle, or perhaps just deaf.  They sit motionless in their seats, staring at us 

with mouths slightly agape.  After the songs end, Patrick has to get the applause going from the 

back, and there are a few times when even this doesn’t work and Patrick is the only person in 

the room clapping.  And it’s not as though someone could mistake Patrick for some 

disinterested audience member from Memphis; he is wearing his official You Are Special Tour 

jacket, his arms crossed over his wide chest, tears twinkling in his eyes.   

 Then, right in the middle of John Smith’s halftime routine (“George Clooney is a really 

cool guy…”) an elderly man arrives.  I can see his black and white checkered pants all the way 

from the stage.  A PBS volunteer guides him to his seat, but once there, he won’t sit down.  He 

is doing a little dance. “WHERE’S THE MUSIC?” he yells at the top of his lungs in the middle of 

John Smith’s speech.  It’s as if he thinks that if he dances the music will follow.  “WHAT’S GOING 

ON?” he yells at us, and for the first time all tour, I am genuinely smiling a huge grin, a big, 

genuine, cancer-curing smile. 

 The volunteer finally gets the man to sit down, just as John Smith says he worries about 

everyone and is praying for us all, praying for everyone to, as he puts it “stay safe.”  “GOOD!” 

shouts the man.  We begin to play again, and the man immediately leaps up from his chair and 

begins to dance.  The volunteer tries to get him to sit down but he won’t.  “WOW,” he yells 

after every song.  When the concert is over, he becomes the first person in the history of John 

Smith concerts to yell, at the top of his lungs, “WHOOPEEE!”   
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 We leave the stage and the man bounds after us, following us into the green room, 

shouting after John Smith.  “YOUNG MAN, I WANT YOUR CARD!” Ok, John Smith says, smiling 

for real.   “YOUNG MAN! I WANT YOU TO COME PLAY FOR MY ROTARY CLUB!”  All right, John 

Smith says, smiling not for real.  Then the man begins to dance again, a little jig. 

 Meanwhile, another fan is following me around the backstage area.  She is wearing a 

purple dress with a pink hat, pink purse, and pink high heels.   Her eyeglasses are cat shaped 

with rhinestones on the ends. 

 “I’m 86!” she shouts at me as I awkwardly hold the trombone I haven’t had a chance to 

put away. 

 “Wow!” I say. 

 “I’ve lived in my house for 74 years!” she shouts. 

 “Where did you live for the other 12 years?” I ask. 

 “Have you been to the zoo?” she answers. 

 “Yes!” I say, trying to keep up with the swift pace of this conversation. 

 “I like the pandas!” she shouts. 

 “That’s nice!” 

 “They eat bamboo!” 

 “That’s right!” 

 “I like music!” 

 “Me too!” 
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 When we finally extricate ourselves from our ardent fans and load the equipment into 

the RV and are ready to go, three PBS volunteers run after us.  They are carrying large 

aluminum trays. 

 “It’s barbeque,” they say.  “From the best place in Memphis.  Here are the ribs, and 

there’s the brisket, and the pulled pork, and there are sides…” 

 Harriet and I pitch into a frenzy.  We haven’t had anything more than cheese and 

crackers and cookies and fruit punch at the other PBS stations.  We have been begging John 

Smith all day to stop somewhere for Memphis BBQ, and John Smith said yes but had that 

pained look on his face that he gets whenever he promises something like sure, I’ll come play at 

your Rotary Club or sure, we’ll go to Dollywood.  I could tell from his expression that there 

would be no BBQ in our future, that I was destined to eat a microwaved Louisiana Shrimp at a 

Tennessee Ruby Tuesdays or, even more likely, a box of rubbery chicken gizzards from the to-go 

section of a Flying J truck stop (gizzards being the only hot food left at truck stops late at night).   

But now, an entire container of Memphis pulled pork has materialized in front of me.  Green 

beans.  Potato salad. Fresh icebox rolls made from scratch, their brown tops shining with salted 

butter. 

 Ohmygod! Ohmygod! Ohmygod! Harriet and I shout. This is so great! 

Thankyouthankyouthankyou! We are so excited that everyone else on the RV becomes excited 

as well, even John Smith, who won’t eat any of it. 

 “We wanted you to have a good memory of Memphis,” the PBS volunteers say. 
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 Harriet and I strap the BBQ containers down to the countertops with duct tape.  We 

would not be more protective if they had been containers of gold bullion.  As the RV pulls away 

from the curb, we wave goodbye to the volunteers, our hands already dripping with BBQ-sauce. 

 “AMERICA!” I yell at Harriet, waving a victory rib.   

 “WHOOPEEE!” she yells back, laughing. 

 

And Why Not Dance a Little Jig and Yell Whoopee? 

 The concert in Memphis reminds me of something: how boring it is to sit in the 

audience at a classical music concert these days.  Even when classical music is totally your thing, 

the thing you love, the thing you have loved more than anything since you were four years old.  

All those old rich white people scowling at the poor guy with a cough, tsk tsking the woman 

who is rustling the program in her hands too much.  The sound of all those frail, powdery hands 

clapping their dry claps.   

 Playing the trombone taught me many things about life, but one that goes unmentioned 

is this: I was taught at a young age how to sit in a seat very quietly while other people played 

classical music.  At least four times a year when I was a kid, dozens of times a year when I was 

older, at recitals and orchestra concerts, I practiced good audience etiquette. (Don’t move, 

don’t look around or gaze out the window, don’t yawn, don’t cough.  Here’s what to do if you 

think you will sneeze—put your finger under your nose and breathe in and swallow your breath 

like it’s a gulp of juice.  You can close your eyes for a minute, but don’t fall asleep, and don’t 

keep your eyes closed for too long even if you are awake because other people will think you 

are asleep which is the same thing as actually being asleep.  Don’t wring your hands, or count 
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off on your fingers how many songs are left before you can go home.  Don’t fan yourself with 

the program.  Don’t chew gum.  Don’t clap between movements.  Don’t rustle your program 

while looking to see how many movements are in the piece—you should already know how 

many movements there are in the piece.  When the song is over, clap politely.  Do not yell.  Do 

not scream.  Do not whistle.  Do not shout U-S-A or do that woo-woo-woo thing with your arm).   

 In this sort of atmosphere, dancing along to the music (do not tap your feet, do not do 

the wave, do not do the hand jive) was quite out of the question.   In this sort of atmosphere, 

even the loudest girl (me) becomes quiet and polite little trombonist sitting in a row of quite 

polite little trombonists.  (During the last night of music summer camp one year, they hand out 

awards.  You are thirteen years old and hoping for Prettiest or Most Talented or Friendliest or 

Funniest or Best Dressed or Most Likely to Succeed or even Most Reliable.  What you get is 

Most Talkative, and your cheeks burn with shame as you slump up in front of the whole camp 

to get your award while your counselor laughs and smacks her knee and says, “It’s true!  It’s so 

true!” and you make up your mind to never talk again.  It’s not true, you think, and technically 

you’re right, for there are at least three or four boys at camp who talk even more than you do—

you know because you try shout over them— but somehow you know it’s different for a girl to 

be talkative, though you aren’t old enough to know why, or to feel any injustice, to feel 

anything other than mortified.  You are actually silenced for at least a few hours.  You cannot 

help the fact that you want to jump around and yell Look at me! I am alive! I am here! I am 

doing stuff! But it will be years—decades even—before you accept this about yourself, this 

loudness, this desire to be seen and heard, and by that time some of the damage will have 
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already been done, you will already be a quieter person than you once were, you will talk less 

and at a lower volume. 

 But the man in Memphis has reminded me: Why not jump up and dance? Why not 

shout Whoopee! at the end of the song?  When did classical music become so stilted, so 

removed from a form of enjoyment? So church-like (Protestant)? When did listening to a 

concert become the cultural equivalent of eating your vegetables? How did an entire genre of 

music—full of forceful expressions of emotions and ideas, loud, bubbling, full of life—become 

so quiet and conservative? 

 

The Geography of a Lead Up To a War:  

October, 2002: 

 “I have a suspicion,” the professor says.   

He is older, maybe in his seventies, with white tufts of hair sprouting from his ears and 

his nostrils.  He emigrated from the Middle East at a young age and studied in Europe and now 

speaks with a faint German accent.  He is brilliant and lively and you love him and his course, 

“Theories of Middle Eastern Culture.”    

“All of you are seniors, correct?” he asks.   

Correct. 

“All of you are Middle Eastern Studies majors, correct?” 

We are. 

“And it is true this so-called Middle Eastern Studies department is seen to be the best of 

its kind in the country? Perhaps the world?” 
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It is. 

“Excellent, excellent, very good,” he says.  “And you can all argue the theoretical points 

and counterpoints, perform Foucaultian analysis on Egyptian novels, delineate the important 

post-colonial theories and their relationship to Palestinian poetry, apply feminist theory to 

Quranic verse.  I have seen you do so.  Very well.”   

“But,” he continues. “If I pass out a map of the Middle East right now, a blank map, can 

you fill in the names of each country?” 

We look around nervously. 

“I have this suspicion—it is small but very insistent—that perhaps you are not able to do 

this thing,” he says.  “You are all very smart.  Yes, very smart.  But do you know the precise 

location of things?” 

“I know where Jordan is,” your friend Ahmad calls out from the back of the room.  We 

laugh.  Ahmad’s uncle is King Hussein of Jordan. 

“Very well!” the professor says.  “But what about the rest of you? Can you locate 

Jordan? Do you know Iran from Iraq?  How to be sure? Ah! A quiz!” 

He passes out photocopies of a blank map of the Middle East and tells us we have ten 

minutes to show him our knowledge of geography.  He says, “Let us see how many of you—the 

so-called best and brightest Americans—know the precise location of the country you are about 

to invade.” 

 

November, 2002: 

 “Where is the main courtyard?” you ask the mall security guard.  You are somewhere in 
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Connecticut, though you aren’t sure which part or which city.  Not that it matters as malls in 

Connecticut tend to be the same: large and fancy and full of people buying Christmas presents, 

weeks before the Thanksgiving bird has been cooked. 

 After your gig with John Smith in Kansas, you began to go on gigs every weekend.  Every 

Thursday night, you meet someone—sometimes Yevgeny, sometimes Becca, sometimes a 

musician you have never met before and will never see again.  They pick you up outside of your 

dormitory, or meet you at an airport, or a train station, or a bus depot.  You take night buses to 

Buffalo and Albany and Vermont.  Flights to Oklahoma City and Fayetteville, Arkansas.  You 

wake up on Friday mornings and ask, “Where the…?” and the answer is Miami. Or Cleveland. Or 

Washington, DC.  You learn to open up the drawer next to the hotel bed, the one with the Bible 

in it, and look for the phonebook, which will reveal to you where you are:  Scranton, 

Pennsylvania.  Ocean City, Maryland.  Providence, Rhode Island.  Rochester, New York.    

You return to your dorm on Sunday nights with jugs of craft fair apple cider and write 

papers about the ongoing feud between Edward Said and Bernard Lewis.  Bernard Lewis claims 

that all Muslims have a hidden terrorist bone.  Edward Said offers, as counter-evidence, the fact 

that he loves classical music and is proficient at the piano.  You snort line after line of cocaine 

and stay up for three days writing a paper in which you call both of them ridiculous, elitist, old 

men.  Men who have no idea what life is like for real Americans (read: West Virginians), or real 

Arabs (read: the few poor Egyptians you had conversations with in Cairo) or women (read: you).  

You get an A on this paper.  You write more papers.  You get more As.  You learn to write while 

shaking, how to go to class on no sleep.  You lose weight, weight you don’t need to lose, and 

people compliment you on it.  You receive a letter from your mother.  She is worried you might 
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be on drugs.  You assure her you are not, not so much because you are ashamed to tell her that 

you are on drugs (though you are) but because you are ashamed to tell her that some of the 

money you make each week ($50 of the $450) is being spent on them, though the whole point 

of this is so you can make money in the first place.  You convince yourself that she will not 

understand this complicated calculus of drugs and money, and write back to tell her everything 

is fine.   

The professor with the white hair tufting out of his ears and nose passes back the map 

quizzes.  As he suspected, many of the best and brightest Americans have failed, do not know 

the precise location of the country we are about to invade.  But your map has an A on it, even 

though you forgot the existence of Qatar and Bahrain.  You have never done this well in school.  

You have never made this much money.  You have never looked so good.  You have never been 

so close to killing yourself, not with drugs, which are merely a symptom, but with overwork—

your real disease.   

“It’s in front of the Abercrombie, which is next to the yogurt place, which is near the 

Macy’s,” the mall guard replies.  A geography of commerce that you navigate like a seasoned 

sea captain in port.  You lead the other musicians to the courtyard, for you are now a leader of 

fake musicians, the one who knows how to set up and break down the sound equipment, the 

one who knows how to count the CDs and the money.  The one who knows the precise location 

at which the speakers must be angled to draw in the maximum amount of customers, the 

precise geography of sound, the point on the map where the human ear can no longer 

distinguish real sound from fake. 
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December, 2002: 

“West Virginia!” the therapist at Columbia Psychological Services exclaims.  “You are a 

real country girl! You actually grew up there? Like with cows?” 

You have come in an attempt to confess your troubles to someone, but you want to 

ease into it.  You don’t want to be mistaken you for someone you’re not (party girl!).  But 

before you can tell her anything, about the drugs or the need for tuition money, the isolation or 

the feelings of failure in the midst of seeming success, she becomes distracted by geography.  

“West Virginia!” 

She is a native New Yorker, upper-class, most likely the granddaughter of immigrants—

though whether Italian or Jewish or some other extraction you cannot tell, and it doesn’t 

matter, because the main ethnicity, the defining characteristic, is Native New Yorker.  Perhaps 

your own Italian grandparents were on the same boat as her grandparents, but upon reaching 

Ellis Island they disembarked to different planets—hers to a factory on the Lower East Side, 

yours to a paper-mill in West Virginia.  Now, decades later, their grandkids struggle to 

comprehend one another.  Over the course of the past four years you have learned to spot and 

identify them, the Native New Yorkers, most easily by their accents, their words trumpeting out 

of their nasal cavities, their sentences a brassy scale.  It’s also her shoes, which to a West 

Virginian might look plain, but which you now can now correctly identify as expensive. 

  “West Virginia!” she exclaims again, shaking her head in amazement.  And you love her 

for thinking this is interesting.  You love her even more for thinking this makes you interesting, 

a standout amongst her usual patients.  But you also realize she’s not going to be able to help 

you.   
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Yes, you say.  And you spend the rest of your time describing the landscape, the 

geography of mountains and luck, the border between West Virginia and Virginia that 

determined your destiny, the mountain shadows and the sun-spackled valleys.  And the cows.  

But a few days later you are awake, too-awake, and terrified.  Before now, you haven’t 

told a soul that you are afraid you’re on the verge of a heart attack or stroke or whatever bad 

fate happens to young stupid college girls from the country (cows!), girls who do too many 

drugs in an effort to get all their homework done so that they can work so that they can earn 

money so that they can do something else with their lives besides stare at the cows and wonder 

what might have been.  But now you need to tell someone.  So you call the person in your life 

who you trust the most, the person who you have spent the most time with over the past six 

months, on long car rides and at fast food restaurants and watching bad hotel TV.  A person 

who navigates America the way that only a foreigner can, with an eye to its nuances, its foot 

stickers, its strange music, its abundance of pocket money for relaxing CDs.  A person who, even 

though he never went to college and just learned to speak English a few years ago, seems 

infinitely more capable of helping you than anyone at Columbia.  

He comes right away, looking miserable as ever, and sits beside you while you lie in bed.    

His eyes are gray and hard and rimmed with circles, his white-blonde hair slicked back, giving 

him the look of an eagle.  He puts a hand on your head and promises to stay to make sure you 

keep breathing.  And when you wake up, a few hours later, feeling a world better, he is still 

there, and he tells you a story. 

“Did I ever tell you what I did before I worked for John Smith?” Yevgeny asks. 

“Yeah, at the butcher shop.  You almost sliced off your fingers,” I say. 
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“No, before that.  When I was really desperate,” he says. 

No, tell me. 

His job, the first job he took when he came to America, speaking no English and having 

no money, was to put stickers advertising a towing company on pay phones in Manhattan.  

Every day he would return to the same phones and his stickers would be gone, replaced by 

stickers from other rival towing companies.  He’d peel these stickers off and put his stickers on, 

and then the next day they would be gone again, and so on.  Day after day.  Month after 

month.  In the rain, the snow, the heat. 

 Until one day he couldn’t take it anymore.  There were just some things you couldn’t do 

for money.  Not because they were particularly difficult, but because you just didn’t want to.  

Because they weren’t worth your life, which might not be worth much, but was worth 

something. 

 After the day with Yevgeny, you quit using drugs.  Years later, the simplicity of this—you 

quit using drugs—strikes you as miraculous.  A bit too miraculous.  It makes you doubt the 

seriousness of your drug abuse, which, after all, only lasted a few months, and never destroyed 

much in your life other than several hundred dollars.  But then you realize that this was the 

moment, the moment you quit using drugs, that, for the first time in your life, you drew a line 

between yourself and what you were willing to do to “make it” at Columbia, in New York City, 

at life.  The first time you put a small amount of space between your mortal flesh and what you 

wanted to achieve with it.  The first time you chose your health over the extra work that you 

might have been able to produce, the extra success you might have been able to achieve, had 

you kept doing drugs for a few more months or years until you inevitably collapsed. 
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  Not that you realize any of this at the time.  In truth, even though you never use drugs 

again, you don’t address the problems that led to you using them in the first place—your 

inability to accept failure, your shaky self-regard, your workaholism— and these problems will 

fester and suddenly reemerge in another, entirely different terrifying manifestation, a few years 

later, while you are touring around America.   

Still, you’ll feel incredibly lucky that, when it came to quitting drugs, things were so easy 

for you.  And you’ll marvel that all it took was someone—someone whom you thought of as 

brilliant and hardworking—giving you permission to not put work above everything else.  And 

you’ll wonder if Yevgeny was able to help you because, in addition to being kind and smart, he 

wasn’t American.  For despite his rapid assimilation to American language and culture, despite 

his willingness to work long, hard hours, Yevgeny retained one strikingly un-American trait, the 

very trait that you longed for as a child in West Virginia, where the well-meaning adults 

munched corn cobs in the wintertime, their expressions extra-sunny in the presence of 

creeping mountain fog: He was not made uncomfortable by the sadness of failure.    

 

January, 2003: 

  Over winter break, you spend $700 of your hard-earned fake trombone money on a 

ticket back to Egypt, the country where you hope to work after graduation, a country where 

you can be sure you will not to relapse back into drugs, the possession of which is a crime 

punishable by death.  You march into the office of the New York Times bureau chief and 

attempt to sweet-talk your way into a job.  You mention your coursework at Columbia, your 

Arabic language skills, your knowledge of Cairo.  You even mention, shamelessly, your 
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Appalachian childhood and its testament to your willingness to work hard, as hard as it takes, 

harder than anyone else in the whole damn newsroom. 

The bureau chief is both amused and sympathetic.  “You’d be great,” he says.  “But why 

would we hire you when we can hire local Egyptians to report the story for much less money?” 

I’ll do anything, you say. Fetch coffee.  Sweep floors.  I’ll go to Baghdad.  Kabul.  Or 

somewhere hot and boring that no one likes—Jeddah?  I have a cool head.  My dad brought 

home scary patients when I was growing up and discussed severed limbs and flesh-eating 

diseases at the dinner table.  I have a good stomach.  I am tough.  I’ll take the shittiest, most 

dangerous assignments.  All I need is room and board and health insurance in case I get 

dysentery or yellow fever or shot or blown up or whatever, and maybe a plane ticket per year 

to see my family.  You don’t even have to pay me.   

“I’ll get back to you,” he says, chuckling.  “But believe it or not, they’re cutting back the 

budget right now.” 

“But there’s going to be a war…” you say. 

Yes there will be a war all right, he says.  But who will want to read about it? And more 

to the point, who will want to pay to read about it? Have you heard of the Internet? The death 

of print journalism? And this isn’t Columbia, he says.  No one cares about the political nuances 

of Iraqi Kurdistan.  They don’t care about it now, and they won’t care about it once the war 

starts. 

 Fine, you think, as you walk back through Tahrir Square.  You are undeterred.  No skin 

off your back—you had started high with the Times but you would go lower.  And lower.  And 

lower.  You go to other news organizations with bureaus in Cairo and get similar speeches 
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about the ailing state of journalism.  You return to New York and apply for a Fulbright grant to 

study journalism in Egypt.  “I don’t normally say this,” the Columbia Dean says when she meets 

with you to discuss your application. “But you’re a shoe-in.  You’ll be living in Egypt next year.”  

 Even so, you apply for jobs around America and in the Middle East.  You do so while 

working for John Smith each weekend, taking a full courseload, and not taking drugs.  You drink 

entire pots of coffee and eat large slices of pizza and gain back the weight you lost.  You apply 

for more grants.  You apply for internships at the Council of Foreign Relations and Foreign 

Affairs and the Washington Institute for Near East Policy.  You research every English-language 

academic journal on the Middle East and send them your resume.  You apply to journalism jobs 

in Arkansas and Vermont and Virginia.  You attend job seminars and sign up for mock 

interviews at the Career Center.  You post your resume on the Columbia alumni database.  You 

attend every event you can squeeze in between working and studying so that you can make 

contacts and collect business cards.   

 And when you fail to hear back from any of these, you blame yourself.  Maybe your 

grades weren’t high enough.  You made mostly As at Columbia, but you did have a few Bs, and 

one C, in Introduction to Psychology.  Maybe that C was ruining everything.  Maybe you didn’t 

have enough extra-curricular activities.  Maybe you had misspelled some crucial word in your 

cover letter.  Maybe if you hadn’t been spending nearly every weekend traveling across 

America playing your trombone, you’d have made the right contact.  

  

February, 2003: 

 “WHERE ARE WE SUPPOSED TO GO?” the woman screams at the police officers on 
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horseback.   

 The police officers on horseback are corralling the woman and you and hundreds of 

thousands of other war protesters into tiny, roped-off sections on side streets near the United 

Nations.  The march—though planned in advance and with up to a million participants— has 

been declared “illegal” by the NYPD.  The police are riding the horses through the crowd, billy 

clubs waving.  The crowd is moving and you are moving with it, though you are too short to see 

over the shoulders of the people around you to determine which direction you are moving in.  

All you know is that you can feel the ribcages of the people in front and back of you.  Their 

ribcages expand and collapse with each breath, and it is only when they both collapse that you 

can expand your own ribcage and breathe.   And somewhere, very close to you, are police on 

horses, waving sticks.  And you know that as a 5’2, 115 pound woman, you will be one of the 

first to go down if there is a mass stampede. 

 The strangest thing about protesting the war, the war that has yet to even begin, is how 

conventional protesting a war seems.  It does not feel particularly rebellious.  Even when you 

are almost trampled by a horse, you think to yourself, this is just like what the old folks did, in 

the olden days of Vietnam!  

And yet, the vast majority of the faces around you are young faces; there are relatively 

few people old enough to have marched during Vietnam.  And this is disconcerting to you.  For 

your generation is using their music: the Jefferson Airplane, the Bob Dylan, the Buffalo 

Springfield.  Your generation is chanting their chants: “1-2-3-4 We don’t what this fucking war.” 

Your generation is updating their slogans for posters and t-shirts: “My Bush Makes Love Not 
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War.”   Your generation is banging on bucket drums and burning incense, not because you 

usually do such things, but because you are imitating your parents’ version of a war protest. 

But now, at this march in 2003, the faces of your parents’ generation are relatively few.  

Their icons—the Clintons—are too scared to object to the war.  Their mouthpiece—the New 

York Times editorial board—is too scared to object to the war.  The polling data is clear: The 

majority of the once-hippies, the once-protesters, the once-flower-children, the once-tuned in 

and dropped-out, are now war supporters (but your generation, with its more nuanced views 

on people serving in the military, will never coopt your parents’ generation’s term for war 

supporters: baby killers).  Your own father, who went to college at Kent State and witnessed the 

shootings there, your father who was almost trampled by a horse at a Civil Rights rally, your 

father, the most peaceful, loving, anti-war person you know, the person whose life and values 

have inspired you to march at this march, even he now argues with you.  Perhaps the war is 

necessary, he says to you, his daughter, a person who has just spent four years and a great deal 

of his money learning everything she can about the Middle East, traveling to the Middle East, 

learning to speak Arabic. The weapons don’t exist, you say.  But how do you know? The 

weapons are irrelevant, you say.  They won’t be irrelevant when some terrorist uses them.  The 

terrorists aren’t from Iraq!  How do you know? Because they aren’t! 

Not that your generation is doing much better.  You see two fronts unfolding, depending 

on geography:  Back home, in the valleys of the mountain-shadow, the children you grew up 

with are donning camouflage and posing in the local newspaper before being shipped off to 

their bases, their eyes staring out from the gray newsprint at something in the distance—some 

confident, some terrified, some so brave and resolute it’s easy to forget they are merely 
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teenagers.  Some believe in the beauty of America.  Others believe in the beauty of an 

enlistment bonus.  Still more signed up after 9/11 for the war in Afghanistan, a war they 

believed in, only to be reshuffled to Iraq, a war they did not (years later, one of your high school 

classmates, a member of Iraq Veterans Against the War who goes by the name of AWALL, will 

write songs about this predicament on the National Mall during an anti-war rally).  

In a different land, three hundred or so miles to the north, at a marble-walled Ivy 

League campus sealed off from the poverty and crime just outside its gates (literal, iron gates), 

it’s as if the approaching war is a distant, mildly interesting foreign sporting event, like 

badminton or cricket.  There are war protests and teach-ins, but apart from the altered city 

skyline, daily life on the Columbia campus has not changed much since you first arrived in 1999, 

one major terrorism attack and two wars ago.  And inside the iron gates, we have problems of 

our own.  The tech bubble has burst.  Jobs are scarce.  The less fortunate among us have large 

amounts of student loans.  And even the most fortunate still have parents tapping their toes to 

the rhythm of “When I was your age…”   

We need jobs.  We need health insurance.  We need security deposits for apartments in 

New York City.  We need money—$200— for the cap and gown and diploma fees (What?! you 

almost scream at the dean informing you of graduation procedures.  The cap and gown and 

diploma aren’t included in the $120,000 tuition?!  You don’t even bother arguing about the 

other class events, like the senior dinner dance, which is another hundred dollars and which 

you can’t go to anyway because of work).  We attend seminars on “How to Survive The Real 

World” where a man in a business suit says that the best time to start saving for retirement is 

right now and if you wait longer than that you will find yourself old and poor and destitute and 
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slurping ramen through your dentures, if you can even afford dentures.  Meanwhile, a 

committee has been formed amongst your friends to raise donations for the Columbia Class of 

2003 Alumni Fund (“it’s for students who can’t afford to go here,” one girl tells you, oblivious to 

irony), and you begin to dodge all of them.   

Everything in your life accelerates.  In just a few weeks, a large portion of your 

graduating class is snapped up by large Wall Street corporations.  Another portion is accepted 

to big-name law and medical schools.  And you begin to realize that you were in a game that 

you had no idea you were even playing until now, a game in which the prize is Wall Street or 

Yale Law or Columbia Medical or Stanford Business, a game with prizes that you realize, too 

late, you never had an interest in winning.  Even so, you, along with the rest of the Columbia 

Class of 2003, all share one major prize, a prize not afforded to several people from your high 

school, and you struggle to comprehend the magnitude of it, the luck of it, the geography of it: 

none of you will be maimed or killed or psychologically destroyed in Iraq or Afghanistan. 

    

March, 2003: 

The Iraq War, you tell yourself you will tell your grandchildren some day, was like a 

poisonous snake slithering across the length of a football field toward a group of people who 

were either ignoring it or cheering it on.  Everyone could see it coming from a long distance.  

We could have merely walked away.  We could have shot it with a round of snake-shot.  We 

could have clubbed it over the head with a hoe.  It could have been delayed.  It could have been 

distracted.  It could have, at the very least, been handled differently, more humbly and 

cautiously, with less cheering, less egging on.   
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Instead, it slithered right up.  It took a while, but it got there.  And then it struck, 

lightening-fast.  And the venom spread.  Slowly, agonizingly.  For more than a decade. 

And if your grandchildren ask you, “What were Americans doing while the snake was 

slithering towards them?” you have an answer.  For you saw them, thousands of Americans, in 

New York and Connecticut and Arkansas and Florida and Virginia and Vermont.  Rich and poor, 

Democrat and Republican, black and white, women and men.  You saw them all right, watched 

them for hours, and they were all doing the same thing: Listening to music.  They craved 

relaxing, soothing music.  

   

You Are Special Tour 2004: Memphis to Little Rock 

 It’s the first time I’ve seen the Mississippi River from the ground level as opposed to 

spotting it from a plane window and using it to calculate the remaining time till landing in the 

West or the East.  But now we’re in the Middle, and the Mississippi looks like I expected it to 

look, big and brown.  But what I didn’t expect is how different the country is on the other 

side—a flat green carpet, low and dark and wet.  And this is what, I’m beginning to realize, is 

the most shocking thing about American terrain: just how swiftly an entire landscape can 

disappear and a new one take its place.   

 Our final concert at Carnegie Hall is less than two months away, and my email account is 

a full of contracts and revised contracts from John Smith’s head manager, Jake.  Instead of our 

bare-bones touring ensemble, the Carnegie Hall concert will feature all of the musicians who 

played on the televised You Are Special PBS special, including Yevgeny.  This way it won’t be so 

obvious that the Ensemble can mix and match musicians like socks. 
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 Shortly after I receive my Carnegie Hall contract from Jake, I get an email from Yevgeny.  

It says, simply: I quit.  Below it is a forwarded message, Yevgeny’s resignation letter: 

Dear Jake, 

I have been looking forward to the Carnegie Hall concert ever since you told me about it; 
but…my feelings have changed… 

The sole purpose of [this] contract is to ensure that you have all the original "You Are 
Special" DVD musicians performing at the concert. Since that is the only reason the 
promoter would ever consider booking you for this concert, it would look really bad if 
you pulled the usual "John Smith style" switch - hiring all the different people to do the 
different type of venues.  

What I'm wondering now, is: does the promoter know that none of the musicians he saw 
on PBS were actually playing and that the whole thing was over-dubbed? And what 
would he think if he found out? What would he say if he knew that John didn't even play 
his own piano solo…? 

Bottom line is this: I can no longer be a part of a company built on lies and deception... I 
am only now fully realizing how much I hated the environment I was forced to work in, 
and how much I’d have to disrespect myself…to perform at this concert. 

Yevgeny 

  

After reading this in a Memphis hotel room, I call Yevgeny, but he doesn’t answer.  Months 

later we’ll meet up for a drink in midtown Manhattan.  He will tell me about his new job— at an 

advertising company— which he likes a lot.  He works normal hours and earns a good salary 

and benefits and the quality of his work is appreciated.  It’s creative work, he will tell me, as if 

anticipating my doubt that the job is good enough for him, someone so brilliant, so talented, so 

creative, so capable of handling any situation, no matter how ridiculous.  When I begin to tell 

him about the more absurd moments of the You Are Special Tour, he will stop me and say he 

doesn’t really want to talk about anything related to John Smith.  He doesn’t even want to talk 

about anything related to the trombone.  He’s left all of that behind, he will say, and is a much 

happier person now. 
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A Single Job Offer: New York, May 2003 

Despite what could be fairly described as an enormous effort undertaken by someone 

who was no stranger to getting and holding down jobs, you were not able to find a paying job in 

the Middle East, or as a journalist, or in any capacity that would put your hard-won, expensive 

education to work for the society that had helped to fund a large portion of it with government-

subsidized student loans.  Indeed, you hadn’t received a single job offer of any kind, or an 

interview, or a phone call back.  A few weeks before your college graduation, there was a final 

blow: the Fulbright grant rejected you during the final round, though the pain of this was 

blunted by the fact that a friend from your study abroad semester, one who was much smarter 

and more fluent in Arabic than you, was also rejected.  But before you can wallow in the utter 

despair of all of this, there is a more pressing crisis, namely, that within just a few weeks you 

will have nowhere to live. The Columbia housing system didn’t even allow students to stay 

through the month of May.  Like a wayward tenant being evicted, you have 24 hours after 

graduation, May 21st, to vacate the campus. 

And so begins the most challenging quest that one can undertake in New York City: the 

quest for affordable housing.  At first you searched with Columbia friends, traveling to 

Chinatown and the Lower East Side with Nicole, a Los Angeles native who, at the age of 22, is 

already a successful filmmaker.  Nicole knows what’s up in a way you never will, and you follow 

her around as she sets up appointments with brokers who meet the two of you in graffitied 

alleyways and lead you through the rain showers of late spring to one-roomed lofts over fish 

markets ($3,000/month).   You follow her into cramped offices where Orthodox Jewish women 

with gorgeous, glowing faces and long flowing skirts introduce you to the last point of 
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civilization on Avenue D, where a vacant four-bedroom apartment that smells of cats can be 

yours (if you share it with four other people) for $6,000/month.  You don’t get very far in this 

process before you realize that you—with your lack of money and parents unaccustomed to 

singing guarantor statements—are holding things up.  And so you gracefully excuse yourself 

from the group search, and Nicole finds someone else to live with, an investment banker. 

Every single one of your college friends is entering similar territory: Apartments that 

require brokers fees and four months of security deposits and parental guarantees requiring 

proof of an annual income that is, in at least one case, the total rent multiplied by sixty (“That’s 

like, two million dollars,” you say, before realizing you should have kept the math to yourself, 

after one of your friends explains the process she went through to land her $3,000/month 

apartment).  Your college friends snatch up apartments at a dizzying pace, some palatial, some 

dingy, most strikingly unimpressive considering the rent, on the Lower East Side and the Upper 

West and the Meat Packing District and even, in one case, in the same building as the Stock 

Exchange.  And so you re-enter the rental market again, this time alone.  You have $800 in your 

bank account, which makes the math simple: you can pay $400 for rent, $400 for a security 

deposit.   

No one tells you that you’ll never be able to find an apartment in New York City for $400 

a month.  And so you go out to the last stops in Brooklyn where Hasidic brokers show you lofts 

where you could, theoretically, live with five other people if you all built your own walls, or 

didn’t mind living in one room with five people.  You travel to the Upper East Side where 

recently divorced fathers show you the empty rooms their children once inhabited, the floors 

still strewn with abandoned toys.  You examine a bedroom with a stained mattress in a railroad 

193 



apartment in mid-town, where a pot-bellied middle-aged man wearing a wife-beater casually 

explains that he will have to walk through your bedroom on his way in and out of the 

apartment.  You meet a woman from Portugal in a one-room basement near Lincoln Center, 

who, not knowing English, communicates to you in gestures, showing you how a bedsheet 

could be hung to separate her bed from yours.     

No one tells you that you can’t rent an apartment in New York City for $400, and it’s 

lucky they don’t, because in this quest, at least, you will be blessed with a stroke of luck so 

incredible and so unlikely, you will shock New Yorkers at dinner parties for years:  A sunny, 

three-bedroom apartment with a large living room and kitchen (shared with two sane, recently-

arrived female immigrants from Brazil and Romania) with 14 foot-high ceilings and hardwood 

floors in a West Harlem neighborhood that is un-chic and full of drug dealers yet relatively safe, 

close to three major subway lines, and two subway stops from Columbia.  No roaches.  No 

mice.  No broker’s fee, no four-month security deposit, no guarantor forms from someone 

whose income was sixty times the rent.  Freshly painted and scrubbed.  Your room, large for 

New York, has an actual closet where you can hang your clothes.  It is a room of your own, like 

Virginia Woolf’s (although hers also came with an annual stipend and no need for 

employment), with no pot-bellied men walking through it, no abandoned toys of post-divorce 

children lying sadly on the floor.  And it’s a room that you have found on your own, with no 

help from anyone, which makes it seem doubly yours.  And it is yours and yours alone for the 

rent-stabilized price of $383/month. 

And yet, as incredible as this is, it doesn’t register with you at the time, for now you 

have handed over all but $34 of your money in cash to a handsome Trinidadian super, and yet 
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you still have no job, other than your weekly John Smith gigs, which will pay the rent for now 

but could end at any moment and don’t count as a “real job” in the parlance of the adults (as if 

other jobs, ones that don’t require a college education, are “fake jobs”). 

And so you start again, not as naïve as the young girl who once fled the Air Force ROTC 

in the dead of night in the Bronx and slept with the homeless Rose in Penn Station.  For you 

now know your Penn Station from your Grand Central, your express train from your local, your 

indoor face from your outdoor face—the “don’t fuck with me” expression every young woman 

in New York City eventually learns to wear.  None of this is to suggest you are particularly savvy.  

When you borrow a van to move your belongings from your dorm to your new apartment, you 

are alone, and the group of crack dealers that operates out of the lobby of your new building 

offers to help you.  You try to refuse, but with your hands full of boxes of books— 

Middle Eastern theorists, Egyptian novels, the Western Canon—you are in no position to open 

the two security doors, or operate the complex call system on the elevator.  So the crack 

dealers, who are incredibly helpful and nice if a little over-energetic, move you into your new 

apartment.  And you feel so grateful to them, you promise to have them all over for dinner.  But 

then, weeks later, when you finally have enough cooking utensils to actually do so, one of your 

new roommates will question the wisdom of inviting to dinner a bunch of men who smoke 

crack in the elevator all day, and you’ll have to concede that she makes a good point.  

You spend your first days in your new apartment sitting on the floor (you don’t yet have 

any chairs) in the sun-filled living room, drinking coffee out of a new cup, applying for jobs.  And 

it is on one of these mornings, as you sit behind a borrowed laptop, one screen open to job 

listings in New York and Washington DC and the Middle East, another screen open to the latest 
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news out of Baghdad, that Becca Belge calls you.  But this time, she’s not calling about a 

weekend gig to a mall or a craft fair.  She’s calling for something much bigger.  Something much 

better paid. 

  “How would you like to be on national TV?” she asks.   

 

You Are Special Tour 2004: Little Rock 

 Somewhere between ““Isle of Shoals”” and Mantles of Gold I realize that despite going 

to the bathroom three times before the concert started, I have to pee.  Except I don’t actually 

have to pee.  My mind is tricking me, trying to convince me to flee the stage.  I try to ignore it.

 Harriet and I have a secret language on stage.  We live for the small flourishes in the 

music, the one or two measures where John Smith’s shallow compositions reach their 

maximum depth.  It’s still the kiddie pool but we take what we can get.  

 But tonight I cannot relish the flourishes.  I have to pee.  But I do not have to pee.  But 

how does one ever really know? How did I ever know before, whether I had to pee or not? 

When did I learn? Early childhood, obviously.  If I can remember how I learned maybe I can 

relearn.   It’s a thing you really take for granted, knowing when to pee, a piece of knowledge 

that you never question until you do question it, and then everything in life becomes impossible 

(To pee or not to pee…).  The notes march slowly across the staff paper.  I fantasize about John 

Smith hitting the fast-forward button on the Sony CD player, speeding up our concert so it takes 

a fraction of the time.  This makes me think back to my college astronomy class.  According to 

Einstein’s Theory of Special Relativity, if I can just get my hands on the right rocket ship, I could 

get from September to December in five minutes.  And the implications, I think, getting excited, 
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are all those quantum physics theories that suggest it’s possible for an object to be in two 

places at the same time.  Ergo: According to Einstein, I am not on this stage.  According to 

Einstein, it is already Christmas Eve and I am back home at my parents’ house in Virginia (my 

own bathroom!) eating the Feast of the Seven Fishes and anise cookies and wrapping presents.  

According to Einstein, I am not really in Little Rock, Arkansas about to pee on stage. 

 Einstein doesn’t work, so I try a different tactic.  Relish each note, some fake cheerful 

voice inside of me says.  Next note. Twenty more measures.  Fifteen. Five.  Six more songs to 

go.  Fifty measures.  Thirty.  Twenty.  Five more songs to go.  I have to pee.  You do not have to 

pee.  But it sure feels like I do.  You do not.  Four more songs. 

 I try to relax, but then I become terrified that if I relax too much I will pee.  Before I left 

for the tour I went to three doctors, thinking I had developed a urinary tract infection, or maybe 

something related to the extreme stomach illness I had suffered from months ago which got so 

bad at one point that a doctor suggested it might be Crohn’s disease, though nothing was 

conclusive.  But this time around all of the doctors came to the same conclusion: Everything is 

normal.  Nothing is wrong with you.  Your bladder problems have nothing to do with your 

stomach problems, your bladder is perfectly normal.  It will go away, I thought.  Nothing is 

wrong with me.  

 It has yet to occur to me that nothing has to be wrong with your body for your mind to 

go haywire.  It has yet to occur me that the mind could play such a mean trick, going after the 

thing in life you want to discuss the very least: your bathroom habits.  It has yet to occur me 

that there is, in fact, a diagnosis for this: Crazy. 
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 I don’t know it yet, but it’s here at a concert in Little Rock, Arkansas that I have my first, 

full-blown panic attack, the first of hundreds of attacks I will experience, the opening notes of a 

disorder which will mar the upcoming years so completely that my life will become 

unrecognizable from anything I ever expected it to be.  The attacks will cause me to behave in 

bizarre ways that I know make no sense, ways that I know make me look insane, but I cannot 

stop.  Up until now, the attacks have only been hints of attacks, vague premonitions of dread, 

which I chalk up to the sound of the pennywhistle.  But at this concert in Little Rock (Why here? 

Why now?) the rewiring of my brain—the scrambling of the fight or flight instinct— escalates at 

an alarming speed: Not only am I going to pee myself in front of a hundred people, I’m going to 

throw up.  My dress is going to fall off, my shoes will break underneath of me, crippling me.  My 

knees are just a thread—how are my legs held together? Am I sure they are held together? 

Have I ever checked to make sure?  I am going to faint.  I am going to throw up and faint at the 

same time and then choke on my own vomit.  I am going to smash my trombone on the ground 

and stomp it with my foot.  I am going to throw my trombone at an audience member and start 

screaming obscenities.  Worse than obscenities, offensive things, the most vile things I can 

imagine: racial slurs, September 11th was a wonderful day, fuck the veterans and fuck the 

elderly and fuck cute babies.  Fuck abused puppies and fuck PBS.  I have no control over 

anything, not my body, not my mind, and certainly not the musical soundtrack that is shaking 

the air all around me.  I’m on a pre-destined track that can’t be stopped.  I am going to die up 

here, and no one will know because I’m smiling.  

 After the concert I sprint to the bathroom, slam the stall door shut, all but rip off my  

 

198 



concert dress and underwear and slam my butt on the toilet.  It’s only then that I realize: I don’t 

have to pee.  Not at all. 

 

You Became Audible to Yourself 

 You wouldn’t describe what you are experiencing as “stagefright,” because stagefright is 

A) something you never experienced once during the dozens of trombone performances you 

gave growing up and B) too innocuous a word to describe the repeating horror movie in which 

you are starring as yourself in a flawless reenactment of your own abject humiliation and death.  

Later, someone will tell you that a panic attack is a scrambling of the same flight instinct that 

tells the human being to run from a bear.  But you’ll never find that description to be accurate.  

The panic you experience is not like the panic you’d feel if you were being chased by a bear.  

No, it is, instead, like the panic you’d feel once the bear has already caught you and has begun 

to eat you, the panic of someone with no chance of survival, in the last moments of 

consciousness, when you realize that neither fight nor flight will save you. 

   At any rate, your panic attacks will eventually spread from the stage and invade all 

other areas of your life until you cannot ride on airplanes or subways or elevators or cars or be 

anywhere that doesn’t offer immediate access to an unoccupied bathroom.  (And even 

immediate access to a bathroom doesn’t always count as a safe place.  How many times are 

you allowed to get up during a movie, you ask yourself.  How many times during a graduate 

school lecture? How many times during a friend’s wedding? You parcel your life into 30 minute 

segments, the maximum amount of time you can convince yourself that you won’t pee 

yourself, though you never actually need to pee).  Sometimes even your own parents (who will 
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take care of you for months after you return from the tour and pay for your health insurance so 

you can see a psychiatrist) are too large an audience for you to handle and you hide in their 

basement where no one in the world can see you, reading books and playing Mario 1 on an 

ancient Nintendo set that you haven’t hooked up since seventh grade. 

 So you don’t use the term stagefright.  Yet it started for you on the stage, when you 

became frightened by something.  The distinctions between stagefright and regular old panic 

attacks are, in your case, semantic.  But why would you get stagefright while playing for John 

Smith, when no one can hear you play the trombone? Why didn’t you ever experience 

stagefright as a real trombonist, when people heard your squeaks and scratches, when you 

played your faster’n-the-devil Kreisler solos for your entire high school or during auditions for 

the Virginia State orchestra or during competitions for scholarship money?  Why weren’t you 

frightened when there was a real, actual risk?  How could a fake, no-stakes performance be the 

thing that undid you? 

 This question torments you for years, as you try to understand why you can no longer 

be at a too-crowded bar or a too-isolated beach, why you no longer want to travel around the 

world, or even go on a long date.   

 One day you stumble upon a New Yorker article about stagefright titled “Petrified.”  You 

read it over and over because the author, John Lahr, has put into words the daily existence you 

have become familiar with but can’t seem to express to anyone, not even to your nodding, 

friendly, small-town psychiatrist whose office you map out in relation to its closest bathroom 

while wondering if therapy will work if you take bathroom breaks, and if so, how many per hour 

(he’s just another audience member of your fake performance.  Ironically, you want your 
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psychiatrist to think you are normal and fine, so you act that way, and you do such a good job 

of faking fine that it’s years before someone is able to actually help you, someone who sees 

right through it and tells you to cut the crap). 

 “In a sense,” Lahr writes, “the term ‘stagefright’ is a misnomer—fright being a shock for 

which one is unprepared.  For professional performers, the unmooring terror hits as they 

prepare to do the thing they’re trained to do.”  A performer experiencing stagefright feels 

suddenly exposed, at sudden risk for losing control of the body (Lahr points out that “break a 

leg,” and “merde” are good-luck sayings that recognize the risk of making a bodily mess on 

stage).  “Instead of being protected, as usual, by the character he is playing,” Lahr writes, the 

performer “suddenly stands helpless before the audience as himself; he loses the illusion of 

invisibility.” 

 This is what happened to you in Little Rock: Your life as a professional trombonist—the 

performances, TV specials, tours, money, accolades from the folks back home, your desire to 

fool yourself into thinking that you have achieved an impossible childhood dream—everything 

depended on your “illusion of invisibility”, the audience not being able to see you for who you 

really were: a fake.  Then, one day in Little Rock, (does it happen here because you have just 

read Yevgeny’s email about working for a company built on lies and deception?) you suddenly 

lost the illusion of invisibility.  The audience, which heretofore had been providing you with 

something you could never give yourself—approval—now seemed to be full of people just like 

you.  They were clones of you, looking up at the awful fake trombonist on stage.  And this 

trombonist, who looks just like you but whom you are now sneering at from your seat in the 
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audience, this trombonist is so foreign and other-body (and who knows whether this foreign, 

other-body person has to pee or not?), that your brain scrambles and you begin to panic.   

 But perhaps all these visual metaphors are the wrong way to describe what happens to 

you, a musician.  Perhaps it’s that you suddenly hear yourself.  You sound like a fake. 

202 



Part III 

You become all and only the thing you want and nothing else, for 
you have paid too much for it, too much in wanting and too much 
in waiting and too much in getting.   

–Robert Penn Warren, All the King’s Men 
 

Just Tell Them, John: Portsmouth, New Hampshire, June, 2003 

As I played my trombone, fourteen PBS cameramen operated seven different high-

definition cameras, including one that operated from a ceiling crane, swooping over my head, 

getting wide-range shots of the three-tiered auditorium of the historic Portsmouth Music Hall, a 

venue where Mark Twain once read his work and Buffalo Bill Cody once performed his Wild 

West Show and Wynton Marsalis and Joshua Bell and David Crosby once performed music that 

was presumably live.   

The auditorium was filled to capacity with nearly a thousand audience members, fans 

who were, as John Smith would say, “hardcore.”  They were eager to participate in a televised 

concert special that would be later broadcast by every major PBS station in the country and 

sold on DVD.  A televised concert special titled “John Smith: You Are Special.  Narrated by 

George Clooney.”     

 On stage in Portsmouth, the John Smith Ensemble—a name that implied a coherent 

group but was in fact just the term used to describe any configuration of musicians playing John 

Smith’s music, often (as at craft fair and mall gigs) without John Smith himself—did not look like 

most orchestras.  With a total of fourteen musicians, we were far smaller than a symphony 

orchestra or even a chamber orchestra.  The assortment of instruments was bizarre: There 

were six trombonists, one flute player, three cellists, two percussionists, and John Smith at a 
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grand piano.  There was also a man at an electric keyboard, sitting in the back, whose presence 

might be mystifying, unless you knew his role was to visually explain any sound that could not 

have been produced by the other thirteen of us.  Of course, all the sounds that the audience 

members in Portsmouth, and later, on TV, actually heard had been recorded years earlier, with 

an entirely different set of musicians. 

 There were other, inexplicable visual oddities.  Unlike most orchestras, the John Smith 

Ensemble performed standing up (with the exception of the cellists, the keyboardist, and John 

Smith himself).  And we didn’t stand in the usual orchestra arrangement; instead, five 

trombonists stood stage left, while another, Yevgeny, stood stage right with the seated cellists, 

a positioning that looked lopsided and bizarre.  Kim tooted her pennywhistle beside John Smith, 

and the percussionists stood on risers in the back.  The mysterious electric keyboardist sat 

behind us all, his bald head reflecting the stage lights.  It was as if Jake, the head manager who 

was in charge of our stage placements, was purposefully trying to make the John Smith 

Ensemble look as strange as possible on TV.  Or perhaps he thought that if viewers were 

distracted by the Ensemble’s unusual look, they wouldn’t realize that the music they heard 

didn’t sound at all like a live concert.  Jake also ordered the stage to be dimly lit and drenched 

with billowing clouds of stage fog.  And he arranged us, the musicians, in rainbow order: Asian, 

black, brown, brunette, blonde. 

 Earlier that morning, we had a dress rehearsal.  As with any large television production, 

dozens of video and lighting and sound technicians ran around the stage, preparing their 

equipment, whispering urgently to one another and barking orders into walkie-talkies.  As we 
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began to do our first run-through of the concert, one of the sound techs began yelling 

frantically into his wireless headpiece.  He became so agitated that the rehearsal came to a halt. 

 “I don’t know!” he yelled into his walkie-talkie to the control room crew.  “We’re not 

getting anything.  ANYTHING! I can’t figure it out! We’ve got nothing!” 

Every single musician on the stage knew why the sound tech wasn’t “getting anything.” 

But the only person who spoke was Kim.  Still holding her pennywhistle, she walked over to 

John Smith. 

 “Just tell them,” she said.  “Just tell them, John.”           

John Smith didn’t look at Kim, or even acknowledge that she was speaking to him.  

Instead he turned to the rest of us and said, “Um, you guys? How about we take a ten-minute 

break.”  

 So we left the stage, which we had just started rehearsing on a few minutes before, and 

I would never know what John Smith told the sound tech, if he told him anything at all.  

Backstage, Yevgeny and I snickered that John Smith had just got busted.  How could he not 

have known that a major PBS production would include sound techs? How could he not have 

mentioned to PBS that his “live performance” would not be live? We wondered if we were 

about to be sent home, if PBS would cancel the You Are Special taping altogether. 

 But PBS did not cancel the You Are Special taping.  And months after it was shot, Jake 

paid Yevgeny ten dollars an hour to edit the footage (Yevgeny, who learned to speak nearly 

accent-less English in a few months, learned advanced video editing in a few days).  Yevgeny 

overlaid the CD recording on top of the footage of us all playing along to it.  And he did a damn 

good job, as good as any professional editor, for You Are Special was so successful—raising 
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millions of dollars for PBS—that it was followed by even bigger productions: Coastal America.  A 

Christmas special called “Christmas Home.”  And then another special.  And another.  And a 53-

city You Are Special promotion tour that involved performing a fake concert at nearly every PBS 

station in America. 

 

You Are Special Tour 2004: Little Rock to Baton Rouge 

 We speed south into pitch-black rural Arkansas, our first time on a rural route.  Around 

two in the morning, we stop at a tiny hotel in a tiny town.  The hotel is just an old house, maybe 

a bed and breakfast; we’re just here for the bed, we’ll leave before breakfast.  Harriet and I 

carry our suitcases up creaking stairs and collapse onto four-poster beds with scratchy quilts.  A 

few hours later, milky sunlight streams through antique lace curtains and, half-awake, I grapple 

for the phonebook on the nightstand.  But there is no nightstand, no phonebook, and I fall back 

asleep not knowing where I am. 

  The next day we drive past dark pools of water with puffs of cotton floating on their 

surfaces and arthritic trees reaching out of their depths.  I rummage past books in my assigned 

drawer that I feel like I should be reading in order to be an educated American on a tour of 

America (“On the Road— the voice of a generation! A generation of Northeastern prep-school 

white boys finds a voice at long last!” I snark in my journal, it not occurring to me that the very 

journal I’m writing in was bought on the campus of a Northeastern Ivy League school).   But 

instead of choosing one of the I-should-be-reading-this books, I go straight to my emergency 

books, books that I have brought on this tour precisely because I have read them a million times 

already and they can be counted on to take me somewhere else, anywhere than where I am.  
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At first I consider re-reading Gone With the Wind or Pride and Prejudice.  But something about 

the way the trees look outside the window makes me want to re-read All the King’s Men.  I take 

it out and alternate reading with looking out the window.  I let Robert Penn Warren’s 

descriptions of a Louisiana highway soothe me in a way that the actual Louisiana highway 

outside my window cannot do, am able to forgive the racist shit-words of his time and place 

because above anything else in life I believe in a good story, especially if the story is true, or at 

least struggling to get at the truth of a real-life situation. 

 Maybe it’s the way that the America Robert Penn Warren describes is at once so 

different and so similar to the one I see outside the RV window.  There were pine forests here a 

long time ago but they are gone.  The bastards got in here and set up the mills…(the Wal-Marts, 

I think as we fly through Louisiana towns that looked liked they once had character but were 

now blighted by strip malls.  The Ruby Tuesdays, I think, the Hampton Inns) and paid a dollar a 

day and folks swarmed out of the brush for the dollar…The saws sang soprano (the 

pennywhistle, I think) and the clerk in the commissary passed out the blackstrap molasses and 

the sowbelly (Frosties and McRibs, I think)…and the Yankee dollar and Confederate dumbness 

collaborated to heal the wounds of four years of fratricidal strife (post-September 11th politics, 

I think, the rush for the North and South to pull together in a common cause, only to be ripped 

further apart than ever, thanks to the Iraq War)…Till, all of a sudden, there weren’t any more 

pine trees…There wasn’t any more dollar a day.  The big boys were gone, with diamond rings on 

their fingers and broadcloth on their backs (what this place will look like when Wal-Mart, having 

sucked the marrow out of the bones of the shuttered family business, finally shuts its doors as 

well, I think, looking out at a Louisiana town that’s all but dead, its only pulse a skinny blue-
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vested teenager pushing a bumpy line of empty shopping carts toward the immaculate glass 

doors, which yawn open and swallow him whole). 

 Or maybe it’s the way that, in the beginning of the book, the narrator Jack Burden offers 

his hyper-detailed, sardonic descriptions of Willie Stark without taking any responsibility for his 

own life.  (That comes later.)  But in the beginning, Jack Burden describes Willie Stark, who we 

know is also Huey Long, from a distance, while he’s on stage, giving a speech.  And even though 

this happens in the first few pages we, the readers, already know that Willie Stark is a master of 

deceiving his audience.  He gives a speech about how he’s not giving a speech, and the crowd of 

bumpkins, not realizing that they’ve been had, loves it. 

 When I read Robert Penn Warren (I can never refer to him by just his last name, it seems 

criminal to cut short such a name) I always imagine his voice to be deep and stentorian, like 

Tom Brokaw’s, or James Earl Jones’s.  But a few years ago I stumbled upon a video interview of 

Robert Penn Warren and his voice was shockingly high-pitched, a spunky-shiny kind of voice, 

the voice a small bird would have if it could talk.  I thought of a small bird because what I was 

really thinking were the words whippersnapper and pipsqueak.  He sounded like some punk 

prepubescent boy.   This can’t be Robert Penn Warren, I thought, and I decided right then and 

there that it must have been an imposter, someone who made a living reading Robert Penn 

Warren’s books aloud with a fake voice.  But a few pages into his masterpiece novel, I have 

forgotten all about this bird-voiced imposter.  The real Robert Penn Warren has the voice of 

bayou water at night, low and dark. 

 As I take turns reading and staring out the RV’s dinette window at a landscape dotted 

with cotton puffs and mobile homes, John Smith stumbles and bangs his way from his back 
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room to the driver’s seat, where he asks Patrick some are-we-there-yet question.  Now that he 

has finished his Christian musical he has more time on his hands.  He’s reading a book too, the 

seafaring adventure novel, Master and Commander.  He saw the movie with Russell Crowe and 

loved it so much he decided to read the book.  When I ask him if the book is good, he says it is, 

that he likes books about boats.  And then he tells me about life at sea, how hard it was for the 

sailors, and that the Master and Commander is just another name for the Captain of the Ship. 

 “And what’s cool about the Master and Commander,” he says excitedly, “is that he can 

kill anyone he wants.  Like, if anyone on the boat gives him trouble, the Master and 

Commander can kill them.”   

 I watch John Smith as he stands in the patch of empty space between the driver’s seat 

and the passenger’s seat talking to Patrick.  He stretches his wiry arms out wide so that his 

hands can grasp the back of the headrests and hold himself steady on the bumpy road.  The 

gray light through the front windshield casts a shadow so that from where I sit John Smith is 

nothing but a black silhouette in the crucifixion pose, hurtling through the Louisiana sky. 

 

An Easy Person to Work With: New York City, August, 2003 

 After filming the PBS special, you go right back to applying for “real jobs” in the sun-

drenched living room of your West Harlem apartment, which now has a grape-colored coach 

that you found in a garbage heap on the street.  The couch’s cushions are missing and it has 

wacky arms that look like the nubs of black telephone poles, but it doesn’t smell bad nor is it 

infested with bugs, so you consider it worth the muscle it took you and a friend to wrangle it 
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into the elevator.  You sit on the purple couch with telephone-pole arms and type cover letter 

after cover letter.  You get your first cell phone and stare at it, waiting for someone to call you.   

In the meantime, you spend a few hours each week with an elderly Iraqi Jew, who wants you to 

help him write a memoir.  You agree to help him, for free, because, at least at first, you are 

certain that a book about an Iraqi Jew will be great.  Who better to bridge understanding 

between Arabs and Jews than an Iraqi Jew? He’s even better positioned to do so than a West 

Virginian!  But in truth the more you sit in his Upper East side living room and listen to him talk 

about his life, the more you realize the book will be terrible.  (Years later, a beloved writing 

professor, unaware of your past attempts at ghostwriting, will lecture your graduate class: 

Never EVER agree to write some old person’s memoir for them! Especially not for free! Never!).  

One of the many problems with the Iraqi Jew’s memoir is that he somehow holds many clichéd 

prejudices against both Jews and Arabs.  He’ll begin telling you a story, and the moral will be 

that you can’t trust Jews.  Or he will be describing Baghdad, and will add, “Arabs aren’t very 

civilized.”  This book is not going to bridge understanding, you think one night, as you write a 

chapter in your apartment.  It’s just going to equally offend everyone.  Still, you keep working 

with him because you think that even mentioning you are working on a book with an Iraqi 

might help you somehow in your quest for a journalism job in the midst of the Iraq War, which 

is, day by day, becoming the disaster it was destined to become. 

 And one day, after a few months of applying for jobs while paying your rent with John 

Smith gig money, you do get a job, or rather, a paid internship, which to you is the same thing.  

In journalism.  At The New York Times.  The woman on the phone asks you to come to the office 

for an interview, and you race to the address she gives you in Chelsea.  When you arrive, you 
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realize, confused, that this is not the address of The New York Times.  But whatever, you think.  

Who knows how stuff like this works? 

The woman is in her late fifties and is immaculately dressed in designer clothing, every 

strand of her hair so perfectly placed that you wonder if she is wearing a wig, and then decide 

that it’s real, but how does she get it to look like that?  You’ll later find out that she was once 

the editor-in-chief of a famous fashion magazine, which is exactly what she looks like.  She sits 

in front of a large, immaculate desk that has a box of Kleenex and anti-bacterial lotion 

positioned on the corner just so.  Everything—from the pens in her penholder to the perfectly 

stacked legal pads to the paper clip canister—looks like it has been arranged for a photo-shoot 

for a magazine spread about chic office life.  She explains to you that her company contracts 

out “special projects” for the magazine section of the Times.  You’re not quite sure what 

“special projects” means, but what you envision, gleefully, is assisting with the Pulitzer-winning 

long-form journalism.  She asks you if you are interested in fashion.  You are not, but you know 

your way around an H&M well enough to pass like someone who does, or so you think, until 

she looks you up and down and you realize you haven’t fooled her.   

A few days later she calls you back to offer you the job, which is really only a three-

month internship, but which pays double minimum wage and will be enough, with your John 

Smith gigs, to pay the rent and the utilities and have enough left over for your student loan 

payments.  She emphasizes that if you take the internship (as if you are in any danger of 

refusing it) that you will be able to put the New York Times on your future résumé, and you 

wonder if she thinks you are so young or stupid that you don’t know that already; you know 

that the future résumé is the whole point of this operation, that it might be your ticket to a full 
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time job at the Times or in the Middle East or both (you know that many famous women 

reporters first had to do time in fashion, you are aware that, as a woman, your only way into a 

newsroom might be through the style section).  When you arrive at the office the next day, she 

actually hands you a press badge, which you grab from her as if it’s a winning lottery ticket.  It 

says: Jessica Hindman, Editorial, New York Times.  If you owned a camera, you would have 

taken a picture of it and sent it home to your parents, or maybe even your local hometown 

newspaper, which was fond of covering any story in which the town’s “youth” were up to 

something besides shipping off to Iraq or selling crystal meth. 

It takes you a few days to realize that, press badge aside, you are not, in fact, working 

for the New York Times.  Nor are you working on anything that is even remotely related to what 

will appear in the Times.  The “special sections” that your new company produces are 

advertorial inserts, glossier and better produced than the grocery store coupons that fall out of 

your local newspaper, but essentially the same thing.  Your job is to help with the logistics of 

fashion shoots wherein models pose with designer merchandise, although you spend a good 

portion of your day merely stapling things.  And sometimes unstapling them and restapling (“In 

the magazine world,” your boss lectures you and the other intern, “everything must be 

vertically stapled.”  She gestures at a stack of 1,000 incorrectly stapled documents.  “You’ll need 

to redo all of this.”)  You realize that when your boss emphasized that you could put the New 

York Times on your résumé she had left off the last part of the sentence, which was, “even 

though you won’t actually work there or help to produce anything published by it.” 

And so you spend three months stapling and unstapling and ordering lunches and 

coordinating the shipment of various designer items to various fashion-shoots in the West 
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Village.  You work with your boss and one other intern and never meet a single person who 

actually works for the Times.  And your boss, though an impressive woman in the advertorial 

fashion business, and despite wanting to help you, has nothing to offer you in terms of contacts 

outside the fashion magazine world.   

But one day, she does say something to you that will remain with you over the years.  

It’s not so much the words she says, but the way she says them, the surprised expression on her 

face.  It’s nine o’clock on a Friday night and you’ve been in the office for twelve hours.  The 

other intern—who lives in her parents’ brownstone on the Upper West Side and comes to work 

every day in perfectly tailored silk blouses and chic skirts and a rotating array of designer 

handbags (which makes you look even more the ragamuffin, with your $15 red clunky Mary 

Janes from T.J. Maxx, which you thought were hip, but your boss calls “circus inspired” and 

adds that you might have better luck shopping at Club Monaco)—has gone home in a huff, 

unable to hide her exhaustion and outright distain for your boss.  You, meanwhile, continue to 

sit on the floor and calmly unstaple and restaple things. 

“It’s late,” your boss says.  “Will you be able to get home all right?” 

This is surprising, for she rarely asks anything that has to do with you personally.  You 

tell her you’ll be fine. 

“Where do you live?” she asks. 

“142nd and Amsterdam,” you say.  

  “Is it safe up there?” she asks.   

 They always ask this, the upper-class Native New Yorkers.  And you always think it is 

funny, though you don’t smile.  They live in a world where safety is a consideration in choosing 
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a neighborhood, whereas you live in a world where you had $400 to spend on rent.  And the 

majority of people in New York City, if you consider all five boroughs, live in your world, not 

hers. 

 “Yes, it’s safe,” you say, thinking of the friendly crack dealers who helped you move in 

and would likely open the door for you and greet you with a “hey baby” when you returned 

home. 

 Your boss looks at you a while as you continue to sit on the floor, unstapling, stapling.  “I 

don’t normally say this,” she says.  “Not before someone has finished interning for me.  But 

you…” She pauses, as if searching for the right words.  “You are a very easy person to work 

with.” 

 “Thank you,” you say.  And the compliment sticks with you because your boss is not the 

sort of person to give one easily.   It sticks with you because even though you have no interest 

in doing what she does for a living, you respect her for who she is and are grateful for a 

compliment from someone like her, a successful woman from a generation of women who had 

to fight even harder than you do. 

 But years later, you’ll think back on this compliment and wonder if it wasn’t a warning of 

some sort.  That yes, you were “a very easy person to work with”—she thought so, as did the 

Iraqi Jew, as did John Smith.  But perhaps this had less to do with some winsome personality 

trait of yours and more to do with your utter desperation to succeed, your need to be loved by 

your superiors, no matter how ridiculous or ill-advised or fraudulent the thing was that they 

were asking you to do. 
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You Are Special Tour 2004: New Orleans 

 I sit on a park bench under a swamp tree—one of those huge famous trees in New 

Orleans covered in moss—eating a rainbow snowball in the warm afternoon breeze, and think, I 

could quit.  Stroll down this sidewalk with my dripping snowball and never turn back.  Get a job 

serving pitchers of beer in some New Orleans dive.  What is it that Bob Dylan song? Work for a 

while on a fishing boat right outside of Delacroix? That, I think.  I could do that.  Maybe if I 

worked on the water I wouldn’t have to worry about having to pee all the time.  I could just pee 

while treading water on the side of the boat.  Would that work? Would the other fishermen 

know what I was up to? Oh hi guys! Just taking a little swim break here! I definitely don’t have 

mental issues that cause me to think I have to pee all the time! 

 The New Orleans PBS station surprises us with a stunningly extravagant reception.  

There is shrimp etouffee and a silver platter of frog-shaped artisan chocolates and bouquets of 

fresh roses and so much champagne that they insist on us taking a case with us along with a set 

of glass champagne flutes to drink it with, an offer which Kim, Harriet, and I gladly accept and 

then John Smith makes us give back, saying he doesn’t want that much alcohol around.  We 

sulk.  But losing a case of free champagne is the least of my problems.  I can no longer make it 

through the entire 70 minutes of the concert.  I have begun to flee the stage during John 

Smith’s halftime speech, run to a bathroom to pee (I don’t have to pee) and then run back, just 

in time for John Smith’s closing line, “I worry about all of you out there and will pray for you 

tonight to stay safe.” (Then the champagne toasts begin and we gorge ourselves on shrimp and 

chocolate in the rose-filled reception room of the WYES station, which, in less than a year, will 

be entirely submerged in water, its broadcast transmitters silent).  
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 Some part of me expects to be fired for running off the stage.  It would be entirely 

reasonable for John Smith to say that he needs a trombonist who can make it through the 

concert without skedaddling off the stage in terror.  But John Smith, who fails to accommodate 

basic requests like stops for dinner and cases of free champagne, is wholly compassionate 

toward my plight of needing a bathroom break in the middle of the concert, which I struggle to 

explain to him and everyone else.  He doesn’t interrogate me for details or ask why I’m acting 

like a crazy person, or, worse, accuse me of actually being a crazy person, though this is, 

without a doubt, what I have become.  He just looks at me with the same look he gives the 

brassy haired, middle-aged women who listen to his music, women who work two jobs because 

their husbands have died of cancer, women whose sons have died in car accidents, women who 

feel so anxious after a day of teaching Special Ed or nursing Alzheimer’s patients or taking shit 

from the boss that they live for that moment in the car after work, the moment they turn on 

the CD player and take a deep breath.  John Smith looks at me the way he looks at these 

women and seems to understand exactly what it is that I’m going through, even though I can’t 

understand it myself.   

 Unlike the women at our concerts, relaxing music is not my method of choice for 

unwinding at the end of my day.  Relaxing music is the opposite of relaxing for me.  Relaxing 

music gives me a panic attack.  I make a mental note to put it on my medical charts should I 

ever need surgery or fall into a coma—Patient Has Lethal Allergy to Relaxation Music—just in 

case the hospital pipes John Smith’s music through the corridors and recovery rooms, as many 

of them do these days.  I try the other obvious methods: deep breaths, exercise, yoga stretches, 

long walks, showers, reading, zoning out to the TV, and when all else fails, a glass of merlot with 
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a three-cigarette chaser (by the end of the tour, three glasses of merlot with a nine-cigarette 

chaser).  Nothing works.  My mind is a CD player with a broken fast-forward button, thoughts 

flying by faster than I can hear them, zooming past any restful pause.  

 I could quit.  I could call Jake, tell him I have a medical emergency, give him a few days 

to get a replacement trombonist, then flee to the safety of my parents’ house in Virginia.  It’s 

true that I’m under contract, but health is health, I reason, emergencies are emergencies.  Jake 

would probably understand.   

 But I don’t quit.  There’s the money to consider, for one thing.  For the entire 11-week 

tour, I’m contracted to receive $9,020, a sum that sounds so large to me that it might as well be 

nine million.  (Six months later, when doing my taxes, I’ll realize that after the money is taxed 

and all the expenses of eating out on the road three meals a day are added up, I earned about 

$3,000 for the nearly three-month tour).   

 More than anything, I tell myself that getting paid to tour around America as a 

trombonist is exactly what I wanted to do when I was a kid.  I tell myself that this very minute, a 

zillion teenaged trombonists in rural America are practicing their hearts out, fantasizing about 

doing what I’m doing right now.  And now here I am, and I’m not going to quit.  

 

What You Have Yet to Learn   

 You have yet to learn that The Money is the easiest excuse for keeping a bad job.  You 

have yet to learn that nine thousand dollars is not, in fact, the same as nine million.  You have 

yet to learn that there are some things in life even less desirable than being broke, such as 

losing one’s mind.  Maybe it’s because you grew up in the 1980s and 90s, years when the 
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country seemed to be telling all of its children (even the ones who lived in West Virginia) the 

same thing: You can be anything! There is absolutely no excuse for your failure! You can be 

anything because you have everything, every advantage! Money! Education! Your Own Singular 

World Superpower! 

 Or maybe it’s because you want so badly to be taken seriously that you have not yet 

learned to say, Hey everyone! Guess what! It turns out I’m not going to be a professional 

trombonist when I grow up, or anything particularly impressive! I’m not going to make a lot of 

money! I’m not going to be famous! I’m not going to be anyone “of note” as the old folks say!

 I’m just living the human condition over here!   

 You have yet to take a look around you and recognize that the other over-achievers of 

your generation are struggling too, far more than anyone expected (least of all the recklessly 

optimistic Baby Boomers who raised us).  You have yet to make a silent truce with the best and 

brightest of your contemporaries: let’s just agree to be impressed by one another for not 

flinging ourselves off of the nearest bridge.  

  

You Are Special Tour 2004: San Antonio 

 John Smith’s bottom and legs are dangling out the passenger side of the RV.  He is 

pausing to catch his breath, his body jackknifed on the window ledge.  The door to the RV is 

jammed, so John Smith jimmied the window with a clothes hanger and then, with the strength 

of a gymnast, pulled his entire body up through the window—six feet or so from the ground— 

but only got the top half of his body through.  The rest of us stand outside the RV in our concert 

clothes, holding our instrument cases.  A hardcore fan has followed us from the concert 
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reception to the parking lot.  “You really play that flute well,” he is saying to Kim.  “Really well,” 

he repeats, but all of us ignore him as we watch John Smith’s acrobatic attempts to un-jam our 

escape vehicle.  Patrick wears his official You Are Special Tour jacket even though the night air is 

warm.  His arms are folded across his chest as he stares skeptically at John Smith’s derriere, 

wiggling through the open window in the evening twilight.  

 The jammed door is only the latest item on a rapidly growing list of our RV’s maladies: 

The side mirror keeps falling off and dangling dangerously in the breeze while we are driving, 

despite Patrick’s repeated attempts to hold it on with duct tape.  The air vents in John Smith’s 

back room overheat, canceling out any effort that the dying air conditioning system is making 

to keep us cool.  The DVD player and radio are both broken, our days of group movie-watching 

long past, along with our ability to tune in to the traffic and weather stations.  The catch-locks 

on all of the cabinets and the refrigerator are so shot that even with duct tape the doors fly 

open without warning, apples fall out of the sky and hit us on the head Isaac Newton-style, 

boxes of Captain Crunch sail through the air and cover all of us in peanut butter-flavored dust.  

The walls are filthy with six weeks worth of splattered food, the trash can smells bad even when 

it is empty, and the linoleum beneath our feet is so sticky that we no longer worry about 

slipping and falling, so securely are the bottoms of our shoes fastened to the floor.  

 John Smith hoists the rest of his body through the window and emerges through the 

jammed door a few seconds later.  We troop inside, relieved to get away from the hardcore fan.  

He stands in the parking lot waving at us as Patrick puts the RV and reverse and begins to back 

out.  Suddenly, the back end of the RV crashes into something hard and unmoving, throwing all 

of us onto the cereal-encrusted floor. 
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 We tumble back out of the RV to inspect the damage, wondering what on earth could 

have caused so hard a crash.  It doesn’t take long to figure it out; there is a huge ditch between 

the parking lot and the road and the back wheels of the RV became elevated while the rear got 

stuck in the dip, causing the back end of the cabin to smash into the asphalt.  Our RV didn’t 

crash into any obstacle in the road; it crashed into the road itself.  

Patrick attempts to back the RV out at a different angle, but only succeeds in smashing 

into the asphalt a few more times.  It becomes clear that we will need to build a bridge.  The 

hardcore fan agrees to help and we are suddenly all smiles with him.  It’s amazing how quickly 

someone who was annoying you a minute ago becomes your best friend when it’s necessary to 

haul a few hundred bricks from a nearby junkyard.  We tote bricks and fruit crates and 

cardboard and trash—anything we can find—to the ditch, which we fill until the parking lot is 

level with the road.  The first bridge we make isn’t high enough, and the RV smashes right 

through it to the pavement again.  We build a second bridge and Kim runs out into the road to 

stop traffic while Patrick revs the engine and then, like a gargantuan bull storming out into the 

ring, our RV roars out of the San Antonio PBS parking lot.  We hop in and wave goodbye to the 

hardcore fan.  As we drive out of San Antonio, we are grateful for our RV.  Perhaps it’s because 

we all share a certain need to remove ourselves from the scene of our concert crimes as quickly 

as possible, but our RV, despite its many problems, has begun to feel like a home.    

 

A Real Adult Boyfriend: New York City, October 2003 

 During the week, you work at the company that is not The New York Times.  On 

weekday nights, you write the book about the Iraqi Jew.  As soon as you leave the office on 
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Friday, you head to the nearest airport or train station or bus depot, or meet someone who is 

waiting for you in a rental car, and travel to Buffalo, Cleveland, or Arkansas where you spend 

the weekend playing John Smith music, though no one can hear you.  You return on Sunday 

nights, or sometimes, if it is a red-eye flight, on Monday mornings, and head straight back to 

the company that is not The New York Times.  On at least one occasion, after a luggage mishap, 

you show up on Monday morning wearing the same clothes you wore on Friday evening. 

 One day, you get an email from Becca Belge.  It’s her resignation letter.  She’s off to get 

her teaching certificate (you smile as you picture her in a class full of fourth graders, screaming 

“motherfucker” every time they misbehave).  Taking her place as the new assistant production 

manager is Seth, who has, like you, just graduated from college, Yale.  Like Becca, Seth is sent to 

sell CDs on one of your weekend gigs so he can learn the ropes of the John Smith Ensemble.  

You meet him for the first time on an airplane, on your way to Oklahoma City.   

 Seth is good-looking, nice, and utterly clueless about the job he has just taken.  During 

the first opening notes of the gig at the Oklahoma City fairground, as you play your trombone 

and Debbie puffs at her flute, you see Seth staring at you in awe while you play, the way that 

you looked at Yevgeny during your very first gig in New Hampshire.  He has no idea that you 

aren’t producing the music he’s hearing, and despite being very knowledgeable about music 

he’s too nice to suspect that you’re doing the Milli Vanilli.  But you decide against telling him, at 

least for now.  Because when you see Seth looking at you while you play, you know 

immediately that you’ll be sleeping with Seth.  What you don’t yet know is that Seth is going to 

become your First Real Adult Boyfriend. 
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 It seems shameful to you to be twenty-two-years old and not yet have had a Real Adult 

Boyfriend, but you hadn’t.  The boyfriends you had in high school were all blatantly cheating on 

you and often berating you until you crumpled into a ball in front of them and sobbed.  Perhaps 

because of this, you never dated in college.  You met one guy who you liked who didn’t like you 

back, which may have been the reason you liked him in the first place.  The truth was that even 

if he had liked you back, you wouldn’t have taken enough time out of your brutal work schedule 

to make anything of it. 

 But things progress much differently with Seth than they have with any of your other 

love interests.  For one thing, he makes it clear very early on that he wants to be your 

monogamous boyfriend, and he acts like one.  The nicest boyfriend ever, you think, although in 

truth you’ve just never dated someone who wasn’t a raging asshole.  But Seth is truly, 

genuinely, a good person.  He’s such a good person that once he figures out the John Smith 

charade, he quits after a few weeks and gets another job.  Unlike you, he has too much pride to 

work for a sketchy company selling knockoffs.  He also has parents—upper-class New York City 

Natives—who don’t mind paying the rent on his Lower East Side penthouse if he falls behind.  

You spend the night at each other’s apartments almost every night (despite the 90 minute 

commute by subway, or the 45 minute ride in Seth’s car), and these hours in each other’s 

apartments are hours in which you do nothing but have fun, have sex, and sleep—a beautiful 

trifecta that stuns you with its simple awesomeness.  You notice that your hours with Seth each 

night are making your seven-day workweek much easier to handle.  Seth cooks you dinner and 

pours you a glass of wine and introduces you to Jon Stewart and Belle and Sebastian.  You 
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introduce him to Toby Keith and Egyptian novels and the crack dealers in the lobby of your 

apartment building.   

 On the few weekends that you aren’t on a John Smith gig, you go with Seth to parties 

where you meet his friends, who are all, like Seth, incredibly nice and polite.  And a certain 

disturbing pattern is established.  You sip red wine in midtown apartments while listening to 

Outkast.  They ask you “Where are you from?” and it begins.  Because your answer is not 

simple (Virginia.  Oh, like DC? No.  Not DC.  Like Appalachia.  Actually, I grew up in West Virginia, 

then we moved to Virginia, western Virginia.  No, western Virginia is not the same as West 

Virginia.  But think West Virginia, not Northern Virginia, like DC.  Oh, they say, and you realize 

that all the poor person was trying to do was politely inquire as to what Northern Virginia prep 

school you went to, so that you could list your common acquaintances).  You fall 

uncharacteristically silent.  You are seen, amongst these nice, polite Yalies, as what they might 

call an adventurer, but what you feel is more akin to being an outsider.  A tourist.  A low-rent 

wannabe.  You are Seth’s wild girlfriend, the one who lives in Harlem with a bunch of crack 

dealers guarding the door.  The one from Appalachia (where is that? Virginia? West Virginia? 

Western Virginia? What school did she go to? Public school?).  And since you don’t see yourself 

as particularly wild, or daring, or poor (you see yourself as just doing what you need to do, 

uncertain whether anything will ever work out for you, increasingly frightened that you will 

never be able to succeed at anything in life) Seth and his friends begin to strike you as 

annoyingly, even offensively, naïve.  They are nice, yes, but also rich, and you begin to wonder if 

their niceness is a direct result of their richness, if they can afford to be nice because they can 

afford not to worry about the things that you worry about—your rent, your student loans, your 
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lack of health insurance, the crack dealers.  You wonder if they are nice because they have 

spent weeks on relaxing vacations— hiking in the Andes or sailing the Caribbean or surfing in 

Thailand—while you work three jobs.  You wonder if they are nice because they can afford to 

work unpaid internships at the best companies—the real New York Times— while you fail and 

fail again to get a foothold in New York City.  You wonder if they are nice because none of their 

brilliant high school friends work at a chicken plant, or are about to be shipped off to Iraq.  And 

even though this is completely unfair, and even though, as you’ll have to admit as you get to 

know him, Seth was just born sweet and would have been just as sweet had he been born to 

the poorest rice farmer in Bangladesh, the issue of The Money, which is really an issue about 

the culture of The Money, a culture that still makes you feel like a tourist in a strange land, 

drives a wedge between you and Seth.   

Years later, you’ll seek out nice people unequivocally, not giving a damn how rich they 

are or whether they had famous parents or whether they grew up in a white Northeastern 

suburban enclave and attended a fancy prep school.  Years later, you’ll have a better 

understanding of how hard life is for everyone, even the rich and the privileged, that, as the 

saying goes, no one gets out of this life alive.  But you’re not capable of it at 22.  You are still in 

survival mode, you are still the girl fleeing the Air Force ROTC in the dead of night in the Bronx, 

still the girl whose multiple egg donations caused her so much pain she vomited and vomited 

while writhing on the floor.  And now you suddenly have a Real Adult Boyfriend, a boyfriend 

who doesn’t worry about money or his future in the way that you worry about yours. (He 

worries about it in different ways, for taking his parents’ money means that when they want 

him to do something he has to do it, and in his case, that means attending expensive LSAT prep-
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courses though he has no interest in becoming a lawyer, something that irritates you to no end, 

for it flies in the face of all the shit you’re doing just to be able to do what you want in life.)  

But above all, the problem is this: the Real Adult Boyfriend’s incredibly comforting 

presence makes you wonder if you could relax a bit and have more fun and go with the flow (As 

if you had already “made it” in the big city!).  Spend more time doing nice things for him, doing 

nice things together.  In short, he scares the living daylights out of you.  Because you cannot 

relax.  You cannot have more fun.  You cannot go with the flow.  Not yet.  You cannot, you tell 

yourself, afford to.  

 

You Are Special Tour 2004: Dallas 

 The club—really a poolside lounge at one of Dallas’s fanciest hotels— is full of perfect 

blondes in designer high-heels, their make-up with the flawless, glossy finish that can only be 

achieved by an hour sit-down with a professional cosmetics artist, their breasts sculpted into 

perfect teardrops by the best surgeons oil money can buy.  One particularly stunning 

specimen—at least six feet tall, her perfectly proportioned legs, hips, and breasts accentuating 

the tailor cut of her red suit—strides across the open courtyard in sling-back stilettos, puffing 

on a cigar with bee-stung red lips.  A man in a business suit finds her, pulls her away from the 

crowd by the hand. 

  I am at a lounge table with Harriet and her friend Carol, a top horn player in the Dallas 

Symphony Orchestra who picked both of us up from our crappy suburban hotel and squired us 

away to Dallas splendor in her shiny new BMW.  While Harriet and Carol catch up with each 

other, I sit silently at the end of a table, trying to smooth my poofy hair into sleek straightness 
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with my hands, with little success.  Other than my concert dress, I didn’t pack any fancy clothes 

for the tour.  I sit in the midst of the lavish Dallas scene wearing corduroy pants that have been 

rip-hemmed at the waist and ankles.  Even with the rip-hem, the pants are much too long on 

me and I step on them a lot in the RV; the bottoms of them are filthy scraps of disintegrating 

corduroy, underneath which its possible to detect the plastic American-flag flip flops I bought at 

a JC Penny four years ago.     

 I try to console myself with the idea that I’m a really interesting person, a smart person, 

a talented person.  A professional trombonist.  Who needs perfect hair and breasts? I think, 

staring down at my cuticle-bitten hands.  A woman wearing a slinky top sits a few feet away 

from me, her skin a perfect buttery tan, every cinnamon strand of her hair in place.  One look at 

her and I feel invisible.  No amount of interesting life stories or trombone skills can make up for 

hair and skin and breasts like that, I think.  If I took off all of my clothes and stood in the middle 

of this Dallas courtyard while playing the world’s most difficult trombone concerto while 

dancing a jig, I would still be invisible next to ol’ slinky top over there.   

  I want to leave, but Harriet and Carol are having a good time, reminiscing about past 

orchestras they’ve played in, catching up on the gossip of the classical music world: which 

trombonist is sleeping with which bassoonist, which percussionist lost his mind and stormed 

out of rehearsal cursing a famous conductor.  Carol is in her mid-thirties, one of the very few 

black women to have a top spot in a national orchestra.  She exudes confidence and poise, her 

short hair accentuating high cheekbones and almond-shaped eyes.  I’ve never hung out socially 

with a professional classical musician of her caliber, and I’m in awe of her.  She is complaining 

to Harriet about the Dallas orchestra’s season program. 
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 “They are doing all this bullshit to build their endowment,” Carol says.  “They think all an 

orchestra needs to become top-tier is money, but the problem is that you can’t buy taste.  It’s 

one thing to shamelessly insert Eine Kleine Nachtmusik into half the concerts or to go 

overboard on the Beethoven.  But the I Love Lucy theme song? The Looney Tunes soundtrack? 

That’s just fucked up.” 

 Harriet nods sympathetically.  “That’s right, that’s right,” she says. 

 “We should not have to be playing Pink Floyd to get an audience,” Carol continues.  

“And can you believe it? I’m not even kidding about this Pink Floyd stuff.  Next thing I know 

there’s going to be a laser show going on in the concert hall and teenagers will be in the box 

seats dropping acid.  God forbid we play real music, anything that’s actually challenging to an 

audience, something they might not like right away.” 

 “Wait,” I say, my mind coming out of a fog of self-pity at my less than perfect breasts.  

“Are you telling me that even though you have a top spot in one of the best orchestras in the 

country…” I trail off, not knowing exactly what I’m trying to say. 

 “But no,” Carol continues.  “We can’t play anything that might expand everyone’s mind.  

The poor little audience members might hurt their brains if they use them too much.” 

 “You don’t think the music is serious…” I continue. 

 “Lately, I don’t know about anything anymore,” Carol says.  “I did not spend my life 

getting this good to play soundtrack music.” 

 “You play soundtrack music...” I say. 

 “Yeah,” Carol says looking at me with a wry expression.  “My job is nothing like what you 

probably think it is.”  
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Soundtrack Music: New York City, 2003 

One day, on my way to work at the company that was not The New York Times, I passed 

through Madison Square Park and noticed an entire professional orchestra set up there.  I 

never learned which orchestra it was; it could have been the Philharmonic.  They were 

performing new work by living composers, composers who, unlike John Smith, were considered 

“serious” in the classical world (for all his commercial success, John Smith was ignored by 

classical music critics, in the same way that bestselling romance and mystery novels are ignored 

by literary critics).   

A few puzzled bystanders gathered around the orchestra to listen, but most people 

didn’t stop.  A few covered their ears as they hurried by.  As I listened to the piece—an atonal, 

discordant jumble of notes with no discernable rhythm or melody— I overheard a conversation 

between two old men sitting on a nearby bench. 

“This is awww-ful,” one of the men said in a hearty New York accent. 

“If they put 30 guys with kazoos together it would sound better than this,” the other 

said. 

The audience reaction to this piece of music—this “serious” postmodern classical 

composition—was the exact opposite of audience reaction to John Smith’s music.  No one 

could get away from it fast enough.  And as much as I lamented the banality of John Smith’s 

compositions, it’s not like I disagreed with the men on the bench.  This music—this atonal non-

melodic stuff, this experimental noise, this John Cage-esque, theory-inspired, hyper-cerebral 

“let’s all smash eggs in a piano and listen to the sounds they make”—did not make for an easy, 

pleasant listening experience in the park.  It was music most likely composed in an academic 
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department, music that had more in common with a complex math equation than a 

recognizable tune.  If John Smith’s music was like the Scarecrow—no brain—this “serious” 

composition was Tin Man music— no heart.  It was most likely being performed in the park 

because of the academic theory (called “concrete music”) that the noises of New York City 

traffic—the belches of buses, the car horns, the men talking on the bench—were part of the 

composition.     

I had first become exposed to the aesthetics of “living composers” (the term a 

testament to the fact that most people think of classical composers as dead) during summer 

music camp.  The music camp was an inexpensive two-week program for middle and high 

school kids in Winchester, the same town where I took lessons.   Each summer, a music 

graduate student would be invited by the camp directors to foist one of his (it was always a 

dude) Avant-garde compositions on defenseless middle school children.  And so we spent hours 

practicing and performing some piece of music that didn’t sound like music.  The graduate 

student would make tedious, incomprehensible lectures about the work’s meaning and get 

angry at us when his masterpiece didn’t sound right to him.  We’d all breathe a sigh of relief 

when his time was up and we got back to playing Vivaldi and Beethoven.      

  The graduate students, like the rest of our music teachers, met our resistance to the 

incomprehensible racket of contemporary compositions with a lecture about Stravinsky’s Rite 

of Spring.  This lecture was so overused, so overworn in the musical education world, that by 

the time we were teenagers we’d roll our eyes whenever anyone launched into it.  The lecture 

went like this: If you think recent compositions sound like noise, you’re not alone.  The sounds 

of Stravinsky were so unnerving to the audience at its Paris debut that they rioted in the 
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concert hall.  And now Stravinsky’s Rite of Spring is standard—it shows up in Disney’s Fantasia, 

it’s a popular piece at the ballet.  The riot it caused was just the resistance of the audience to 

Modernism, a period just as distinct and important as the Baroque, the Classical, the Romantic. 

This was all true and well and good.  And I liked Stravinsky’s Rite as much as the next 

Fantasia-watching kid.  But when it came to the latest experiments in ambient noise, music that 

involved an hour-long composition of a xylophonist hitting the same note over and over again, 

music in which the composer tossed dice during the performance to determine which note 

would come next— my heart took over my brain.  I could never appreciate the graduate 

students’ compositions on anything but an intellectual level.  Emotionally, they did nothing for 

me.  And even my intellect could only handle so much.  There is the sound of a trombone, 

which to me is still, always fresh.  And there is the sound of a trombone being fed through a 

meat-grinder, which is surprising and thought provoking.  But it is only fresh once; you never 

want to hear it again.   

I was not alone in this, clearly, if John Smith’s success amongst living composers was any 

indication.  But John Smith’s audience members were not the only ones who wanted something 

different than what the current classical world was offering.  During the years when I played 

weekend gigs with an ever-rotating cast of musicians, some of whom had PhDs from Julliard, 

we all lamented the sorry state of classical music in America.  We all lamented that John Smith’s 

syrupy-sweet, derivative soundtrack music had such a broad appeal.  We all lamented that 

audiences couldn’t tell the difference between the shiny perfect sound of a studio recording 

and the raw sound of a real live performance.  And like Harriet’s friend Carol, the professional 

in the Dallas Symphony, we all lamented that even the greatest national orchestras were 
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succumbing to absurdly dumbed-down season programs.  And yet, it wasn’t like any of us made 

a habit out of listening to cutting-edge experimental compositions.  Not once during the years 

that I worked for John Smith—years in which I spent hours and hours on long car rides with a 

variety of professional classical musicians—did anyone ever play or request to hear or even 

mention the late-twentieth century composers listed as important in my college music history 

textbooks: Terry Riley.  György Ligeti.  Edgard Varése.  John Cage.  George Crumb. 

What bothered me about the concert in Madison Square Park was this: Despite a 

decade of classical trombone lessons and several semesters of college courses in music theory 

and history, I reacted to the work of living composers the same way the musically uneducated 

did, by walking away as fast as possible (though I refrained from actually covering my ears). 

 

You Are Special Tour 2004: Dallas to Albuquerque 

  You don’t notice it at first.  You look out the window one moment and the country is as 

flat and hot and crowded as a Thomas Friedman column.  But then, somewhere a few hours 

west of Dallas, you look again, more closely this time.  There are fewer cars, then very few, then 

you are, as far as you can tell, a passenger aboard a single vessel sailing on an open sea, with 

nothing in sight but hundreds of miles of empty space.  There are no Ruby Tuesday’s, no Wal-

Marts, no strip malls, no truck stops full of chicken gizzard buffets.  Even the usual roadside 

litter of sandwich wrappers and coke cans and plastic bags—the land birds of interstate travel 

that signify nearby islands of restaurants and gas stations—disappears.  Some muscle between 

your lungs and your stomach loosens, and you are able to take a deep breath for what seems 

like the first time since the tour began.  There is plenty of space you think.  Plenty of space for 
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us all in this land that stretches all the way to the sky where the horizon is dark silver and 

glittering, as if the rest of the Earth after that point is wrapped in aluminum foil.  This is the 

America that everyone comes looking for— the open, the untamed, the West— and after six 

weeks on the road in which you have seen the same landscape over and over and over again, 

from Maine to Georgia to Arkansas (Wal-Mart, Lowe’s, Cracker Barrel, repeat, repeat, repeat) 

you are unspeakably relieved to look out the window and see that this America—the empty, 

the uninhabited— is still here.  Somewhere, in the background, you hear John Smith ask 

Harriet, “What is Barcelona?” and for a moment, just before you make a mental note to mock 

this question with Harriet later in your hotel room (It’s a major city in Spain you doofus!), you 

pause to marvel at the question’s Whitman-esque quality: What is Barcelona? What is America? 

What is the West? What is the desert?  What is the sky? What is emptiness?  A child said, What 

is the grass?  

 

You Are Special Tour 2004: San Diego 

  John Smith is waltzing with Kim to the Latin jazz song “Oye Como Va,” but the song is in 

five and he's waltzing in three and everyone on the boat—a moonlight cruise through Mission 

Bay—is staring at them.  Couples who had been expertly salsa-dancing stop mid-step to make 

way for John Smith, who is dragging Kim in a forward line that is more tango than waltz.  His 

face is turned away from hers and he is smiling his fake concert smile—the velociraptor, all 

jawline and teeth—that smile that is unconvincing because its always accompanied by a 

terrified look in his eyes.  I watch the members of the live salsa band as they watch John Smith 

tango-waltzing through the boat’s cabin.  After the song is done they announce a break and flee 
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the stage.  And I notice that behind them is a man with a laptop computer that is hooked up to 

the speakers— and I wonder if the live salsa band is actually live. 

 It’s a Friday night and the boat is full of drunken college kids.  Maybe they are fraternity 

and sorority pledges, or maybe just friends; at any rate, all one hundred or so of them seem to 

know each other.  I sit awkwardly alone the middle of their party on the deck.  But even sitting 

alone in the middle of a frat party is preferable to watching John Smith and Kim waltz-tango to 

salsa music, and it’s certainly preferable to sitting in the boat’s cabin with Patrick, who gets 

drunk quickly and waxes poetic about Irish music and my talents as a trombonist.  Harriet, the 

voice of sanity and reason, is off with relatives in San Diego.  As for me, I noticed only after I 

boarded the boat that there are only two bathrooms for over a hundred people, and my anxiety 

over this fact (even though I don’t have to pee and I know it) is preventing me from having 

much fun. 

 As I sit alone on the party boat, I miss Seth, even though it’s been months since we’ve 

broken up.  And I wonder if I will ever be lucky enough to have another Real Adult Boyfriend.  

Even if I wasn’t traveling across America, even if I lived in one place and met some fantastic guy 

(who is this person? I can’t picture him at all), I wonder who in the world would want to date 

someone who thinks she has to pee all the time (but doesn’t).  How do you explain such an 

embarrassing thing to someone, even a Real Adult Boyfriend? How do you explain that your 

job, which sounds glamorous, is actually a sham? How do you explain that you don’t actually 

possess unusual intelligence or unique talent? How can someone else find you special if you 

aren’t so special? 
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 And then I think of John Smith.  The way Kim agreed to be tangoed around the boat with 

him, even though she was clearly embarrassed.  John Smith has no unusual intelligence or 

unique talent.  And yet.  He is certainly special.  It’s his determination that makes him so.  His 

willingness to do a waltz even if it comes out as a tango and to do it when everyone else is 

doing a salsa.  He tangos right through seemingly insurmountable obstacles, performing his fake 

concerts and curing cancer.  He touches hearts and he knows it because people literally say to 

him, “You have touched my heart.”  Did he always know he was special or did he realize it only 

after the one-hundredth fan told him “You are special.  You have a real gift”?  Or was it only 

after he had a million fans? 

 The next day I decide to get as far away from John Smith and the others as possible.  We 

have three days off in San Diego—the most time between concerts for the entire tour with the 

exception of our Hurricane hideout in Cartersville, Georgia.  I pack a plastic laundry bag with a 

newspaper, my journal, a bath towel, and a complimentary hotel bagel and march down to an 

isolated spot on Mission Beach where I spend the entire day alone, staring into the Pacific, 

watching birds play in the surf.   

There are so many of them, diverse in colors and sizes, a whole Bird World flocking 

around and dancing on the sand and singing.  There are large birds that nosedive deep into the 

water and explode out a few minutes later with fish wriggling in their beaks, their wings 

spraying sea foam as they make a powerful ascent into the hazy yellow sky. There are elegant 

long-necked birds and birds with long, pencil-thin beaks.  There are tiny birds that move in 

groups, leap-frogging over one another as they scamper down the shoreline, picking at the sand 

for tiny scraps.  There are boastful seagulls flapping up a ruckus.   

234 



 One small seagull finds a little clam and pretends like it’s nothing so the other birds 

won’t fight him for it.  He waits for them to walk away, nonchalantly scratching his feathers 

with his beak.  But as soon as their backs are turned he quickly breaks open the clam and strips 

it of its salty meat.  Even birds know the value of a good fake performance. 
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