
Nighthawks

It’s a Tuesday when my second cousin Blith’s dad called, and I was curled up on our house’s ratty couch, checking webcomics that I used to like and haven’t yet unsubscribed from. 


Blith is a “young rapper,” her dad says. He’s a sort-of-uncle who always blended into the general grey-ness of relatives at Thanksgiving. I haven’t had a conversation with him since the funeral. We talked about how confident my dad was, what a good speaker. “A good conversationalist,” that’s what he’d said.


“We just need someone to kind of keep an eye on her for a few days while I’m at a business conference.” 


“We figured you could show her around the college a few times,” Uncle Louis says. “She hasn’t been doing too well in school, we figured she might need some motivation. Maybe she’ll be a graduate student someday. Especially in math, which I know you could probably help with. How’s the research coming?”


“Good,” I say. Uncle Louis knows what I’m studying enough to ask me about it, but I’d still have to explain for a while before he understands everything. He used to be a math professor, I don’t know what he does now. “I’ve almost proved something I’ve been trying to prove for a while.”


“You’re doing research in topology, right?” Uncle Louis sounded a little wistful, almost admiring. “We’re a little worried about Blith. But she’s a good kid.” The last time I saw Blith she was a kid, a shy ten or eleven year old whispering to a friend at my father’s wake, eating too many grapes with toothpicks stuck through them. Uncle Louis and I agree to meet Friday after school.


Blith waves goodbye to her dad. She’s wearing long socks with pictures of chickens and a dark orange hat. It doesn’t look like she’s trying to be cool, just like she has separate pieces of clothing she fell in love with at some store. She talks fast, like a TV personality, like a reality show contestant who doesn’t understand the concept of the reality show, just ad libs the answers to questions. 


“Your supposed to be a math genius, right? My dad says you’re really into birdwatching. I read there’s a bird with a super sharp beak that sucks the blood from cows.” 


“Yeah,” I said, “A vampire finch.”


“A vampire finch. What if there were a vampire kind of every animal?” she asks, pulling her hair back behind her ears in individual clumps of strands, and I tell her there’s a bird in Papua New Guinea that makes a beautiful singing noise with it’s wings, and a bird in South America with four stomachs that eats grass. We both like to watch old reruns of Steve Irwin. 


“My dad probably told you I want to be a rapper. He tells everyone that because he doesn’t understand it,” she tells me. “He thinks it’s new and weird. Sort of exciting, but also sort of suspicious.”


“My grandparents never understood the birding thing. But my dad taught me how to bird.”


“I think it’s cool that you bird,” Blith says, and she talks about meeting David Attenboro once on an airplane. She doesn’t bird, but she’d like it if she did. She’d like to watch the acorn woodpeckers fill grids of holes in trees with acorns, for a reason scientists have yet to really figure out.


“You know bluejays? They actually play hide and seek with each other. For fun, I’ve watched them do it.” I feel like I’m sharing a secret with her.


We eat mulberries from the bushy trees outside the physics labs, they exploded in our mouths. She told me she was a weird kid. “I used to take the mulberries and crush them in bags to make purple juice, and kept the bags of juice under my bed until they went bad and my dad found them.” 


“I want to be a kid again. I want to make a bag of juice,” she says, and we push the purple berries into mush.


She stays in the spare bedroom in my house. The next day – Saturday – she leaves before I wake up to eat breakfast with a friend, and runs into me on the way back to the house. When she gets there, she glances at me, smile curling up like a silver of hair.

“Hey,” I say. She has her skater uniform on, a shiny leather-ish jacket, converses and neon colored baseball hat. It’s like some extreme sports suit for scuba diving or ice climbing, like a suit of armor. 


“Hey,” she says back. We decide to go to the shore of the lake that borders the college. We sit on the ground and scoop up sand, and mound into little castles.


“My father basically cares about math. That’s all he cares about. Like a few times he didn’t pick me up from elementary school because he was actually too involved in a math problems.”


“He forgot?” I say.


“Yeah, supposedly, but I think he just didn’t care.”


“Maybe he’s designing a machine to save the world,” I say.


“He’s probably designing a child control, so I stop dressing this way. He hates the way I dress.” She pulls her bangs across her face and the little strands hang down.


Her laugh reminded me of someone really enjoying a drink. We laughed for a long time, bubbling up from our throats like soda, like words spoken too fast to hear.


“My dad could tell Uncle Louis to shut up and pay attention,” I said. “He would whip your dad into shape.”


“Your dad was cool,” Blith says. “I remember how he used to read to us from National Geo. That was awesome.” 


“Well, I thought he was cool, at least some of the time. We’d do math problems in his basement, it was cluttered with all this old stuff, furnitue and junk from when he was a kid, even his stuffed animals.”


The basement was the place with math comics clipped and taped to the wall. When my dad solved math problems, he paced with violent footsteps from couch to wall, halting sometimes in the middle of the floor while I played with the numbers and sketch tiny graphs in the margins of the notebook.







             
“Yes, that’s something,” he’d say, and pull the paper across the table, stare down at his index finger on the paper. “This is the sine, right? Let’s draw another picture.” He’d blow a long puff of air out when we figured out something worthwhile. “Interesting. OK.” I always used to imagine him with an imaginary cigarette poking out of one side of his mouth, even though he never smoked. His binoculars were like a compass needle spinning to point toward the answer. One day I realized his skin had creases in it as deep as cuts, and he looked both beautifully and scarily old, like a tough gorilla. 







  
“That’s so geeky,” said Blith. “You sound like my dad’s dream child.”                             
“I was a geeky kid,” I admitted.






     
“For sure,” Blith says, and laughs and then says, “That’s cool, though. That’s OK.”

    
There was the sucked out hole of an ant lion next to one of our mounds. “Let’s get an ant to feed it,” says Blith. We crawl around on the sand, and it’s amazing how easy it is to find ants, we see one in a few seconds. We bump it along with our fingers toward the ant lion’s hole. The ground rearranges, the ant scrambles and falls into the den where the ant lion –the jaws of death – are waiting. 








   
             
“Your dad says you’re not doing well, he says you’re cutting classes, failing your classes,” I say. We watch the ant move like a leaf in the ant lion’s mouth.

               
“Yeah. No one’s really too fond of that school.” Blith toys with her bangs, swinging them in front of her eyes.









   
“What do you mean?” The ant is being consumed now, one leg at a time, crinkled like tissue.













“Someone snuck into the school Thursday night and shit in the principal’s desk drawer. And yesterday there was an assembly, and they told us we needed to clean up our acts, and we had to eat lunch at assigned tables.”






   
      
“The school had to do something,” I said. I liked school OK as a kid. I guess I was lucky. I liked math. I liked to stare at it until the numbers made sense. “But I guess they shouldn’t have punished everyone.” I look at her, into her blue eyes like shiny beetles, her hair curled tight.  
Blith shrugs. I pick up a cigarette by it’s end, like I’m picking up a rat by the tail, then I remember I shouldn’t smoke in front of Blith. 





         
“I don’t think they care if they punish everyone,” she says. I want to tell Blith that groups of people are like math formulas. They only make sense when you deconstruct them. I look at Blith’s eyes, sharp like a bird’s, and her cryptic clothes. I pick up her hat and put it back on her head backwards.








             
 “If I was your teacher,” I said, “I’d let you poop in my desk all you wanted.” I smile and flick some sand in her direction. I’d let her wear her lime green hat in class, I’d give her a place to hide during pep rallies. I’d hang out with her in detention, we’d make paper airplanes with jokes inside.









 
“Maybe I’d just move into the school. I’d move in and we could have sleepovers.” I realize that sounded wrong. “You know. In a fun way.”




       
“I’ll move in too,” Blith says. “My dad probably wouldn’t notice I was gone.” 
  
I’m holding my hands like I’m carrying an egg of worry, perfectly smooth inside my hands. I wonder about the waiting time before you become one of the they, one of the people who make the rules, and realize rules are built into the world, like rhythms. A yellow warbler swoops in, the “Sweet, sweet, very very sweet bird,” that I once called a “flower bomb” because it exploded into trees. The yellow warbler turns when I move to get up. I always thought of birds as responding to me, every twitch and hop matching one of mine, like extensions of myself set in the air.  










             
I was part of the science olympiad in eleventh grade. I was the team’s expert in optics, but during the competition I couldn’t finish the test, I just couldn’t quite understand one of the questions and I kept obsessing, unable to focus on anything else. “You,” my dad told me, after I’d come home, “You are someone who knows that there’s always something deeper. Daryl, you dig for depth.” I held my head down and watch his binoculars bob up and down on his thick neck. He watched everyone, and he’d seen me. He asked me to go with him to Los Alamos, New Mexico to tour the Manhattan project museum, where our Feynman played pranks and built the bomb. We stood in front of where he lived, in an old brownstone, and talked about buzzing up to see if we could look inside his old apartment.


We looked for burrowing owls. We drove to all the places in the city where burrowing owls had been sighted, all the vacant lots riddled with trash, and we nodded at police and scanned for any mark that could be a brown, spindly legged bird. When we finally saw one, he gasped, and we shared the binoculars, passing them back and forth like a drink.


Blith has a pink and blue toothbrush that looks like something from Tellitubbies. She spent almost five minutes brushing her teeth, sometimes humming while she brushed.


I dream Blith is the leader of a great cult that took over Michigan. We ran up the highest mountain in the state. Her dad was next to the path, walking a sad looking dog. He smelled like shit. We kept running, diagonally, feet eating chunks of dirt. I scream, and Blith screams back. “Let’s go to the rainbow!” she says.


Blith slid down a rainbow connecting the top of the mountain to the suburban streets down below, like on a Lucky Charms box. The rainbow was paved with plastic coated faces, like a 3-D magazine photo. I saw Martha Stewart and Clinton, also Anne Frank. “Come on the rainbow, let’s go,” she said, and dragged me by the folds of my shirt. Blith wore a vintage shirt with lace on the cuffs, just old enough to be hip, and jeans with a rip in the seams, and socks with pictures of dogs eating lollipops.


So I took a step onto the rainbow, and we slid down, and it’s lumpy, like yogurt in some places, and rough like the road, but it gave way beneath me like an ant lion hole and we fall through. Blith drew down her hand like she was offering me a special present, and I took it.


“Bow to me,” Blith said, “Come on.” 


I bowed down, fancifully. She laughed that rough, dark laugh.


“Get up. Let’s get out of here,” she said. I let her lead me, jumping, back up the mountain and into the sky.


The next day – Sunday – we take a tour of the campus, then come back to the house a few minutes before Blith’s dad is supposed to pick up Blith on the way home from the conference. It occurs to me to drive Blith home in my car, and I try to call Uncle Louis but no one picks up. We talk, and wait, it gets to be ten minutes, fifteen minutes after Blith’s dad should have come. We decide to make collages by cutting semi-random words out of magazines. Her’s says, “Your mother’s face solves all my problems.” Mine says, “Adventures with Artichokes.” 


Blith began to carefully construct a face, snipping out eyes.


“Are you making a mother?” I ask.


“Yeah, with Martha Stewart’s nose, George Bush’s eyes, and Justin Timberlake’s mouth.”


“A goddess,” I say, and Blith looked down at her hands and laughed a little. I love that laugh, short and private, like an envelope with something surprising in it.


“What if aliens tried to understand our culture through reading books and stuff?” I said. “They’d read Harry Potter and think there were wizards.” 


“They’d think everyone had a boyfriend or a girlfriend,” Blith said, ripping a little hole in the top of the paper and threading a string on the desk through the tear. She hung the sign on the door. Thirty minutes after Blith’s dad should have come. I wondered if he’d actually forgotten, gotten too lost in math thoughts, or if his conference was just running late.


“Maybe they’d think musicals were written by people who just sang all the time.” She smiled again, I realize I can imagine exactly the smile she would use in front of aunts and uncles.


We play Apples to Apples, and say the green cards you win describe you. Blith is Uncomfortable, Famous and Masculine. I am Smooth and Terrible.


Blith admits she wants to cut her hair, super short, to look like one of the women who were soldiers in ancient times. 


I like the way hair clippings overlap like feathers or unfurling pine needles. I remember when my dad would ask me questions about my favorite video games on the way home, and I would answer, but it always just felt like nothing coming out of my mouth. I pictured a white square of snow, coming out of my mouth and blocking off my neck.


Finally, we see the red body of her dad’s car. It looks like a giant beetle, like the armor of an ant lion. It looks like if you stepped on it, it would crack open and bug juice would flow out. “See you, see you!” Blith yells, and says, “Have artichoke adventures!” and hugs me, a long hug,  not normal for Blith, and I watch the car out front, idling, her dad’s not coming in, just waiting, the hood looks crisp like a fruit skin, smooth and terrible.


Blith’s dad walks into the room a second later, alone, Blith is walking around in the parking lot outside.


“I’m so, so sorry to have to ask you this. Would you mind staying with Blith for another day? I thought the trip ended Sunday, but it actually ended Monday. Blith has a long weekend, for memorial day, so don’t worry about school.” His face looks like a rabbit’s, he looks like someone who would obsessively wash his face, over and over, someone who would wipe the germs off doorknobs.


“No problem. That’s fine, that’s totally fine,” I say, and I imagine the pizza he left out for a week, tomatoes congealed like rotten gums, the cheese sweating and stinking, and why not just put it in the trash. Why not just talk with your daughter, try to work it out. He thanks me again and starts to leave, then turns to look at me, as if he wants to say something.


“Your research is still going well?” he asks.


“As well as it can be,” I say, and he laughs, I realize I have never heard him laugh before. He has Blith’s laugh, full and sharp like he’s biting into food. I remember he laughed at my dad’s collection of math comics when he saw them.


In high school, my dad and I drew math-themed comics and taped them onto my binders. I showed them to my friends and they laughed and ignored me. “Do you get it?” I’d ask. “Because i is an imaginary number, and pi is an irrational number!” I’d program my friends’ calculators with the formulas they were supposed to remember on the tests. A few hipster kids even paid me to do it. “Where did you learn all this math?” they’d ask, “What do you do after school? Are you going to an ivy league?” with just enough bare curiosity to show they weren’t making fun of me, not exactly. I never told my dad I helped people cheat; it almost did not feel sinful then, only embarrassing. After he died, it began to feel sinful.

The next day – Monday – I wake up hot and agitated by a math problem I haven’t been able to solve. Fresh ideas spring up suddenly from everything I already knew, and after a few seconds turn into old ideas I’ve already tested and failed at. When I was young, I felt sure I would grow up to be part of a mathematician class, a group like a fantasy race in D&D, like a wizard or a Paladin. Either that or, at a certain point, I wouldn’t be able to do it anymore. The numbers would block my path and allow only people like my dad to pass through, into the inner math sanctum.
I start writing a proof of something I’ve already figured out.

    
When I write proofs, I feel like I am describing tiny sections of the world. I erase a sentence and say it better. The symbols are more elegant than words, a backwards E means “there exists.” Maybe Blith would like this symbol, it’s useful, stronger than “is,” makes existence more of a point. 








Whenever I try to explain a concept to someone who doesn’t know much about math, I imagine my father’s voice. The way his hands spread over the paper like wings. I paced across the floor and drank orange juice, and thought about the Monty Hall problem, the simplicity of the solution, the way it suddenly springs up from everything you already know. I thought about explaining the problem, and all my other ideas in front of an audience of experts, I thought about starting a math blog, explaining things via youtube videos, I’d open my mouth and out would come, “Let me show you a discovery I made yesterday while eating breakfast. Was anyone else’s childhood spent watching the same game shows over and over?” I was my father, sitting in his round swivel chair, and when I said my idea it was like the lights had been turned on, and we felt crazy with understanding, running around crazy to celebrate the new light. 
                            
We’re eating our last lunch at the dining hall. “Hey, Blith,” I say. “I want to show you something cool.” Her hands out on the table, curled like she’s about to type a message.  “Sit down. Hey, you know that show with the three doors, and one has a car behind it?”





     
            
        


      
“The Monty Hall Show? My mom watches that show all the time. It’s the same thing every time.”










   
“Want to know whether it’s better to switch or stay?”


She coils her fingers, cutting off leaks, trapping the air in the center like a cage. “Sure.”


“You would think it wouldn’t matter, right?” Blith keeps trying to suffocate air between her hands. She looks up at me, tilting her head, earrings spinning around like little bugs. “But it does matter. Think about it this way,” I say, and I draw out the three doors, “OK, let’s look at option one. Option one is you pick the door with the car behind it, right? So, do you know, what’s the chance you pick the door with the car behind it?”


“One third,” Blith says, looking down at the table with the embroidered flowers, the squares of threads like pixels. 


“Yeah, right? You could choose either of the goats, or the car. That’s three things, and you have an equal chance of picking either of the three. And the chance you pick the door with the goat behind it is two thirds,” I say. Blith moves her fingers in the shape of an animal with pointy ears, perching her two middle fingers on top of her thumb.


“So, look at this. If you choose, like say the first goat, Goat A, then Monty opens the door on the second goat, right? So if you switch, what happens?” I label Goat A. I label Goat B. I underline Goat B, just the way I planned.


“You get the car?” she says, sounding very unsure, but maybe willing to go along.


“Yeah, that’s right,” I say, my hand’s flying breathless over the page, underlining and starring. I draw a goat saying “Baah.” 


“But just look,” I say. “Just look. Look here, if you choose Goat A, and switch, you get the car. And if you choose Goat B, you get the car. You only get the goat if you choose the car first. That’s assuming you don’t want the goat, of course. Maybe you’d want the goat.”


“So the point is, you want to switch. Don’t stick to your guns on the Monty Hall Show. Do you sort of understand that?” 


“This sounds like something my dad would show me,” Blith tells me, picking at the threads of the roses that slowly come out, twisted.


“You know, math is just another way of looking at the world. It’s what I do, it’s how the world makes sense to me. Math can explain the things you do all the time, without even thinking about it. Like the Monty Hall Show. But if you don’t like math, don’t worry about it,” I told Blith. “In the future, no one cares if you like math. Only do it if you like it, you know what I mean?” 


“I’m pretty sure my dad’s always going to want me to like math.” 


“Well,” I tell Blith, “sometimes you don’t know you like something until you really try it.  You know? It’s like, if people say they don’t like a type of music before they’ve listened to it. I think your dad wants you to really try math.”


“Yeah,” said Blith. She keeps picking out the threads, now half a flower has disappeared, the pink strings in a loose coiled pile. “That sounds like something my dad would say. It’s cool if you like math, though. You can do it with my dad.”


 My phone shudders in my pocket. “Hey there, how’s the kid? I’ll be in town tomorrow around 2,” says the text, from Blith’s dad. 


“Can I see that text? Did he call me the kid? He always does that.” Blith sneaks a look at my phone and I pull it away. 


For a few months after my father died, I did math all the time. I started wearing his binoculars everywhere, even in my college classes, and sometimes in class I’d stop and stick my binoculars up to my eyes to look at a hawk flying by out the window.


And I realize I am crying, making spreading splotches on the paper, like bird shit. I imagine calling Uncle Louis’ house, leaving anonymous messages. “When did you last see your kid?” I would ask. “When’s the last time you talked with your kid?” I wish I could follow Blith’s dad around, speak to him like his conscience. ‘Don’t do that,’ I’d say, ‘Just try harder. Come on. You don’t want to do that.’ I swallow down my tears like medicine. I take the tears back into myself, there are more solidifying like rocks behind my eyes. 


I wonder what Blith’s dad would do if he saw Blith crying. What if Blith had started crying when her dad called her lazy, said she would never get famous? They say crying is not an option, but it is, it always has been and it always will be. It’s proof of sadness, a record you can keep for a long time. I am still crying. Blith notices. Blith is watching me, carefully, and the static sunlight lights up the wires of dust.


“You know what we should do?” she asks. “We should open a goat shelter, for all the goats left behind by contestants on the Monty Hall Show.”


Four years ago, my father had a stroke and had to go to the hospital. He had another stroke in the hospital, and that’s where he died. I would walk through the blue-white hallways noticing at other people. One time I saw a mom with an eight or nine year old kid holding the kid’s hand, and in her other hand holding three balloons tied to a bundle of flowers. “Remember to speak quietly around grandma,” she said. She sounded like a strict teacher, telling her child what was to be done. I imagine the mom leading her child down the aisles, pointing to the kind of flowers to buy, and which kind of balloons to buy, the solid blue balloons, quietly, firmly steering her away from the ones with words. 





               
My father can’t come outside, so we have to bring in the offerings we’ve prepared. I painstakingly cut up National Geographic magazines into little squares with safety scissors, clipping around the edges. I felt like I’d denied my father something, because I hadn’t bringing whole magazines, as if everything taken here had to be sterile and separate. I wish I could bring the whole basement’s worth of furniture and pizza boxes, fill up the hospital room.             
I feel tiny reading them aloud over his bed, reading out stories, it feels ridiculously complicated, like confession in morse code. He’s grateful, he says thank you with his thick lined neck moving, shuddering, I can see his breaths. Why should he be grateful, he used to read them all the time, he used to read hundreds. 

Blith and I eat lunch and decide to take a walk in the college arburetum. I look at birds. I look at the bright canada warblers and the careful, probing black and whites. There are no birds with three stomachs or vampire beaks.



                            
“There’s – that’s one of my favorite birds over there.” 


                   
“It’s beautiful,” she says, and we both stare for a few extended seconds. The duck is beautiful, green head the kind of iridescence that only birds have, and it just sits out in the middle of the pond. Most birding moments come in flashes, like drunken dreams. But this one stays, swimming in circles to show different angles of its chestnut throat and tiny yellow eyes. Moving down to pick up some algae with its beak. It is an endless, once in a lifetime moment, a moment you think will go away any minute. I take pictures, more and more, shooting constantly to catch the moment the wind ruffles the medallion feathers, the moment when the crest lifts like a tree growing in stop motion animation. But mostly I stare, I take in that beauty like tomorrow there will be no more wood ducks.








     
“Let’s keep going,” says Blith.






    
“No,” I say, “No.” There is me, and the bird, extending our moment together, as long as the bird wants to stay.   








      
“I’m going to leave, crazy bird person,” she says.



            
“Leave, I’ll catch up with you,” I see, I feel like I am waiting the duck out now, tracing it’s shapes and textures.








   
“Come on, we have to go, my dad’s going to be here,” she says. “I have to go,” and she leaves and later I am still there, and so is the duck, quietly modeling its beautiful body.
                
For a few months after my father died, I walked around with his binoculars and felt stupid, and always lying on my bed counting the birds that came to the window. Every time a bluejay lighted down I would stop and look in its dark smart eyes. And sitting on the steps listening to bird songs on my ipod, I’d see the two robins that nested in the shed nervously exploring the length and breadth of the yard. And I thought of the oneness of the world cutting into me like the handle of a heavy plastic bag.





         

I do math by copying down everything I already know, I am a ritualistic mathematician, releasing the formulas onto the paper like little birds. There were people my dad and I loved just because of their math, like Richard Feynman, we liked him for playing pranks on other scientists, we liked him for knowing how to pick locks, but we mostly liked him for doing these things in conjunction with math.








       
One day, when I was maybe nine or ten, I decided I wanted to visit Feynman’s grave, and bring flowers and lock picks and articles about science. I thought this idea was maybe too morbid, encroaching on strange, serious territory. But when I told my dad, he said, “We should pay our respects,” and told me he’d always wanted to go to Godol’s grave in Europe, and the small monument for Alan Turing in London, “to see them, and to let them know how we’ve gotten on without them, and how we wish they were still here.”


Blith calls me again the next day. “Guess what?”


“What?”











“I’m in a rap crew. Jared started a rap crew last year, he’s a senior, I saw them preform at this restaurant in town, and he asked me to join. They have some songs up on Bandcamp, and we’re going to produce more. People buy their stuff.” I feel her charged up, full of information, heart beating as fast as a bird’s.                                                                                                 
“Jared’s an amazing producer, and this other girl Kyra is one of the best rappers I’ve ever met,” Blith says. “I’m battling with them on Tuesday.” It makes me wonder if Blithe will ever be famous.












“What’s battling?” I don’t know anything about rapping.    



   
“Battle rapping. You should come,” Blith sounds like she’s smiling through the phone, “Don’t tell anyone, but I might even leave school to tour with them, next year.”                                  
“Hey, do you want to see my room?” Blith asks, and we Skype. 

   
    
There are mysterious posters of rappers on the wall, all decked in jewelry like old gods. “Who is this?” I asked.








   
“That’s Blackstar,” Blith said.







   
“What kind of songs do they write?”


“I don’t know. Rap songs.”


“You should show me some rap sometime.” Maybe we can go to a rap concert. I listen to Blackstar in my dorm room, I get so I can sing along to the choruses, I nod along with  the rhythm. As I expect from Blith, the raps are Outraged and Serious.
   
                          
I imagine Blith performing at the top of a glassed-in building in New York, staring down at the audience that’s reaching for pieces of her hands. She’s bursting with witty, cutting rhymes, she no longer jokes about her dad’s cluelessness, the stupidity of her school. If her dad could hear her rap, he would understand who she was; her teachers, too, would find out, and her friends. Her raps spill everywhere and coat the world in Blith-ness. Blith- ness is yellow and sticky and hard to get off of you.
  





            
I remember once my dad took me to a political debate, a senators’ debate I think, when I was maybe eleven or twelve. He was part of a small band of people, sitting scattered, who clapped and yelled “Yes!” during the speeches, in a breaking voice. “You mentioned earlier that you were in favor of reinstating water pollution standards. How do you intend to enforce that plan?” I remember my dad’s voice sounded like it was fighting. It went on and on, clearing out a space against all the quietly reasonable people in the room. The debate organizer did not take the question. It was too specific. My dad raised his hand again, neck out, leaning like a greyhound prepped to run. He seemed like he wanted to be a fantasy hero, a confronter of evil, a teller of truth, always trying to be in a slightly different story.


One time my dad and I went to the woods behind a cemetery near our house for father’s day. And we saw people’s shapes next to the graves, some making loud crying noises, most with different kinds of flowers. Straight bunches of carnations or goldenrod spilling out over a white paper wrapper. It doesn’t matter what the flowers look like, because they are all for people who are dead.










        
“Why is everybody here on the weekend? Why are so many people visiting graves?”    
He rasped, “Lower your voice, Daryl, these are people who’ve lost their fathers.” The flowers looked like people who were fainting, leaning over and down. The people enveloped in coats and hats crouched down and left the flowers to dry up slowly on the graves. It was almost shocking.












I said, “Let’s go back.” We retreated into the woods armed with our binoculars. We spend the rest of the day looking at birds, we pointed out the small traits that made them special. We keep our eyes on the sky, and since I am young enough I wonder what it will be like when he is dead, and since I am young enough dread fills my whole body.


The next week Blith’s dad asks me to tutor Blith at the college. But instead of tutoring she tells me we’re going to her friend’s house, because she has to practice rapping with her crew. 
Blith’s friends all dress like her, strange colored hats and hoodies with pictures of ice cream cones and animals.








        
Blith and her friends talk about politics, and skating, some, but mostly about rap. I hear their opinions about how Romney is an asshole and Sarah Palin should retire from politics to be a full time reality show contestant, referencing overhead political opinions and half-truths. They quote, and theorize, and laugh. I sit on the couch while they rap, throwing around rhymes, shamelessly making terrible puns. The boys say “mother fucker” and the girls say “bitch,” the swears have no bitterness, they are opinions, they mean something. I watch the conversation go by like a flock of geese, birds strung out in a line. The whole place feels like a place where people are feasting. Tearing into the world as if it were a chicken leg. And I am invisible, they ignore me, because they’re fifteen, and I am twenty three. I want to stay surrounded by the static of their words at all times.




     



   
It’s late and she’s about to go home. We’re sitting on the empty steps and the wood bends around our butts. I have a Blackstar song in my head, I sing it under my breath. My dad’s binoculars’ strap is chafing at my neck.






     
“You know, I used to love birds. I used to go birdwatching all the time. I used to want to be a bird.”










  
“Daryl, you were a strange child.” Blith laughs, and I smile self-deprecatingly. The moon is out. Soon migrating birds will cross the moon, we’ll see their silhouettes.

    
“We’re weird, right?”








   
“We’re weird,” I say, and I feel like putting my arm around Blith, but don’t. And I can hear my sadness ticking in me. And the wind pricking me, like wings are at my back.
     
“You know, when I was a kid I really liked my backyard, so I asked my mom to bury me there when I died?”









    
“Holy shit,” Blith almost falls down laughing. “I bet your mom freaked out.”           
“Yep.” We howled into the night. “My mom was worried, I could tell, worried I wouldn’t grow out of that.”









     
“You know, the other day I googled a girl I had a crush on a couple years ago. I don’t even know why. I ended up sending her a message on Facebook. At the time, I think I was pretty scared, kind of too scared to talk to her, you know.”





    
“Why did you do that?” she says, voice sudden and bare.


“I just wanted to see what she’s doing. I told her I had had a crush on her.”
   
  
“That’s really creepy.” Blith laughs a little, in a nervous, broken way. Her hair is like a wall of plants, climbing and bristling.






    
“You were too scared to talk to her? Really?”



             
“Yeah.” I remember that I’m behind in my research, I remember I haven’t talked to my mother in a few weeks, I remember I haven’t emailed any potential employers. There’s something worming its way through my body, pricking my skin. “Blith, I’m worried.” She places each strand of hair individually behind her ear.




            
“Why?”








          
“Because of lots of stuff. I’m just sad for the world, you know? I’m sad the world’s basically a bad place.”









 
“That’s depressing.”


“You know how sometimes you just wake up, and you don’t like something anymore?” 
“Maybe?”


“I’m worried I don’t like math anymore.” A hummingbird whizzes by like a star in a zoom out of the universe. If I pointed it out now, Blith wouldn’t see it until it was gone.


“I think you’ll always like math, like I always like rapping. It’s your thing.” she says. 
“I’m worried about you,” I say. “What if you don’t graduate?” If Blith doesn’t graduate, she’ll go on tour, I’ll watch her shows like I watch birds. I’ll be one of the only ones who knows what she was like when she was fifteen, about her fights with her dad and her loneliness.
        
Her voice is testy, strange. “You’re like 23. You’re hanging out with fifteen year olds.” I laugh and shrug.









         
“I do.”









             
“Blith,” I say, “You are someone who knows that there’s always something deeper. Blith, you dig for depth.” I don’t know if it’s true, but Blith waits, as if she’s trying to key into another frequency. A nighthawk slashes across the sky, looking like it’s eating stars. Nighthawks, closest relatives to owls, eyes like black discs. I want to tell her about it but the night shuts me up.


