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MAKE ME WORK

ONE-WOMAN BLUES REVIVAL

As Lisa drove to the radio station, it started raining again, a cold, prickly rain that made her windshield look like a special effect on TVâ€”the world dissolving into something else, one luminous dot at a time. And not a moment too soon, she thought. Cut. Fade to sunny seashore scene. It had been raining now for more than a week, and this was mud season to begin with, when the snowmelt came down from the mountains. The mantle of the earth was mush. Struggling to open the hood of her quixotic car this morning, she'd stepped on her front lawn, and it sucked the boot off her foot. Water stains were etched on her ceilings, like antique maps of her craggy heart.

She left the wipers off and turned on the radio instead. Milo Puccini, who had the show before hers, was playing a new cover of “Over the Rainbow” by Brain Bandage, a group of cyberpoppers from Secaucus, New Jersey, whose music featured hostile military drumming, phase-shifted guitar fuzz, drugged boys chanting, andâ€”you had to hand it to themâ€”a Chicano trumpet section, which took you by surprise. But Chicano trumpets or not, it was still robot music, reveling in its own soullessness. Lisa didn't get itâ€”kids and their trips these days. When she was in college, she'd taken a cultural-history course with a professor whose favorite phenomenon was the “sunset effect”â€”the tendency of things to get most garish just before they disappearâ€”and that was how she explained pop music to herself now: a tremulous thing glowing weirdly in the dusk, like phosphorescent lichens on fallen trees.

It was Lisa's job to defy the darkness, to keep the old light shining, however thin and ghostly. She did the classic-rock show on WWHY in Hollyfield, Vermontâ€”ten in the morning to four in the afternoon. She'd done it for seven years. She played all the great stuff on her show, with emphasis on the tunes you would have heard when the station was founded, twenty years beforeâ€”back when the whole town wore Guatemalan peasant blouses and ate umeboshi plums. She didn't personally go back
that
far. But neither was she a newborn like Milo here, fresh out of Hollyhock College on the hill.

The sopping landscape was disappearing nicely. She shivered and turned up the heat in her old Toyota. It was a homely little stump of a car from the early nineteen-eighties. You still saw a lot of them on the roadâ€”never-say-die vehicles, which usually came in blue, orange, or white. Lisa had found one in metallic mocha. She was lucky that way. But hers was saying die. It had taken twenty minutes to get the thing going this morning, and every time she hit a puddle it almost conked out. It didn't like to be wet. Neither did she. She had an image of Mitchell, her husband, somewhere warm and dry, with some little someone, enjoying her misery. It was a thoroughly irrational thoughtâ€”Mitchell wasn't aware of her misery and, as far as she knew, he wasn't seeing anybodyâ€”but at least it was more rational than her sleepless conviction at 3 a.m. that Mitchell was somehow making it rain. It was a strange thing, estrangement. And
she'd
left
him
.

When she couldn't see the painted line on the road, she chickened out and flipped the wipers to high, and something better happened than the mere reappearance of the world. The wipers were exactly in sync with “Over the Rainbow,” hitting it right on the backbeat, fitting in fine with the android groove. More than fine: they were the most happening thing on the tune. And when, bit by bit, the wipers went out of phase, Lisa kept time with them and let “Over the Rainbow” deconstruct itself. Brain Bandage would have liked that, and for that reason she arrived in the station parking lot liking them more. But she couldn't account for the drive that got her there. She'd flown the whole trip on autopilot, something she'd been doing more and more these days. So far, nothing bad had happened. Maybe her shrink was right, and it really was her subconscious mind she was supposed to trust, even for the allegedly conscious things.

She should have seen the end coming when she started conducting her marriage through the dog. But it began innocently enough; even Mitchell had found it amusing at first. The dog was a black Lab named Jesse, which Lisa had bought two years ago. She'd always wanted a puppy. Mitchell had always opposed getting one. He didn't really care for living things; it was all he could do not to kick her cat. Lisa was suspicious when he finally relented, but she hoped his heart had opened to the concept of family. She didn't deny that Jesse was her surrogate son, and soon she was talking to him that way. When Mitchell came home after work, she'd say, “Look, Jesse, Daddy's home! I wonder if Daddy got those groceries the way I asked him.” If Mitchell was in a good mood, he'd say, “Yes, Jesse, I got the groceries. They're in these paper bags your mommy can see perfectly well I'm carrying. And now I wonder if Mommy's planning to cook my dinner for me.” They had some yuks doing the communication riff with Jesse. But then Lisa started doing it more and more, for all the stuff that was really pissing her off. “Well, Jesse,” she might say, “I thought your daddy could sit and talk to me for a while, but I guess he'd prefer to catalogue his record collection some more.” Or, “What do you know, Jesse? Daddy's in another one of his crummy moods.” By the end, she wasn't saying anything to Mitchell except by telling it to the hound. It was confusing for Jesse, poor beast, especially when the screaming started.

Mitchell, a mercurial man, owned the record store in Hollyfield. Four months ago, Lisa had left him after eight years of marriage. He hadn't been abusive, exactly. He was just a self-centered goon whose charm of a decade before had dissolved entirely in his mania for collecting artifacts and memorabilia of the history of rock â€˜n' roll, in particular anything having to do with the life and career of Elvis Presley. Mitchell had come into this world as a normal Presley fan, but he'd evolved into one of those people who buy black-velvet paintings of Elvis, and bourbon bottles shaped like the King in Vegas, and don't see anything funny about it. He attended rock-nostalgia trade shows. He
corresponded
with other collectors. For eight years, he had pretended to be preparing himselfâ€”mentally, financiallyâ€”for the child Lisa wanted to have, and then he announced that he thought a dog and a cat were sufficient.

When Lisa decided to move out, she got the notion of a cabin in the woodsâ€”just she and Jesse and the cat, away from Hollyfield and everyone who knew her and Mitchell together. She would purify herself with a winter alone and then start her life again in the spring, reborn with the bees and the daffodils. It seemed like a good idea at the time. Now, after that winter in the woods, analyzing her life, she was at the edge of the map, where it says “Here be dragons.” She should have sampled some other opinionsâ€”Milo's maybe. You'd never catch Milo falling for the old bucolic fantasy. Or Brain Bandage. Brain Bandage would have stayed right there in town with the empty mill buildings and the crowded bars.

She found an early-nineteen-sixties ranch-style house for rent five miles into the countryâ€”a joyless little box that in any location but the redemptive woods of Vermont would have bummed out the Buddha. The house had a redwood deck overlooking the back yard, and that had clinched it for Lisaâ€”standing on the deck with the realtor, looking into the evergreens. The realtor was a matronly woman named Louise, who said the woods were full of wild pink dogwoods in the spring. A yearning possessed Lisa to see songbirds land in the salmon-colored blossoms. She wanted to sit on the deck with her coffee at dawn and watch bunnies hop in her parcel of lawn. She dismissed the long, cold months she'd have to spend inside the house, which had been rented for years by two old-time hippie couples who'd left the four simple rooms in terrible shape. They'd left other things, too, including a plastic bag full of pennies on the kitchen counter, like an offering to something or someone (the Maharishi, perhaps, whose image adorned a lapel button stuck to a corkboard by the phone), and a note, pushpinned to the basement door, that read, “Peace be on this troubled place.”

It crushed Lisa's spirit to step through the glass doors of WWHY's one-story bunker, but at least it wasn't raining in there. If she'd been paying attention in the past year, she'd have seen that bad architecture was enveloping her existence like the aura announcing an epileptic attack. For twenty years, the station had been housed in a funky old Victorian on the campus side of town, a former Hollyhock women's dorm that contained the whole essence of WWHY. But six months before Lisa left Mitchell, the struggling station was bought by a speculator named Otto, who also owned this concrete abomination out on Route 100. So far, he'd done nothing to his new acquisition but rip it up by its roots and drag it across town. Lisa doubted he'd ever mess with the programming. Musically, Otto was at the plaid-pants end of the dial, and some other local descendants of Lawrence Welk already had a station up there, wallpapering their assigned frequency with easy-listening goo. If Otto believed in anything, he believed in markets, and everybody knew what WWHY's market wasâ€”Hollyhock College and the bands of hippie leftovers living all through these beautiful green hills of Vermont.

Another glass door gave onto the hallway, its cinder-block walls made to resemble nougat candy by a thick coat of pastel-speckled rubberized paint. The whole building belonged under the earthâ€”a genuine bunker, where you could stare at soft-serve concrete till you ran out of water, ate the cat food and then the cats, and finally climbed out to see what was left. We should be breathing through tubes, thought Lisa, walking down the hall. Milo was in the announcer's booth, his Eraserhead haircut partially obscured by the big white headphones adorning his ears like landing lights. Lisa made a face at him through the glass, but he didn't see. Rodney, engineering in the opposite booth, opened his mike and spoke into Milo's phones. Milo turned and saw Lisa, and began slapping his watch. I know, I know, she answered, mouthing the words. She was forty minutes late.
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