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I SLIP INTO THE WATER. I didn’t plan to swim, but there’s still static 

fizzing in my veins from last night’s concert and as the river laps me 

up I’m cooling down, the static disappearing into a string of bubbles 

streaming out all around me and rising up from the deep channel, like 

there’s a diver down there somewhere. 

It’s been a while since they said I looked like my father. Time 

was they’d come up to me every night after the set with their 

autograph books and shake their heads when I signed my name. 

They’d look at me and say I had his corkscrew hair, they’d listen to 

me and it’s his voice they were hearing, his howling at the moon; his 

silver howls, clean as air. Then they got tired, or they got used to me, 

or maybe they just ran out of memory. But last night there was this 

one guy, shouting out between the numbers, Hey, junior. Do the dark 

song. Nah, I said, like I always do, and I spun right round so when I 

came back it was me he’d have to see. 

 

The water’s good, it puts the fire out. A world of it, washing from one 

side of the bay to the other, filling up the dirty muddy space between 



 

the banks. I swim out from the shallows and my feet dip down into it, 

tasting the darkness. And maybe there is life down there. Blind life, 

never singing up toward the light. 

I nearly met him once, your father, the guy said. 

Yeah, I said, me too. I nearly met him once. 

The guy stared. 

 

I cut out into the waves. They turn me this way and that so that one 

minute I’m looking back to the shore, the next out to the sandbank and 

the ocean beyond. Then I dip and surface again and there’s the bank, 

but whether it’s the place I started from or the one I’m swimming to I 

don’t know. 

This is how it was, that one time I nearly met my father. Must 

have been seven or eight, I don’t remember. We were okay without 

him until that call. He was music, and we were family; and my Mom 

had told me he could only do the music. But that birthday he’d sent 

me a kid’s guitar and then there was a call to say he was coming to 

visit. We stayed home a while and he didn’t come and then he called 

again and Mom said we were going out to the park and I took my 



 

guitar and I strummed my three notes and we waited. We waited by 

the lake, so we could see him from across the water as he came 

through the gates. I knew the shape of him, the size of him, I’d seen 

his picture in the music papers, stick-thin with the corkscrew hair. I’d 

heard him talk on the TV, I’d watched him singing with his eyes shut, 

always with his eyes shut. One time I asked my Mom if he was blind. 

No, she said, it’s just the world hurts his eyes. 

It’s getting dark. There’s a foghorn blaring close to my head and 

the white ridge of a wake knocks me sideways and I’m flapping in the 

water like a flounder. A wave makes toward me and for a minute I’m 

back under the sun on the West Coast but then it slaps against me, 

slow and thick and heavy. Harbor water, silting up my boots, filling 

up my clothes. 

That day the park was busy but I watched the gate. And time just 

rolled by on the clock, one and two and three, and I strummed them all 

on my guitar and Mom went real quiet. And the sun was bright and I 

shut my eyes. 

And when I opened them he was there, the other side of the lake, 

coat collar turned up, hands in the pockets of his cords, his guitar 



 

slung round him like he was going somewhere. I got up to run round 

to him but Mom got hold of my hand. 

No, she said, no. Let him come to you. 

I looked across. It was too far to see if his eyes were open but I 

saw him put his hand up, as if he was going to wave, but he didn’t 

move it. It was just up there in the air, flat palm towards us, like he 

was pushing on something I couldn’t see. 

Then he turned as if he was leaving and I pulled my hand away 

and said Mom, don’t let him go; and I was splashing in the shallows 

of the lake with water in my sneakers trying to get to the other side 

and Mom coming after me, shouting, trying to pull me out. 

And I looked across again but he was walking back towards the 

gate and all I could see was the shut face of his guitar. 

It must have been about a year or so before he shot up one time 

too many. And when Mom came to my room to tell me I’d already 

turned my back.  

 

But somehow he stuck around. Sometimes I’d see him in black and 

white on the TV on one of those old talk shows, scrunched up in a 



 

chair with his hair flaring out like static round his face. There’d be a 

suit behind a desk saying, What is it with you young people, and he’d 

answer soft as sugar something like, We just want freedom, man, we 

just want peace and love. But it was the voice leaking out of the 

amplifiers, the voice I didn’t want to listen to but couldn’t help, that 

was where I heard the colors. His voice running up and down the 

scales and then right off them, purple and charcoal when it was warm 

and low down; and then when he was screaming it was real sharp 

blue, like ice cracking. I’d try to switch off but those colors just kept 

going like a lightshow clean around my head, kept going even when I 

started in the clubs. And there’d always be a guy in the crowd like this 

guy, spotting them, asking for the old songs. A dead man’s songs. 

Nah, I’d say, always, like last night. Always. 

I gave in, in the end. I did the tributes, the old songs, the whole 

deal. I guess I wanted to go back to the park and tell him I get it now, 

the freedom thing, the hand keeping the world out of his eyes. I 

wanted to tell him I’m all grown up, I can sing your songs and walk 

away from them at the end of the night. Turn around and be myself 

again. And finally I was slipping in my own songs until I could see 

my colors, muddier than his maybe, letting them run and blend into 



 

his. Not the dark song, though. I guess I didn’t have enough peace and 

love in me. I drew a line, and that was it. 

The moon’s up. Spiking the froth on the waves with light. The 

sandbank gleams wet and it’s like there’s music playing out there 

somewhere. The sound is dense, muddy, as if the music’s coming 

through the water. My legs are stirring up the sand and mud and it’s 

like the sea’s thick with music. There’s a voice singing, but I don’t 

know whose it is. I can hear the words, though, and I know what 

words they are, I know what song this is. There’s a boat coming 

towards me, growling over the surface of the water, but I can still hear 

the voice under me, all round me, calling across from the bank. Not 

howling but soft. Come to me, it says. Come to me. I shut my eyes 

and the sun’s shining on the lake and this time he stands and waits, he 

isn’t going away. He shrugs the guitar behind him and squats down 

and puts his hand out to pull me in. And I swim, cutting waves in the 

water, getting closer, nearly at the other side. 

I’m here, I say. I’m here.  
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