Worth a Thousand Words:
Integrating Visual Elements
into Creative Nonfiction

Chelsea Biondolillo, Lilly Dancyger, Grace Talusan, Megan Culhane
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The Skinned Bird

CHELSEA
BIONDOLILLO
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there are no words to describe how | missed thee

G, 2009

23

24

“Broken men are easier to leave later.” |
answered.

Though he hadn't asked.

Chelsea Biondolillo



THE STORY YOU NEVER TELL

us all into the room and we sat in a circle on plastic scoop-

shaped chairs and she handed us each a glossy, over-sized

to descobe other components of the cellular organization

33
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chore crab

Do you remember the first time you lied® The first time you
held something small and hard and clawed to your belly,
clasped mside 2 make-shift cage of mmssel shell halves, even
though you knew you weren't supposed to? Even though
you were specifically told to leave it behind?

But once you'd held it it became yours—to steward or
ignore as you saw Gt It was delicious and terdble, this

57
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Weeds and wildflowers have taken over my grandmother’s old garden
beds. The house and grounds are now mine, and so each spring | labor
to tend them. Tansy is pulled, as are thistles and scotch broom (even
though my grandmother liked its bright yellow long lived flowers), but |
ignore the tiny trefoils and many of the moon-pennies.

Every year | say I'm going to keep a journal about the comings and
goings in the yard: the birds, wildflowers, the tide of weeds, so | can
predict better next year when | can work and when | can rest. My
grandmother wrote down every bird she saw in the last half of the ‘80s.
In 1977, she wrote down every wildflower she photographed.

Meadow hawkweed, woolly lamb’s ear, kittentails, slender speedwell,
perennial candytuft.

Ulex europaeus
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If I'd been more careful, more considerate. If I'd had more compassion for
myself and the blackberries... | scold myself over the rerun.

The snake writhed in the weeds, twisted over and upon the place I'd cut it. My
heart hammered imagining how | might staunch my own bleeding with no hands
no arms only trunk trunk trunk to tail. It was no thicker than a finger and had
every right to hide in the blackberries | cut back each year. | cut them, because
the alternative is to be taken over by them. Because | want to imagine order
here. Because order suggests that my hands know what they’re doing, that the
garden, its roses, its peonies, its dahlias are growing as designed.

But order calls for cruelty that pink peony heads belie.
The brambles, shorn. The tansy stalks, toppled and burned. Over and over when
| walk by the spot, | see the snake, still on the path, the pink crescent of its meat

attracting flies.

Hairy bittercress, forget-me-not, bull thistle, groundsel, creeping woodsorrel,
leafy spurge.

Pipilo maculatus
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What | often felt as a child was frustrated, lonely, and always just out of step with my peers—I|
aughed and cried at the wrong things, which mortfied me every single time It happened. | was
praksed at home and at school for getting answers right, and so | strove to do that. | had friends,
but | was often anxious that I'd make 2 mistake and get kicked out of the circle. Later, at a new
Janior high, PE class was so terrifying {1 didn't know how to play a single sport, even passably)
that some days I'd hide In the bathroom before the bell, my stomach cramped so tight I'd break
out In a sweat. | felt safe Inside of a book or my room or playing alone. Later, the roar of Ive
music was a comfort. When everyone was looking at the stage, | could dance or Qugh or cry
and no one would notice.

| remember happiness, then, as the absence of anxiety.

*Joy”® Is lyrically spare. As Willams' wrote It, cach line Is repeated twice, and then the whole
thing repeats between gultar solos.

1 don’t want you anymaore, ‘cause you took my joy
You took my Joy: | want it dack

'm gonna go to West Memphis and look for my Joy
Maybe In West Memphis I'll find my joy

'm gonna go to Slide! and lock for my joy

Maybe in Slidell 'l find my joy

You've got no right to take my joy—I want It back
You took my Joy; | want It back

She's never hemmed adbout the song’s meaning. An article from 2 2008 Rolling Stone about her
Qtest release, Little Honey, titled, “How Lucinda Williams Got her Joy Back,” Includes the lede,

“Done with ‘bad doys,’ the singer-songwriter found a good man - and crafted her most upbeat
album ever.*

#er love Ide was In a shambles after a long-term relationship she describes as “really
destructive and really difficuk” came to an end. “Then | had this brief, uneventful rock &
roll fling — just oll for the motor,” she says.

The entirety of the article focuses on the Impact her troubled love Ife had on her music career,
and how she met and fell In love, finally, with 2 good guy, leading her to write this latest and
greatest record. She tells the reporter, “I've finally found the right relationship where | can
dlossom 25 2 writer and grow with somebody and de happy.. | had to walt until | was in my 50s,
but, you know, I'm 2 ate bloomer anyway.*

1feel cuphoric during the carly stages of 2 romantic relationship. I've never thought of that
cuphoria as being Joy.

When I'm at the end of romantic relationships, | often think about “Joy” {the song). | know well
the sensation of tamping down my excitement for someone else’s comfort. So, whenever I'm
making my latest plan to keave, 1 imagine having had |oy and being Just about to rediscover It,
around the next corner, say.

Joy must be 2 lightness you feel with your whole body. It's got to Include laughing, and maybe
goosedumps.
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".«s8 lovely and heartbreaking book."
=Carnen Maria Lachado
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Negative Space = 53
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".\ *Ow Pin”" Rusted beer bottle
9 cap, razor blade, with a safety
! pin s81in putty on the back so
#t can be won on a lapel

Joe and Cathy snuck into construction sites at night and left big
sculptures for the workers to find in the morning—guerilla installation
art. I pictured them on a chilly night, the traffic lights reflecting on
dark streets, quict except the occasional newspaper truck or scurrying
rat. He'd be wearing a leather jacker, of course; maybe she would too,
looking like Debbie Harry with her shore bright hair. They'd have tools
with them, and materials, probably in a canvas Army surplus backpack,
which he called a knapsack. They must have scoped out the site during
the day, knowing exactly where they were going. When they arrived
at the chain link fence, he'd chuck the knapsack over first, looking
around to sec if anyone noticed the loud thud as it hit the dug-up dire
on the other side. A gentleman, he'd kneel down to give her a boost,
weaving his fingers together into a step for her and helping her hike
her weight over until she landed with an even louder thud. She'd laugh,
the thrill of trespassing too much to stific. Then he'd heave himself up,
the fence jerking with his weight, making way more noise than it had
when she went over with a boost, as the black steel-toed boots he wore
every day, scuffed and creased, angled for a grip. When I pictured him

Lilly Dancyger
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Ik drawing on paper
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Toe: Weodcaut and leal peint on paper

Bottom: Woodcut and leal pochoir on layered paper
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Begative Space = 135

“Daphne” Carved wood, 20
(Photographed at the home of
Heidi O'Dornell Phoenicia, NY)
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more around the edges, but what had always been at the center
stayed the same.

The more I thought about it though, the more I wondered if it was
less that this new part of the story didn't alter what I knew of my father
and more that I simply couldnt reconcile the two. Something in my
mind protected my memory of my father by walling it off from this
idea of him as an antagonist; created a whole other version of him, like
a separate character, distinct from the father I loved.

“Rabbit Contemplating X:* Waoodcut an paper

I needed some way to test my memory, something physical and tangible
I could measure it against to help me understand what was real—or
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“The Pink Lady:* Carved and painted wood, approx. 72*
(Scan from the orignal artist slides. The Pink Lady deterorated
beyond repair and was left n the woods n the Catskills)
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“An extraordinary collage of motherhood and a
moving journey of one woman’s search for wholeness.”

—Jill McCorkle, best-selling author of Hieroglyphics

Megan Culhane Galbraith

The Guild of the

Infant Saviour
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