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Spit

These days, as one of my daughters learns to whistle and another 
learns to snap her fingers while yet another learns to ride a bicycle, I 
am cast back to a day long ago, walking down a thin path through the 
thick Maine woods, when I learned how to spit. The sun gleamed off 
the lake just ahead, through the encroaching leaves of trees and ferns 
that impinged on the path and scratched the bare arms and legs of 
roaming boys let loose from our parents for whole days of idle fun, 
full of the kinds of activities that don’t leave an indelible sense of their 
occasions but which quickly melt into the vague sense of freedom 
and diversion we retain in our souls long after we’re no longer so free 
(or so diverse). This was me and the Smeraldos, at least Peter and 
Jeff, whose parents had lived across the street from my parents when 
I was born, who were older and more world weary than I, at age six, 
let’s say, though who can know now; we’ll call it August 4, 1977, on 
McWain Pond in Waterford, Maine, at 10:40 in the morning, the 
exact moment when the love of my life, the beautiful mother of my 
daughters and sons, was born far, far away . . . 

Someone was whistling, perhaps, or maybe it was the birds flitting 
from branch to branch above our heads, and the sun filtered through 
the leaves high above to cast the forest in a greenish glow. The other 
kids were spitting along the side of the worn trail into the bushes, 
and I felt left out or recognized the glamour in their insouciance, so I 
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2 Spit

asked them how did they do that. Peter stopped and explained, “You 
collect the spit in the front of your mouth, then you tighten your lips, 
clench your teeth, and push your tongue forward so the spit squeezes 
through the space between your front teeth.”

Armed with this glorious new knowledge, I tried what he told me, 
and it worked. I spent the rest of the morning sprinkling the plants.

* * *

I eventually learned better ways to spit, not through my teeth (this 
method works only for thin saliva, prebraces) but through pursed lips 
and an open O- shaped mouth, the tongue providing the last hammer 
of propulsion behind pressurized air. I got to where I could spit pretty 
well, for accuracy and distance, and quantity, and now I spit all the 
time, from morning until night, in the sink and toilet, the trashcan, 
the bushes or the grass alongside the path I’m walking. Mostly I seek 
purging, though I guess there’s also a bit of the boyish joy of letting 
the phlegm fly.

* * *

Living, as I do, in a time and place that frowns on public spitting, I 
try to be discreet, casting a backward glance before hocking a loogie, 
always aiming for an unused patch of ground where my offering will 
lie unnoticed, blended into its surroundings or even appreciated by 
the bacteria below.

I don’t really know whether bacteria have any use for human spu-
tum, whether they find it a pleasantry or a nuisance. Plants, surely, 
must profit from the water content of spit, no? And as much as I find 
the stuff repulsive, I know of lots of bugs that put mammalian feces 
to good use, so perhaps there are even visible invertebrates finding 
some advantage in spit.

* * *

Humans, it turns out, benefit from spit’s antiseptic properties, as the 
nitrite in saliva reacts with skin to create nitric oxide, a bona fide germ 
killer. Even more impressive, saliva’s histatin, a protein, has recently 
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Spit 3

proven (in Dutch laboratory tests) an effective healing accelerant, and 
another component, called opiorphin, reduces pain more effectively 
than morphine. Thus licking one’s wounds, an automatic response in 
certain mammals (dogs especially), seems to be not only emotionally 
soothing but physiologically curing as well.

* * *

One day, as I was carrying Adriana into church, I turned my head to 
one side, aimed carefully at the grass, and spit, to clear my system of 
that last bit of early morning pollution. She did likewise but without 
careful aiming. Or perhaps she did aim. In any case, she spit right into 
my face. Karina, following the script, laughed and said, “Serves you 
right.” I made a detour to the bathroom to wash up before entering 
the chapel.

This is a lesson I didn’t learn. If memory serves, the same event 
has repeated itself with both of Adriana’s younger sisters, in roughly 
the same situation, perhaps because church meetings happen in the 
morning, when I’m still clearing my esophageal system of the previous 
night’s accumulation, and because nature’s urges are more powerful 
than memory or common sense.

* * *

Nowadays, I spend the whole day spitting, from the moment I wake 
up to the minutes before I slip into bed again. If I am sick, I leave a dis-
posable plastic cup on my nightstand in case of midnight emergences. 
If I am exercising, I either run often to the bathroom sink or keep a 
disposable plastic spittoon nearby. I spit more than most people, as 
far as I know. In one day, I can spit as much as a liter. This doesn’t take 
into account all the saliva I swallow with food or by itself, and I’m not 
keen on repeating the experiment to get more accurate average results.

* * *

I’ve never met anyone else who remembers learning how to spit. I do 
ask (I am easy enough to find in this Internetted world; please contact 
me if you do remember). I can also remember how I learned to “gleek,” 
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4 Spit

which is a rather silly name to describe the action of propelling a stream 
of saliva from the submandibular gland by pressing the tongue down 
and forward, jaw extended, mouth slightly open. As with learning to 
spit, I found the prospect of gleeking utterly glamorous and desirable 
and sought to learn how to do it. My friend Greg Rodebush was the only 
person I knew who could gleek, or the only one who did it habitually 
in my presence (while we were playing volleyball, mostly, when we had 
time on our hands and our hands on our knees, waiting for a serve).

One summer day, as we waited at Greg’s house for the hamburg-
ers on the grill, I asked him how he did it. He didn’t quite know how 
to explain, but he demonstrated for me, at regular speed and in slow 
motion. Most helpful, though, was the information that gleeking 
works best with sour candy or after a yawn.

He had some Sunkist fruit chews in the pantry, as it happened, so 
he gave me one. As I let the gummy sugar dissolve in my mouth, I 
could sense the pooling below my tongue, so I turned away from my 
friend and tried what he had told me. The resultant propulsion barely 
darkened a few spots on the concrete patio, but now I knew how to 
do it, so I could practice.

* * *

A subset of the readership has been thinking, Gleek is also the name 
of Zan and Jayna’s helper space monkey in the 1970s television superhero 
cartoon The Wonder Twins. Now those readers can be happy that 
I’ve landed on the homonym, but perhaps they will be disappointed 
by my treatment of it. Like so many childhood memories, this show 
has melted into vague recollections and image snippets, the most 
memorable of which being that Zan always got the short end of the 
deal when the twins transformed. Jayna got to be any animal she liked: 
an elephant, maybe, a snake, a snapping turtle (I don’t know; I refuse 
to look it up). But Zan had to become some configuration of water, 
like an ice ladder or a puddle for the bad guys to slip in. When I close 
my eyes and concentrate, I think I can see a repeating- background 
travel montage of Jayna- the- eagle carrying Zan- the- bucket- of- water. 
He’d become a hindrance to the superheroing! When I was a kid, I 
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Spit 5

thought Zan’s power was the ulti-
mate gyp, the kind of decision a 
writer ought to be fired for. Now, 
I’m not so sure. Maybe, I hope, the 
water thing was an inside joke, the 
result of a buzzed and rowdy writ-
ers’ meeting aimed at creating the 
most worthless superability ever. 
They sure succeeded if that was 
their goal. And as for Gleek, well, 
I simply don’t remember him ever doing much, except getting into 
Curious Georgeish trouble or maybe dumping the Zan- bucket on the 
evildoers’ heads. I do remember that he communicated in a kind of 
gleep- de- bloop chatter, which is exactly what I would expect from a 
space monkey named Gleek.

* * *

In the midsixties, my father was in the Notre Dame Glee Club, which, 
as a show of goodwill, sang a medley of anthems from all the schools 
nd would face in football each fall. Decades later, as a show of fatherly 
love, he taught me and my siblings those medleys, in parts, as we sat 
around the family room after dinner. Probably my favorite is Illinois’s 
(what glee I get from saying this possessive form of the word, which 
sounds just like a mispronounciation of the state name), which declares 
blatantly, “We’re ‘Orange and Blue,’ Illinois,” then ramps up with

Our team is the fame protector;
On, boys, for we expect a
Victory from you, Illinois!

Given some slight space in the meter, I loved to sing it tongue trip-
pingly as

we expectorate a victory from you, Illinois!

especially because of the simple wordplay and double meaning avail-
able when you separate the multisyllabic into components —  “We 
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6 Spit

expect to rate a victory” —  which makes at least a little sense. I hold to 
this inanity in part because it is my own invention. The Great Arbiter 
of Uniqueness declares,

Your search —  “we expectorate a victory from you, 

illinois” —  did not match any documents.

Thus I am satisfied in my originality.

* * *

Another favorite salivary lyrical inanity, one with greater reach and 
royalties, comes from my favorite band, Rush. Their best- known, 
most- played song, now three decades old, featured lyrics half- written 
by Pye Dubois of the band Max Webster, thus Rush’s typical clarity 
and philosophy were muddled by a kind of surreality, and thus “Louis 
the Lawyer” (Dubois’s original title) became “Tom Sawyer,” with the 
exhortation to

Catch the witness, catch the wit.
Catch the spirit, catch the spit.

Nobody I know has any clue about what this “means,” so I, having 
learned restraint in interpreting, attribute it to linguistic punning, 
the kind of composition that’s driven by shapes and sounds before 
significances. As with so much poetry, there’s the rhyme with wit, 
which is a paring from witness, but I also sense a smidgen of glee 
in the compression of spirit to spit, which reaches beyond sense to 
discomfort with the notion of sense. “What does this mean?” seems 
the wrong question to ask. No question would be appropriate.

* * *

Not everyone is comfortable “being in uncertainties, mysteries, doubts, 
without any irritable reaching after fact and reason,” so the Internet 
is smattered with interpretations of the “spit” lyric. One commenter 
believes the song to be about a policeman, and spit is “what they too 
often receive for their work.” Another thinks that “‘catch the spit’ 
means that when people spit on you, you’re strong enough to just 
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Spit 7

take it.” Yet another supposes that “the line simply 
refers to an incident in the Twain novel where Tom 
is spitting into his palm and shaking hands to seal 
a deal. It was meant to show trust and good faith, 
kind of like sealing in blood, but milder.”

I was unable to find this incident, but in search-
ing for it, I found the scene when Tom tries to stay 
home from school by faking a toe ache and then, 
when Aunt Polly is skeptical, a toothache, which 
only convinces her to bring out her thread and yank 
his loose tooth and send him off to school. Thus 
thwarted, Tom finds unexpected recompense.

As Tom wended to school after breakfast, he was the envy of 
every boy he met because the gap in his upper row of teeth 
enabled him to expectorate in a new and admirable way. He 
gathered quite a following of lads interested in the exhibi-
tion; and one that had cut his finger and had been a centre of 
fascination and homage up to this time, now found himself 
suddenly without an adherent, and shorn of his glory. His 
heart was heavy, and he said with a disdain which he did 
not feel that it wasn’t anything to spit like Tom Sawyer; but 
another boy said, “Sour grapes!” and he wandered away a 
dismantled hero.

* * *

I don’t practice revenge, especially not on my children, but the karmic 
forces sometimes do have a way of balancing the scales (or unbalancing 
them in our favor when we’ve been wronged). Remember my oldest 
daughter, Adriana, the one who spat on me as we entered church one 
morning? And remember how I spit a lot in the mornings, when I’m 
just waking up? One morning, I was doing my calisthenics in the 
den, and I noticed that I hadn’t brought with me my customary cup. 
Already into the routine and unwilling to pause, I scanned the desk 
and shelves and found an empty Sprite can and began to fill it. It was 
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8 Spit

an especially fluid morning. When I finished, I stored the weights 
and other paraphernalia but, in my hurry to leave, left the can sitting 
next to the computer.

Later that day, Adriana, now ten or so, sidled into the den and 
noticed the Sprite unattended, beckoning. She cast a glance behind 
her to make sure she was alone, reached out, shook the can, smiled 
at the slosh, and . . . 

Did you just shiver at that ellipsis? I did. I do every time. Adriana 
told us this story I don’t know when —  not immediately, not even 
soon after —  but it has now become for us a shorthand: “the time 
I drank Dad’s spit,” the invocation of which never fails to elicit the 
inevitable groans.

* * *

I gave my back to the smiters, and my cheeks to them that 
plucked off the hair: I hid not my face from shame and spitting.

Isaiah 50:6

The only time I suffered the ignominy of being spit on happened 
when I was a missionary in Uruguay nearly half my life ago. Nearly 
every missionary I knew had caught spit, sometimes at close range 
and in direct consequence of attempting to preach, other times from 
a distance and in general. My own experience was of the latter type, 
perhaps because my calm demeanor and large size convinced inter-
locutors to keep their venom bottled up. But from aboard a moving 
bus, passing phantoms twice let loose with their spittle and landed 
indirect hits, the kind that take a moment to process, so that I didn’t 
realize what had happened until the spitters were too far gone to 
chase or yell at, which, it seems now, might be my little victory in our 
anonymous exchanges. Were they watching out the bus window —  and 
I presume they were —  they would not have known that they hit their 
mark, and my distress would not equal their joy. It’s a dastard who’ll 
spit at another person and a cowardly dastard who’ll spit at a stranger 
then run/drive away.
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Spit 9

Now I see the long and short the middle and what’s in between I 
could spit on a stranger

Stephen Malkmus, “Spit on a Stranger”

This from “the band that ruined Lollapalooza” by playing extended, 
incoherent jams instead of their “hits” (if Pavement can be said to have 
produced any hits; I am partial to the song “Stereo,” which ponders 
“What about the voice of Geddy Lee? How did it get so high? I won-
der if he talks like an ordinary guy”), which provoked the crowd to 
sling mud and rocks, a gesture equivalent to spitting, but at a greater 
distance and with the possibility of injury. Attacking in the other 
direction, Pink Floyd’s Roger Waters once grew so flustered at a group 
of rowdy, inattentive fans (who were yelling and even setting off fire-
crackers) that he goaded one of them to approach the stage, then spit 
in his face. This incident at Montreal’s Olympic Stadium, July 1977, 
is considered the low point that gave rise to the band’s best- known, 
most- philosophical album, The Wall. In a graffito on the wall exhibit 
at the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame, Waters recalled,

In the old days, pre– Dark Side of the Moon, Pink Floyd played to 
audiences which, by virtue of their size, allowed an intimacy of 
connection that was magical. Success overtook us and by 1977 
we were playing in football stadiums. The magic was crushed 
beneath the weight of numbers. We were becoming addicted to 
the trappings of popularity. I found myself increasingly alien-
ated in that atmosphere of avarice and ego until one night in the 
Olympic Stadium, Montreal, the boil of my frustrations burst. 
Some crazed teenage fan was clawing his way up the storm 
netting that separated us from the human cattle pen in front of 
the stage screaming his devotion to the demi- gods beyond his 
reach. Incensed by his misunderstanding and my own conniv-
ance, I spat my frustration in his face. Later that night, back at 
the hotel, shocked by my behavior, I was faced with a choice. 
To deny my addiction and embrace that comfortably numb but 
magic- less existence or accept the burden of insight, take the 
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10 Spit

road less traveled, and embark on the often painful journey to 
discover who I was and where I fit. The wall was the picture I 
drew for myself to help me make that choice.

Nice save, Roger! turning that shameful event into an inspiration for 
resurgent art and healing.

* * *

Usually when I think of biblical spitting, my mind goes not to the Old 
but to the New Testament, to the fulfillment of Isaiah’s prophecy, in 
the Christian tradition:

Then the soldiers of the governor took Jesus into the common hall, 
and gathered unto him the whole band of soldiers. And they stripped 
him, and put on him a scarlet robe. And when they had plaited a 

crown of thorns, they put it upon his 
head, and a reed in his right hand: 
and they bowed the knee before 
him, and mocked him, saying, Hail, 
King of the Jews! And they spit 
upon him, and took the reed, and 
smote him on the head. And after 
that they had mocked him, they 
took the robe off from him, and put 
his own raiment on him, and led 
him away to crucify him.

Matthew 27:27–31

I have known this story from the time I was a child, so that it feels 
to me originless, with me always; I cannot recall having ever learned 
it. When I read it now, I admire the paucity of the prose as much as 
the stoic hero’s resolve. I know, of course, what comes next, and after 
that, so that I, too, can bear the agony and ignominy without fainting. 
It is a triumph story, its ultimate resolution never in doubt. For me, 
and for you, too, whether you believe it or not, it happens only in the 
context of having already happened, which is to say that we cannot 
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Spit 11

feel the drama, we cannot go back to unknowing, we can never even 
remotely occupy the place of those scared and scattered disciples who 
skulked in the shadows afraid for their master, protecting their own 
lives. As we chanted each Sunday, “Christ has died. Christ is risen. 
Christ will come again.” This means for us an atonement, a reparation, 
a type and a figure of hope of return.

* * *

And he cometh to Bethsaida; and they bring a blind man unto 
him, and besought him to touch him. And he took the blind 
man by the hand, and led him out of the town; and when he 
had spit on his eyes, and put his hands upon him, he asked him 
if he saw ought. And he looked up, and said, I see men as trees, 
walking.

Mark 8:22

In a Bible whose references to 
spitting mostly point to it as nega-
tive —  spitting to revile, to mock, 
to scorn —  the story of Jesus heal-
ing the blind man at Bethsaida 
stands out as redemptive. A very 
similar story appears in the gospel 
of John, though in that version, 
Jesus spits on the ground to make 
mud, which he then rubs in the blind man’s eyes. I prefer the story 
as told by Mark because of its shuddering shift in verb tense, its 
ambiguously referenced pronouns, its concision in getting to the 
point, but mainly because I figure that most people would have 
difficulty spitting on someone’s eyes —  they’d get saliva all over the 
place. But Jesus would have perfect aim, so no problem. And just 
when I’m getting carried away in this frivolous imagining, the healed 
man looks up and offers this achingly beautiful bit of poetry: “I see 
men as trees, walking.”
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12 Spit

I like to think that Jesus was okay with this, 
recognizing the beauty in strangeness or under-
standing that the man’s vocabulary had yet to 
catch up with his vision, like the formerly blind 
healed by cataract surgeons (mentioned in 
Pilgrim at Tinker Creek by Annie Dillard, who 
borrowed it from Marius von Senden’s Space and 
Sight), who had no concept of space or solidity or 
shading to indicate shape. They had no context, 
no categories; they had not yet learned to inter-
pret what they saw. Emblematic of the miracles 

is the little girl standing amazed in a garden before “the tree with the 
lights in it,” because she cannot comprehend the sun shining through 
the spaces between the leaves. This becomes a guiding metaphor for 
Dillard, but not a metaphor only; before the book is finished, she has 
sought for and experienced her own vision of the tree unclouded by 
preconceptions and familiarities.

Another newly sighted girl insisted that “men do not really look like 
trees at all,” so one assumes that she had gained perspective enough 
to compartmentalize, like the blind man after Jesus placed his hands 
on his eyes and shook him out of his metaphorical view, so that he 
saw clearly, “clearly” perhaps serving as euphemism for categorically 
or correctly, fit within preconceptions, familiar and redundant, just 
like everyone else.

Meanwhile, so many of us, the artists and writers and musicians, 
spend so much effort to see things unclearly again.

* * *

In the course of writing this essay, I discovered the old card game 
called Spit, which I learned and taught to my daughters. I invented a 
modified version for three players, and we laughed through a pleasant 
afternoon of shuffling and battling our cards. The basic game reminds 
me of War, the simplest of card entertainments and probably the 
shortest lived, as its novelty wears off quickly, especially as the players 
mature and their brains desire more sophisticated entertainments. 
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Spit 13

Spit can serve to heal the wounds of War, as it gives players more 
to think about by complicating the card interactions, but not too 
much. Also, it works in the opposite direction: instead of gathering 
cards to win, you want to get rid of them. Its basic form involves two 
players with half a deck each. They lay before them five piles of one, 
two, three, four, and five cards and draw from the remaining “spit” 
cards to begin two additional piles. It’s a game of chance and speed, 
as players try to empty their five stockpiles by forming runs, up or 
down, back and forth, without regard for suit. When a stockpile emp-
ties, a player may fill its space on the table with a card from another 
pile, so that she always has five face- up cards to draw from. When 
play freezes because no one can play a card, the players “spit” a new 
card from their face- down piles and begin stacking anew. Once one 
player has exhausted her five stockpiles, both players slap at one of 
the face- up piles, hoping to claim the smaller of the two. Then they 
gather all remaining cards, reset their five staircase piles, and begin 
spitting again. Eventually, one player will not have enough cards to 
fill all five initial piles; she fills them as much as she can, and then 
both begin to play their cards on only one spit pile. If the player with 
fewer cards clears out her draw piles before the other, she will win; 
as there is only one spit pile, it goes to the slower player.

* * *

Over the years, my friend John Anderson and I kept in touch, visited 
each other at college, and attended concerts together, but I learned 
something unsavory about myself one night in the parking lot outside 
Brendan Byrne Arena. Hurting for home, eager to escape the riot of 
drinking that kept me holed up in my dorm room soberly studying 
every night, I’d made a surprise visit home from Notre Dame just in 
time to catch Friday’s Rush show. So I found myself wandering to 
section b- 23, where you’d always find the kids from Whippany, not 
quite tailgating, but hanging out, listening to music, smoking, and 
drinking. I was always ancillary, a member of the group by geography 
but not by sympathy. Still, the other kids knew me and never pestered 
me to participate, never passed me the joint or poured me a cup. I’d 
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14 Spit

established my ground already, and I was generally okay with their 
herd behavior, as I saw it, doing themselves damage because it was 
cool. But that night, in the autumn dusk, surrounded by the buzz 
of vapor lights and a haze of smoke, I saw my friend John suddenly 
on the other side, left ear newly pierced, joint in hand, and I felt 
betrayed. He smiled and smoothtalked, “Hey, man, [something about 
the show].” We’d been great friends the past couple of years. He had 
been as unsure and nerdy as I was then, but now I saw him moving 
away, leaving me without an ally. Who knows what I said or how he 
responded, but I made clear my disappointment; he responded with 
a how- dare- you; me: “You’re not cool like them”; he: “Who are you 
to tell me what to do”; escalating in whispered shouts under the din 
of boom boxes; and then, in disgust and feeble frustration, I spat at 
him, right in his face.

He glared a moment, wiped his face with his hand, then walked 
back to the others.

* * *

I take great care not only to write myself noble, kindhearted, longsuf-
fering but to be those adjectives, in public and in private, to overcome 
my baser motivations, vanquish my impulse toward vainglory. So it’s 
difficult to publish these sad tidings, to confess such a sin. I might 
say that it changed me. That would be true. Or that I’ve never done 
such a thing again, also true. I am sure I apologized to John the next 
day or next week, maybe even that very night, after our emotions 
had cooled, but I can’t remember doing so, so I’m stuck with the 
image of my weakness, how I judged my brother despite my many 
imperfections, how underneath my imperturbable exterior I craved 
friendship and belonging yet spat my rage at a true friend. Writing 
the story now brings tears to my eyes, not because John never forgave 
me —  he did; we still talked and listened to music whenever we were 
in the same place; I stayed with him in his dorm a couple of times 
once he started attending Michigan State the next year; and we kept 
up a kind of slowly distancing friendship that, yes, faded, though 
mostly due to our diverging geographies —  but because it’s been ten 
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years (ten years!) since John died of a heart attack while surfing, so 
there’s no chance now to reconnect and laugh about our youthful 
misadventures.

And it’s difficult, near impossible, for me now to reinhabit that ✳✳✳ 
who stood, full of disappointment and loneliness, raging and spitting. 
I’m not sure I know who he is, “that ‘other me,’ there, in the back- 
ground.” I don’t want to claim him.

I was me but now he’s gone.

James Hetfield, “Fade to Black”

Yet it was me, and as much as I regret what I did, I did it. As much as 
John forgave me, I do not forget.

* * *

Which is exactly what you’d expect me to say, given the tired cliché 
and because I’m the one telling you this story, which is another way 
of saying that I cannot entirely escape the system of myself to see me 
from the outside. Yet I have changed. When I was young, I was deathly 
afraid of talking to store clerks or of singing in public. I refused to join 
the school choir, though I loved singing at home with my father, who 
encouraged, cajoled, even obligated me to approach cashiers to ask 
after the new kiss album or Star Wars action figures. Little by little 
and in a giant leap when I walked the streets of Uruguay wiping the 
sweat from my brow and the spit from my shirt, I became comfort-
able both asking and singing, so that now when I have a question in a 
store, I gather all the uniformed workers I can find and serenade them.

Perhaps I’ve swung too far in the opposite direction, now that I 
write essays about myself and share them with the world. But I hope 
not. I’m not sure I agree with E. B. White, or I hope he was hyper-
bolizing when he said,

Only a person who is congenitally self- centered has the effron-
tery and the stamina to write essays.

I feel a greater resonance with Alexander Smith:
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The essayist who feeds his thoughts upon the segment of the 
world which surrounds him cannot avoid being an egotist; but 
then his egotism is not unpleasing. If he be without taint of 
boastfulness, of self- sufficiency, of hungry vanity, the world will 
not press the charge home.

“On the Writing of Essays”

I reflect often on that dreadful night before the Rush concert and 
on the person I think I am now. Although Hazlitt assures us that

The spirit of malevolence survives the practical exertion of it. . . . 
We give up the external demonstration, the brute violence, but 
cannot part with the essence or principle of hostility.

I’m not so sure. I search and find in me no trace of that decades- old 
hostility. In its place, I find only shame. Given to metaphorical self- 
understanding, I sing equally with John Newton and Kerry Livgren:

I once . . . was blind, but now I see.
Though my eyes could see, I still was a blind man.

I am cheered to believe myself less self- righteously judgmental, 
less inclined to shield myself from smoking and drinking and drugs 
by believing that those who partake of them do so out of weakness, 
more likely to locate weaknesses in myself, less likely to place myself 
above others in deed or in thought, more, I think, compassionate, 
fellow feeling, sincerely interested in the stories of others.

* * *

But first, a bit of background:
I thought, as I wrote this essay, that I might use spit the way the 

television crime- drama forensics experts do: to determine dna con-
nections, to seal a wrongdoer’s fate or as exculpatory evidence to 
free the wrongly accused. My brother Dave, the biology and chem-
istry teacher, quickly disabused me of the simplistic notion that spit 
itself contains genetic markers but pointed out that skin cells in our 

Copyrighted material
Sublime Physick: Essays 

By Patrick Madden

Buy the book

ecorwin1
Underline

http://www.nebraskapress.unl.edu/product/Sublime-Physick,677077.aspx


Spit 17

mouths, which might be present in spit, do. Undaunted (even by 
the price tag), I eagerly swabbed my cheeks and sent my cells to be 
analyzed at a laboratory. Weeks later, I got the basic report, including 
the details of folks who share a common ancestor with me. There 
weren’t many —  details or folks —  and the closest relatives I found 
share a common male ancestor within twenty- three generations (there 
were thousands within one hundred generations, which gets us back 
at least to the time of Jesus). I suspect that the scarcity of impressive 
results has much to do with a science still in its infancy and a diversity 
of services all promising the same vague things, meaning that any one 
of them has in its database only a small group of others one might be 
related to. So I was disappointed, yes, but I’m an essayist, dammit, 
not a pessimist. I write with what I got. And what I got was a short 
email from my distant cousin Kevin:

hi there got a message saying you and i have a common ances-
tor 23 generations or so ago 8). which is a hell of along time 
ago. i am adopted so for me you are the closest person that has 
similar dna that i have ever talked with. i didnt realize it was 
only ancient ancestors they were able to tell you about. guess i 
jumped the gun a bit 8( guess ya gotta take what you can get 8) 
take care cuzz 8) kevin

Always willing to let my subject find me, I gladly responded, explain-
ing my essay project and asking for more information. Kevin replied 
quickly, summarizing his youthful misadventures (“i was kinda a rebel 
without a clue. got in trouble at a young age and was put in reform 
school til i was 16. got my ✳✳✳ together by the time i was 20. some-
what.”) and expanding on his adoption. He had essentially put the 
whole issue out of his mind, he said, until he was contacted by the Cana-
dian government, telling him that the laws had just changed and they’d 
located his birth mother . . . and she didn’t want any contact with him. 
“I asked the guy if he wanted to set an appointment to come kick me in 
the nuts while he’s at it,” he said, and I understood what he was saying.

Kevin and I have kept in touch sporadically, even talking on the 
phone one day, which meant that we could hear each other’s voices, 
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which let me believe that I knew him more than when he was only 
his emails. He spoke with a gruff voice that made me smile and an 
easy calm that let me believe he was comfortable with me, or perhaps 
with life in general. I felt like here is a decent guy who, despite our 
superficially different lives, could be a friend. The kind of guy I’d 
like to have a beer with, if I drank beer. I also thought about how if 
we were younger and living in the same town, though, circumstance 
and interests would likely have kept us apart and, hell, I’ll admit it, 
I’d have likely kept my distance intentionally, judging him unkindly. 
But here we were, both in our early forties, in Utah and Ontario, 
married, with and without children, with and without nearby blood 
relatives, and with a scant knowledge of ancestry, chatting on the 
phone and becoming friends because we share a great- great- great- 
great . . . grandfather, some lowly peasant subsisting in fifteenth- century 
Ireland (I presume).

As it turned out, between our first contact and our phone conversa-
tion, nearly a year had passed, and in that time, Kevin’s life had turned 
upside down. One moment, we were talking about how discovering 
your birth mother isn’t always the solution you’d hoped for (he had 
friends who’d experienced this), and the next, he was telling me, 
carefully, a bit guardedly,

I have recently been going through some mad change. I was 
pretty stable for the last twenty years, and then, basically, worlds 
have collided, so now I’ve got myself in a bit of a situation. The 
person I’ve been for the last twenty long years . . . I am now in 
a state of complete change. Everything I’ve been working for 
for the last fifteen years is now in a state of . . . it’s just in a state 
that it wasn’t in before. It was a much more sturdy structure 
situation, and now it doesn’t seem to be built on as strong a 
foundation as I thought I’d laid down. But, you know, you get 
knocked down seven, you get up eight.

I didn’t feel like I should press for details, but after a while, Kevin 
explained just a little bit more, noting the ironic coincidence of the 
day his woes began:
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I came home to my house on Mother’s Day this year to a ladder 
up against my house and went running in thinking all kinds of 
nasty things, that someone was in there with my wife, and all 
sorts . . . Didn’t turn out to be any of that, but someone had defi-
nitely been in there, and in the process there were old guns that 
I had inherited from my father, who passed away, old hunting 
guns —  there was a .22 and a shotgun and a little revolver —  but, 
yeah, it’s a bad mess, man.

That’s really all he said by way of narrative details, though he sug-
gested that I might look online for more information, which led me to 
several Toronto news sites telling the same story about a man who’d 
arrived at the hospital with a bullet wound in the leg claiming to 
have been shot in a drive- by. Police who questioned him doubted 
his story and searched his house, where they found “a mini- arsenal” 
and enough marijuana to charge him with trafficking. They claim that 
he shot himself in the leg, but nobody had a theory on how or why. 
Weeks later, when I mentioned what I’d found, Kevin said that he 
wasn’t sure where they got their information from but that it wasn’t 
even close to what happened.

Although he hadn’t realized it at the time, looking back now he 
sees that conversation with the government worker as a turning point, 
the jostle that set his life lurching in expanding staggers toward the 
chaos he currently finds himself in. “Bro, you have no idea. That was 
like so . . . earth . . . shattering,” he said. “When I look back at the dev-
astating impact, and when things started to sort of . . . at first you get 
angry and you get mad and all that, but when you start really thinking 
about it (which I’m pretty good at not doing until much later, if at 
all) . . .” He trailed off, but the suggestion was clear. His life had been 
routine, smooth sailing, and he hadn’t been overly concerned about 
who he was or where he came from, until one day when the phone 
rang, unexpected, unsolicited, to quash the hidden hope he’d kept 
about a mother who’d loved him but who, because of circumstance, 
couldn’t keep him. This was the first crack that grew to crumble the 
sturdy foundation he’d built his life on. When I reminded him of his 
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earlier statement about being a rebel without a clue, he agonized, “I 
thought I turned that all around. I really did, brother. It really wasn’t 
b.s.ing. I really had turned it around. I was really living like a stand- up 
guy. It was unbelievable . . . almost like your picture story of a reformed 
guy. But I wasn’t even all that corrupt in the beginning. I just wanted 
to smoke pot.” He laughed, and I laughed, and he added, “I’ve lived 
my life by trying to hurt no one and help people when I can.”

After nearly half an hour, Kevin explained, “I kinda gotta go. I got 
my mom looking at me, staring about dinner being ready,” but we 
kept talking for several more minutes, mostly about my plans for the 
essay (I really didn’t know what I’d do with it, I said; I’d figure that 
out in the writing) and about Kevin’s current limbic state. “I’m really 
in the search mode,” he said. “I’m just trying to figure my ✳ ✳ ✳ out, to 
be honest. I just want to be good with ✳ ✳ ✳. That’s all I’m looking for. 
I just want to be content.” And I thought, as I often do, about how we 
all want the same things and how “every man contains within himself 
the entire human condition.”

When we were finally really ready to hang up, he said, “We got 
the same blood running through our veins; we can stay in touch by 
email. That’s the coolest thing ever,” and I agreed, but only intel-
lectually, really, because things are so much different for me. “You 
don’t understand, man,” and I didn’t, not in the way he meant. “I 
don’t know anybody . . . nobody I know looks like . . . all I do know 
is Christmas after Christmas looking around the table and knowing 
I wasn’t from here.”

* * *

Having grown up in an atmosphere that whispered forgiveness as the 
greatest good of God and man, having absorbed the idea of repentance 
as central to identity, and having always believed in the possibility of 
change, I find Kevin’s story disconcerting, a challenge to notions I hold 
dear. Maybe what unsettles me is that Kevin had changed but then, 
like a tragic hero or fool, seems to have lost all the ground he gained, 
certainly without intending it and almost without agency. Just a year 
ago, he was the embodiment of the returned prodigal son —  minus 
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the squandered wealth, I suppose —  making good on a difficult and 
somewhat wayward life. And now? Who knows what happens next? 
To me, he presented a stoic figure —  “knocked down seven times, got 
up eight,” as he is fond of saying —  a guy who’d figure a way through 
all this and come out stronger because of it. I sincerely hope he does, 
but sometimes people don’t. And where does that leave me, except 
feeling distantly empathetic? But in reality, I can’t feel anywhere near 
the anguish that Kevin himself feels over this. He may wind up in jail, 
or even in the best- case scenario, he’ll spend his life’s savings mount-
ing a defense. I can say this: as I read the knee- jerk comments below 
the “stupid criminal” story on the news sites, my stomach churns at 
the schadenfreude exhibited there, and I cannot summon that kind 
of vitriol or even censure, and not only because now I know Kevin 
and we are distant kin. I think, really, that I distrust all such simplifica-
tion, and I know that there is always more to the story than what I’m 
reading and that there is always a complex human being behind every 
seemingly boneheaded act. And this: my primary goal for Toronto 
has always been to visit Rush sites, but now, if I ever make it there, 
I’ll first look up Kevin, and we’ll go to Alex Lifeson’s Orbit Room 
together, where he’ll have his pint of Guinness and I’ll sip my a&w.

* * *

Whereas Kevin has begun to trace his current misfortunes to that 
tragic external shock and will soon tell his story to a jury of his peers 
and whereas Roger Waters has had many years to revisit and recon-
figure his very public spitting incident, I have had no one to answer 
to for the past decade. And while Waters has successfully accepted/
deflected the blame, nobly admitting his culpability while simultane-
ously indicting the soul- destroying system of fame and adulation, I 
have maintained a quiet, unnoticed life, and I blame nobody but myself 
for my spitting incident. I believe that Waters believes his account and 
his explanation for the repercussions, yet I suspect that —  like Kevin, 
who sees only now the destabilizing force of that phone call —  nothing 
so profound consciously drove Waters’s actions that night. Is this not 
the very definition of creative nonfiction? We do not write (if we 
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write well) only what happened; we explore our memory, grasping 
at meaning, to explain ourselves to ourselves. No doubt Waters’s spit 
was driven by a “spontaneous overflow of powerful feelings,” yet his 
rationalization arrived only as he recollected his actions in tranquility. 
As I recollect that night in the parking lot, everything happened at a 
distance from our gathered friends, during a pause in time, a kind of 
slow- motion irreversible error in judgment and, given John’s death, an 
ultimately irremediable expression of a disdain I felt for the briefest 
of moments. Thinking on it, I feel the drama is transformed —  not 
what I felt then but a heightened, parallel drama: I know what comes 
next, and though I would, I am unable to get to any other ending. 
That outpouring made an indelible mark, not just on John, who is no 
longer here to remember it, but on me. What I’m trying to say is that 
there’s nobody on this earth today who recalls my great shame but 
me —  that if I wished, I might obliterate the happening, seal it tight 
in mind or spit it out, perhaps —  but I find I cannot do this, and that 
even writing it here seems no expiation at all.
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