An excerpt from the introduction to the Baltimore Book of the Dead:

During the spring of 2007, in the dark days toward the end of our marriage, my second husband and I managed to get ourselves invited to a small house party on the South Coast of Jamaica, held over the weekend of the Calabash Festival, a major annual literary event with writers from all over the Caribbean and the world. I had just begun writing The Glen Rock Book of the Dead, the predecessor to this volume. The first morning, all the guests went up the road to Jake’s, the resort where the festival is held, in our hosts’ van. We heard readings, paged through books on sale, sipped frozen drinks. My husband and I sipped many of them. The group went home for lunch, planning to return in the afternoon, but storm clouds massed and broke and no one wanted to go back in the pouring rain.
Our friends were expecting another visitor for drinks that evening. This man turned out to be a writer for the island’s main newspaper and also a native of the fishing village where the house was located. He spoke passionately about Jamaica’s history and politics. He told us about his father and his uncles and cousins, many of them claimed by the greedy sea. One story after another poured out of him, stories of people dying in boats, in hurricanes, on cliffs, people dying even at other people’s funerals.
I asked if he would write about them, and he said he planned to, told me how it would begin with him standing on the beach with his aunt Lucy when he was very young, trying to understand the look on her face as she watched the ocean.
After he left, we sat down to dinner: our hosts, four other friends of theirs, my husband, now definitively in the bag, and me. The rain hammered on the roof as the local women who worked for them brought dishes of callaloo and jerk meats.
Since we were skipping the evening program at the festival, I suggested that after dinner I could fill in with a reading from the collection I was working on. The pieces were very new and I hadn’t had the opportunity to get people’s reactions. I was eager to do so. I wished that the journalist had still been there, but the other guests seemed interested enough.
The first one I read was about my father; the second was called “The Realtor,” about the spunky Texas woman who had sold my house years back. The short piece had several scenes, one in Venice, one in her backyard, one in her bedroom when she was dying  of cancer. I had barely finished it when one of the women at the table blurted emotionally, Please, I’m on vacation. I don’t want to hear this depressing stuff. She jumped up with her hand over her mouth and fled to her room.
I wanted to go to her, but my hostess thought I should not. Well, then, I said, why don’t I just continue. My hostess didn’t think much of that idea, either. At this point, she was well on her way to regretting having invited us, and we would both give her further reasons to do so for the remainder of the weekend, the final mistake being leaving too small a tip for the staff, which I still feel bad about.
I reluctantly put aside my laptop. A debate ensued among the remaining guests about just how depressing the pieces really were, and whether the topic of death had any proper place at the dinner table. I suggested that, at least from my perspective, our lives are so full of dead people that any sane way of living involves constant remembrance. My days and my thoughts are shaped almost as much by people who are no longer here as those who are. That to cast this remembrance as depressing is to deprive ourselves of our history, our context, and even one of our pleasures, if a bittersweet one. Meeting the journalist earlier in the evening had been a more meaningful experience because he’d told us about his father and uncles.
Death is the subtext of life, there is no way around it. It is the foundation of life’s meaning and value. It is the ultimate game-changer, the shift in perspective that puts everything in its place, yet it is a part of our story we know little about and have little control over.
So at the very least, it’s interesting.
On the other hand, as far as death at the dinner table goes, some respectful space must be made for grief. Grief is socially awkward, if not all-out antisocial, difficult to accommodate even in one-on-one conversations. Even now, when I mention that I was widowed in my first marriage, or that my first baby was stillborn, I see people’s faces fall, and I rush to explain that it was a long, long time ago and it was very sad but I am fine now. I really am. But I am also trying to spare them the awkwardness of having to come up  with some appropriate, or more likely inappropriate, response, perhaps making some well-intentioned but  doomed attempt to help me get over it, possibly by implying that it was God’s will.
Which brings me back to the time when I was not fine, after those deaths and others, as well, and there I find part of my motivation for writing these books, for dwelling so long in the graveyard, for finding a way to talk about it.
In times of intense grief, I have tried all the usual methods of escape—distraction, compensation, intoxication; therapies and treatments and antidotes for body and soul. I once had a massage from a woman named Chaka that unleashed a hurricane of tears. Ultimately, instead of attempting to flee from the pain of loss, I decided to spend time with it, to linger, to let these thoughts and feelings bloom inside me into something else.
Why do we build memorials, decorate gravesites, set up shrines, stitch an AIDS quilt, paint three murals for Freddie Gray; what are these ghostly white bicycles woven with flowers on Charles and Roland avenues? These are places to put our grief, places outside ourselves. And when you make a memorial object with your own hands, some of the anguish dissolves into what you are making. You are returned from the world of the dead to the world of the living.
For example, that ex-husband of mine never tired of hearing the heartbreaking song “Sweet Old World” by Lucinda Williams. Addressed to Williams’s boyfriend who died of an overdose, the song was for him a way of connecting with his feelings about another loss—his younger brother, dead of similar causes when he was barely thirty. See what you lost when you left this world, this sweet old world . . .
Part of the beauty of the song, like so many other songs of mourning, is that people hear and feel in it a reflection of their own grief. When my fatherless sons were teenagers, they fell in love with songs by Blink-182 and OPM about people who died too young. It takes away some of the brutal loneliness of bereavement to hear those lyrics, or to read that story, to see the monument someone else has made by hand. To join a chain of remembering. It does not make us any sadder to consume these morbid entertainments; it may even ease our hearts.
The novelist Lewis Nordan, remembered later in these pages, has a beautiful short story called “Tombstone” about a man whose son committed suicide fourteen years earlier. The man comes across a photograph of folk-art tombstones from the South. They are blocks of poured concrete, with wings and heads projecting from the base, the wings washed white and the faces painted simply to represent the lost people. Driven to make one of these for his son, the narrator says, A joy I had not felt for fourteen years swam into my heart as I fashioned Robin’s sweet closed eyes, as I remembered having seen them in sleep, and a trace of his pickerel smile.
The “pickerel smile” is a reference to another literary memorial, Theodore Roethke’s “Elegy for Jane, My Student Thrown by a Horse.” I remember the neckcurls, limp and damp as tendrils / And her quick look, a sidelong pickerel smile... A pickerel, by the way, is a young pike. Apparently  famous for their smiles.
	After that trip to Jamaica, 2007 went straight downhill. The marriage was almost over, and in September my mother was diagnosed with lung cancer. Every time I went to visit her, we would talk about different people I wanted to include in the book; there was so much I didn’t know. Meanwhile, it started to be obvious that she could soon become one of its characters. Hell, no, I thought, quickly completing and turning in the manuscript so she would not be in it, as if this would have mystical power to keep her alive.
Ten years later, this second book begins with her, adding people who died between 2008 and 2017, and a few others. Some of them I loved, some of them I barely knew, some I only worshipped from afar, but all of their deaths I considered a subtraction from my world. I have made every attempt to be accurate about the details of their lives, yet as in the previous volume I have omitted their names, since they had no chance to correct any errors, or even agree to be in this book.
I moved from rural Pennsylvania—Glen Rock—to Baltimore in February of 2009. So like its predecessor, this book is named for the place I wrote it, rather than the stories it includes. But you can’t call a book The Baltimore Book of the Dead without creating certain expectations.
This city has a vexed and unnaturally intimate relationship with death. In Bodymore, Murderland, as the poets call it, people will sometimes refer to their relative who was a homicide victim as “Number 146,” meaning he was the 146th of the people murdered this year. Last year, according to the Baltimore Sun, the number got to 343. Back before these official counts were so widely publicized, I taught a student in the MFA program at the University of Baltimore, a young black man who grew up here. He had filled a shoebox with obituaries of friends and family by the time he was in high school. You’ll meet his brother in a little while.
No matter what happens, there will always be as many books of the dead as there are people remembering.




The Alpha
died 2008

Anyone who was at Camp Nawita in the late 1930s can tell you, she was queen of the baseball diamond. The tennis court, the hockey field, the horseshoe pitch, and the lake. Too bad she beat Title IX by forty years. It wasn't exactly the heyday of female business majors, either, nor women in the workplace, and for a really bad idea, try sending a young woman on a business trip by herself, wedding ring or no. Enough already. She got pregnant, moved to the Shore, took up golf and gin. She won her first club championship in 1966, just as I began my poetry career. I raced into the dining room where she was drinking her martini, ode in hand. She had a bad lie in the weeds of sixteen / Ere she lofted and landed her ball on the green. Now I haven't set eyes on that place in ten years, and when they say everything is different, I believe them.

Everyone's mother is mythological: her body the origin of existence and consciousness, her house the pimped-out crib of Zeus, her mistakes the cause of everything. Holy her rose bushes, holy her blackjack system, her London broil holy. My mother, the godhead of 7 Dwight Drive, rose daily from her bed to quaff her Tropicana orange juice and to slay the New York Times crossword puzzle. She survived a difficult childhood, my father's high jinks, two heart attacks, non-Hodgkin's lymphoma, surgery for diverticulosis, and the many poor decisions and inappropriate outfits of her daughters. She certainly did not believe a clot in her lung could bring her down, that smoking for sixty-five years would actually cause lung cancer, or that lung cancer was definitely fatal. The last thing she did before she took to her bed was win a golf tournament. Clearly the subprime crisis, the market crash, Hurricane Sandy, and even Donald Trump were biding their time until she was out of the way. 

And then she was. Imagine Persephone coming up from hell and Demeter not there. Strange cars in the driveway, the rose bushes skeletons. You stand there at first, uncomprehending, your poem in your hand. Then you go somewhere, call it home. Call it spring.



Who Dat
died 2013

The bar for "crazy" is high in New Orleans. Same with "alcoholic" and "drug addict." I once heard someone there explain that he knew he didn't have a drinking problem because he stayed in on Fridays. This aspect of the city's culture made me feel right at home when I arrived in the early eighties. My New Orleans hosts were a couple of old friends who had moved down from New York State. Now they were birds of a feather in a flock of odd ducks: underground musicians, visual artists, psychics, conspiracy theorists, voodoo queens. Their main man and direct line into the indigenous New Orleans music scene was a cadaverous guitar player who, still in his twenties, was already a legend. Though his style was more experimental punk than funk or blues, his band was everywhere, opening for the Meters or Professor Longhair, backing up Earl King or Little Queenie. He was widely considered the city's best songwriter, though few could name a single song he'd written.

Little he said made logical sense, and he was impossible to pin down about anything. His eyes looked sad all the time. He had a young son and a wife, later another wife, and he was devoted to all of them. He was kind. Acutely aware of the invisible things around us, he had personal experience with alien abduction. He also had amazing drug connections. So amazing he eventually had to leave New Orleans to get away from them and wound up living in voluntary exile for the rest of his life.

One time, we stopped in Atlanta to visit him and his wife. They had a rambling, two-story house with a huge kitchen. Diane took us to the farmers' market, where I bought three bunches of Swiss chard for a pasta dish from Sundays at Moosewood. The details of that recipe are the thing I remember best in this whole story. Ziti con bietole. Try it.
Though we had been out of touch for decades, he found me on Facebook and called when he learned he was dying. He was sixty-two, diagnosed with Stage IV cancer, and since I had written about my role in Tony's assisted suicide, he wondered if I had any ideas for him. Other than that, he just wanted to say hey.


The Belligerent Stream
buried 1962

Everyone who drives into Baltimore is shocked to discover that the interstate — a part of I-83 known as the JFX — stops dead and disappears in the middle of town. Whether you are coming from the north or the south, your route into the city will dump you off near the Inner Harbor and leave you to wend your way through downtown traffic. Before the JFX vanishes, it wanders through town like a drunk, swerving drastically left, then right, for no apparent reason. 

But there is a reason. This road is built right on top of the Jones Falls, which once burbled through town to the bay, a "belligerent stream" according to early twentieth-century historian Letitia Stockett, who taught at the high school my daughter now attends. Perhaps because it was always prone to flooding and filled with trash, few mourned in the 1960s when the tough little waterway was paved over, sacrificed to suburbanites' need for speed. The alternative was tearing down buildings and slicing through neighborhoods. On the other hand, if they had finished the road as planned, the Inner Harbor would now be covered with concrete ramps. A terrible thought indeed. Though it didn't look like much back then, the decaying port has since become the city's sparkly little Disneyland; all of Baltimore most tourists ever see. 

Meanwhile, the belligerent stream has never submitted entirely, as I learned recently while reading a novel set in Baltimore with a secret waterfall. I immediately emailed the author: Where is this? In the abandoned industrial neighborhood beneath the elevated part of the highway, he wrote back, look for an overgrown trail. Once we found it, my daughter had to help me down the steep makeshift steps to the rickety deck. And there it was: the surprisingly emerald waters of the Jones Falls, bursting out of the culvert, rushing to a rounded cliff, tumbling over and pounding noisily into a pool. Graffiti adds a caption to the postcard: PERSISTENCE IS KEY.



The French Horn Player
died 2014

Perhaps you don’t think of Baltimore as a world capital of classical music, but it is home to a fine symphony and many smaller ensembles and orchestras, fed by a conservatory of some renown. For 150 years, the Peabody Institute has drawn young musicians to a city they’ve barely heard of, which turns out to be an easy place to stick around. This is how two curly-headed brothers, French horn players from South Carolina, ended up here, sharing an apartment with a view of the skateboard park. The younger one, a radiant free spirit, became friends with my son, and their love of music was not the only thing they had in common. Both were little brothers, but my son was one year older, so he considered himself the big brother in this pair. He took the young French horn player under his wing. Many long nights turned to dawn as they rocked on the porch of the apartment, like old farmers with tall tales and big schemes.
Then the boy got sick, a nasty throat infection that led to the removal of his tonsils. These days, a tonsillectomy is an outpatient procedure, forty-five minutes under anesthesia, a few hours for observation, then off you go with your antibiotics and pain medication. I was surprised to hear this, having spent days in the hospital eating lime Jell-O back in 1965, and I will not be able to tell you what happened next because all we know is that when the older brother got home from work, the boy lay dead in his room. How can that be? Every person who loved this boy, among them my son, wondered why they hadn’t been with him that day. It would have been so easy. It would have been their pleasure.
The boy was buried in the foothills of Mount Catoc­tin, in Frederick, Maryland. A quartet of young French horn players in their concert suits performed Mahler’s requiem, then his brother played an arrangement of “You Are My Sunshine” on a single horn. The notes leapt into the sky. The sun, that oldest patron of the arts, came out from behind the clouds to hear.


The Big Man
died 2016

Destiny loves to play games. Like making my son’s unhappy and very short-lived employment at Guitar Center the secret doorway to the future. One afternoon, a shy giant appears in the store, six foot ten in his Phillies cap, to trade in some microphones. My son races out of hiding to nab this customer—and abracadabra, our lives are changed. He entered our world like an undiscovered planet, pulling my son, his band, his friends, his mother, into his orbit. My hands are so high, my hands are so big, just hand me that mic, I’ll rock this whole crib. A rapper is both a memoirist and a poet: I didn’t get it until then, but fifteen-year-old boys all over the world were already annotating the lyrics pages on the Internet.
He had a titanic work ethic and an Olympic play ethic, he was an artistic madman with a medicine chest from hell, he had a broken biological clock that ran on breakfast sandwiches from the gas station. He had rhymes for days and stories for weeks and charms against despair: the reset button, the gray scale, the two-tone rebel, the mysterious black paisley. Mr. Sunshine, Mr. Rainstorm, meet me in the conference room, we got to brainstorm. After he was dead, I asked my son if he understood these metaphors. He was quiet a moment, thinking. Then we opened some beers.
Right before he went to the emergency room to see what was up, he posted a picture of his swollen hand on Twitter. That turned out to be goodbye. Like a giant in a fairy tale, he was felled by the tiniest of foes, a microorganism, a rogue in the bloodstream. We sent flowers but only his parents and sisters, tumbling through space like lost astronauts, ever saw them. Still a Wallace in the afterlife. Music lives on, never gone, no half-life. Why are so many of the songs about this? Even his beloved golden mutt—part retriever, part greyhound, part muse—listens to his voice over and over, wanting to believe.



His Brother
died 1998

There’s just one degree of separation between me and Freddie Gray, who was called “Pepper” and sometimes “Freddie Black” by his friends. So I heard from one of my memoir students who knew him slightly—their connection was a hood-hopper named Gorgeous. A hood-hopper, you know, a clown who claims to be from every block in town. Anything I know about hood-hopping, or about the life of black boys in Baltimore, comes through this young writer, now the author of several published books. His career took off the week of the uprising in 2015, when he published an op-ed in the New York Times explaining that being beaten up by cops, as Freddie Gray was on the day of his death, was a routine part of his childhood. During basketball games. Walking to school. Anytime.
This boy was mostly raised by his older brother, a powerful and popular drug dealer who was fiercely protective of his younger sibling. He’d moved him out of their father’s house when the younger boy was fifteen, desperate to keep him off the streets and in school. He hadn’t finished himself, but he was a passionate reader. Their house was full of books. And basketballs, and boxes of sneakers. Three years later, the slam dunk: little brother accepted to Georgetown University! The future college student took the letter over to his mother’s place to celebrate. Left a message for his big brother. Then there was a knock on the door. A breathless messenger. He ran downstairs, pushed his way through the crowd on the sidewalk.
The first thing he saw were his brother’s Charles Bark­leys. Still perfect, still gleaming white. His legs went limp; he flung himself onto the body. Moments later, the police arrived. They dragged him away, cuffed him, threw him in the squad car, questioned him for hours. Grief counseling, East Baltimore style.
Seventeen years later, the Baltimore police killed a man named Freddie Gray. I often wonder what Pepper would think if he could see who he has become, the strange destiny he was posthumously chosen for. His death was senseless, and it could have been meaningless, but instead it is history. So, by way of my student and his brother, by way of Gorgeous the hood-hopper, I send something I can only call a prayer.


The Artist
died 2016

The first time I saw him, 1999 was far in the future and we were as bad as we would ever be. My sister and The Carpenter, The Skater and me, high as kites at Radio City Music Hall, in our terrible eighties clothes and our big pink hair. He sang “International Lover” from a flying bed. When it was over, we found the car sitting right where we’d parked it on Fifth Avenue, despite having left the keys dangling in the door.
The next time I saw him was again with my sister. It was the new millennium, and our luck had flip-flopped several times: both the boys from the first scene were long dead, and she had ten years clean. We were with our third and second husbands in the very last row of the Meadowlands. He was far away, a five-foot-two vegan Jehovah’s Witness from Minneapolis with a genius as big as the moon.
The last time I saw him was shortly after the Baltimore uprising, when he gave a concert for peace on Mother’s Day. As if I knew it was my last chance, I paid $1,000 for my daughter and me to sit in the third row. The fog machine started blowing, the purple lights came up, and then they poured out one after another, the top ten on my subconscious jukebox. The swelling, melancholy chords of “Little Red Corvette,” the skittering riff that starts “When Doves Cry.” Ten thousand voices singing You, I would die for you, and it felt like something good could happen in this maddened city. I was bent over, sobbing. Mom, said my daughter. Watch the show.
I was so proud to have been born in the same year as him. Prince, Madonna, Keith Haring, Michael Jackson, and me, I used to say. Now Madonna and I are holding down the fort. I could not believe he died of an overdose until the autopsy came out. The original straight-edge, taken down by shattered hips and platform shoes. He saw it coming, had called a doctor who was on the way to take him to rehab. For weeks, I couldn’t stop searching for articles about it, as if one might have a different ending.

