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1999 Brookie & D. K. Brown Fiction Contest Starstone Winner 

By Susan Palmer 

J ESSAMYN MASON AND I SANG A DUET FOR SACRA- 
ment meeting on Easter Sunday, and we sucked. I don't 
mean false modesty, hoping you'll come back to me with, 
"Oh, no, Nina, you guys were really good." I mean we 

butchered "More Holiness Give Me" in all the ways you can 
butcher a song without perforating eardrums. What is truly 
sad about this is I did everything I knew not to reduce that 
song to blood and bones, but it happened anyway. I'm sure 
Jessamyn tried as hard as she could, too, and Jessamyn is such 
a freaky little perfectionist that I don't have to gve her the ben- 
efit of the doubt on this. 

I hate Jessamyn Mason. 
I didn't start out hating her. Heck, I hardly knew the 

woman before we got this singing gig together. She was out 
there on the fringe of my world, getting up now and then in 
testimony meeting with these lilting stories of profound revela- 
tion. Cool, I always thought when she was done. Cool. God's 
chatting up somebody down here. 

Then a month before Easter Sunday, I get asked to sing by 
the ward music person, and I'm all happy because singng is 
who I am. It's what I do. Well, mothering a four-year-old and 
six-year-old and a thirty-two-year-old is what I actually do. But 
in my heart, I'm mostly singing. When I get alone time, once 
every other week or so, I sit down with my guitar, a sweet 
beauty of a Gibson that my grandpa gave me after arthritis fi- 
nally twisted his fingers up so bad he couldn't hold a chord 
any more. I strum and sing and think back on my college days 
and the folk-music crowd I hung out with, how we'd play here 
and there around campus, at parties, for friends' weddings, 
and that one time on public radio when everybody loved us 
and said we were good. 

But my life got out in front of my singing somehow, and 
now music runs along the edge of my world. So, anyhow, I got 
asked to do a song on Easter Sunday, and then the music 
person says, "Do you think Jessamyn Mason could do a duet 
with you? She really wants to sing but can't work the choir into 
her schedule. She's so busy with teaching." 

And me, idiot that I am, I just said, "Yeah, no problem. It'll 
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be fun." I call up Jessamyn and invite myself over. I head to her 
house with my song books one afternoon when she's home 
grading papers and Nate and Franlue are at their grandma's, 
and she turns out to be a complete and utter pain before I have 
even halfway got my coat off. 

"We can't do 'He Is Risen,"' she said. "It's lost its meaning 
from being overperformed." And then, "I hope you brought a 
capo for your guitar. I rarely find guitarists who can sing in my 
range. You people tend to have lower voices." 

Now I am a people-pleaser, just want everyone to get along 
and be happy I'd rather jump off a building than start a fight, 
but right away, I'm having bad thoughts. I call them my evil 
twin thoughts. But I smiled at her and said, "Yes on the capo. 
No problem. We'll sing in whatever key you like. One thing 
about me. I'm flexible." 

"Good," she said and took the music from me. She opened 
the hymn book to "More Holiness" and said, "We'll do this. 
Juxtaposing it with Easter will add resonance." She put the 
book on the music stand in her, by now I notice, perfect living 
room. If this living room were mine, it would be destroyed in 
about fifteen minutes. Things that look good in stores enter 
my home and become instantly shabby. It's not the boys' fault. 
It's more like a family project. Life is messy at our house. But 
Jessamyn's perfect teen-age daughters did not seem to be inter- 
fering in any noticeable way with the house-beautiful motif. 
Not me, though. Before our practice session was over, I'd al- 
most knocked a glass lamp off an end table. Jessamyn held her 
breath, grimaced at me, and said, "Go stand over there. It will 
be less problematic for the room." 

So that's how we got in the habit of her ordering me around, 
and me going "Yes, OK, whatever works for you." 

We had two more rehearsals before I realized that no matter 
how hard we tried, she and I were one big musical bomb 
waiting to go off. And you know what? I didn't abort the mis- 
sion. This was Jack's advice, tangled up with the boys on the 
living room floor playlng storm the beach and steal the Power 
Ranger. They're crawling around and ambushing each other 
and laughing hysterically while I'm sitting on the couch doing 
a major rant against Jessamyn. I should have followed Jack's 
advice, delivered between shrieks as the boys pummeled him: 
"Abort the mission, Bravo one four! Abort! Abort!" I should 
have gone to the ward music person and said, "This will be 
your worst nightmare. Pick someone else. Have us arrested. 
Get us out of town, but don't let us stand up in front of the 
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congregation, whatever you do." I didn't because I thought it 
was my evil twin talking. 

I was about thirty years old before I learned that everybody 
has an evil twin inside them. All that time I thought it was my 
special private hell, having this contrarian babbling like Satan 
himself in my brain. And what's worse, making me laugh, 
making me care more about stuff like music and my garden 
and the way morning sunlight slants across the kitchen than I 
do about reading scriptures and 
getting the dishes done. Then 1 
started seeing this therapist so I 
could keep from running out on 
my kids and my wonderful 
though somewhat extremely 
slothful husband, and I told her 
about the evil twin who kept 
spewing romantic garbage in my 
head about flylng off to 
Provence and singing sad folk 
songs at the country cafes and 
no responsibilities. And the 
therapist patted my knee and 
said, "Honey, we've all got one. 
Get used to it." 

So, I've been getting used to 
it. The therapist said the job of 
becoming sane in an insane 
world is to use every self at your 
disposal. Since we all have an 
evil twin, the evil twin must 
have value, she said. "Figure out 
its contribution to your soul, 
and you won't need me any- 
more," she said. 

The next week, when I saw 
her I said, "I've figured it out. 
The evil twin is my burden. If I 
can keep from doing what it 
says, I will have proved my 
worth." 

"Wrong answer," she said. 
"Try again. " 

Her wrong-answer pro- 
nouncements made me mad. 
When I talked this over with 
Lily down the street, Lily said 
she sounded like a malpracticing therapist. 

"They're not supposed to judge you," Lily said. "They're 
supposed to help you get in touch with your feelings. They're 
supposed to help you explore your childhood wounds. In 
therapy, there aren't supposed to be wrong answers." 

I don't know. Maybe my special gift is to always pick the 
loser. But I couldn't see finding a new therapist, even if mine 
wasn't all that good. She got me thinking about stuff, and she 
kept me from tossing the kids out a window during their dally 
pre-bedtime hysteria. She kept me from flinging a hammer at 

I was about thirty years old 

before I learned that everybody 

has an evll twin inside them. 

the TV during football season. Not literally. But you know 
what I mean. 

I thought it was my evil twin telling me to ditch perfect 
Jessamyn Mason, and I decided, no, I will hang in there. We 
are doing something of worth, and I will, by the pure force of 
my better nature, work it out. Every day, after breakfast was 
done and the boys were safely slaylng dragons or some such, I 
would get out my guitar and practice. Pretty soon I had that 

song down so that I could do it 
in my sleep. And once a week, I 
would dutifully trudge up the 
front steps to Jessamyn Mason's 
spotless home, and we would 
practice together. She had a 
lilting, pretty soprano voice. 1 
give her that. And I've been told 
my alto is warm and full. So our 
voices sounded fine together. 

But even as we got more pro- 
ficient with the song, each prac- 
tice was worse than the one be- 
fore it. Jessamyn drove me nuts. 
Each week, she'd name a new 
thing that was "purely unac- 
ceptable." They were things I'd 
always done as a performer, 
slow the tempo of the song here 
or there, drop the chords out 
for an a cappella bar or two, 
look at my singing partner. 
Jessamyn considered them all 

8 grave musical sins. 
"What do you mean, I can't 

? 
z look at you?" I said when this 
$ faux pas was added to the list. ' "I always look at who I'm 

singing with." 
"If you look at me, I'll lose 

my place in the music," she 
said. "I'm used to choral per- 
forming where we look straight 
ahead, not at each other." 

So, I'm telling Lily about this 
later. "Can you believe it? I can't 
even frick'n' look at her? She is 
off the charts." And Lily just 

laughed and shook her head and wanted to know how things 
lvere going in the Jack department. Lily's mission is to see me 
and Jack sealed in the temple. Shes always giving me these pep 
talks or booklets that will get Jack coming to church again. I've 
stopped explaining that Jack is way too wily for any of thls. 
Jack manages construction sites, and you can't run any sort of 
a line on him. Just makes him laugh. 

The therapist didn't laugh when I told her about Jessamyn 
hlasnn. In fact, she became grave and she said, "Loves a gift, 
not a sacrifice. Nina." And I didn't know how to take that, be- 
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The look on her face was 
priceless. Worst moment of 

her previously perfect life. 

cause of course, anybody who knows anything knows that 
love certainly is a sacrifice. Or what are we all doing on Easter 
Sunday? I chalked it up to her lack of Christian education and 
kept on practicing. 

If you try hard enough, you can make anything work. That's 
what I believe. But all the while, I'm undermining the gig with 
Jessamyn-loathing. It started getting on Jack's nerves. "Why 
don't you just tell her where 
to get off?" he said. "She's 
got no call to lord it over 
you like that. You've got a 
wonderful voice. She oughta 
kiss your feet, you letting 
her sing with you." And 
that's why I love Jack-foot- 
ball slave, human wrecking 
machine, and slothmeister 
that he is. Because Jack 
would flat-out back me against the world, even if the world 
were in the right. And also, because Jack gives foot rubs that'll 
make you forget your name. 

"I can make this work," I said. "I know I can. It's not as if 
she's a bad person. She's a good person. She loves the Lord, 
and she tries her best. If we both try our best, it'll all work 
out." 

But when Easter Sunday rolled around and I tumbled out of 
bed extra early so I could have some quiet time with just me 
and my Heavenly Father, a bad feeling came over me. I went 
and knelt in my private little place downstairs beside the 
washer and dryer where I can get all the noise in my head to 
shut up. I'm praylng fervently: Let this be good. Let me and 
Jessamyn be a conduit for love, no matter how much of a 
whiner I have been all month. Let me put it all behind me and 
just focus on music. All the while, the bad feeling is sitting 
there behind my closed eyeballs. Even as I pray, I know it in 
my heart. 

"When you say 'suck,"' the therapist said to me, "What ex- 
actly does that mean?" 

"It means that I found new ways to wreck the music," I told 
her. "I've botched little moments in performances before, 
played a wrong chord, forgotten a lync, bungled the rhythm. I 
did all those things, and then I lost the melody for two entire 
bars. Just lost it. I'm wandering all over the map trylng to find 
it again, and I look at Jessamyn, and she just freaks. . ." I 
laughed then, at last, until the tears streamed down my cheeks. 
"The look on her face was priceless. Worst moment of her pre- 
viously perfect life." 

"How did your evil twin feel?" the therapist asked. 
"Oh, wistful. I don't know. Amused, maybe," I said. 
"What do you think about that?" she said. 
"I guess it means that I've got one of those passive-aggres- 

sive personalities," I said. "I'm pretending to be all sweet and 
cooperative, but another part of me wants to blow the place 
up." 

"Wrong answer. Don't do me that psychobabble," she said. 
"What do you want from me?" 

"Your money," she said. "What do you want from you?" 
And right then I teared up and grabbed the arms of the 

chair, hanging on for dear life while something pulled loose in- 
side me. 

"What you want." she said as she handed me the tissue box. 
"It's OK to know what it is. It's OK to get a look at it. I guar- 
antee you." 

I think we went a month 
like that, me roclung and 
crylng, her with the tissues, 
before I got it out of my 
mouth in a spasm so big 
and sad I go red to the ears 
just thinking about it. "I 
want God to answer one of 
my prayers," this said in the 
voice of a kid who didn't get 
invited to the birthday party 

"Ahhhh," she said. "I see. And how would you know if God 
answered one of your prayers?" 

Now, I hadn't really given that a thought before. How would 
I know? The question kind of stopped me. My brain went all 
empty, and we didn't make any more progress that day Then 
something in me started feeling like therapy was a stupid 
waste of time, and I canceled three appointments in a row and 
didn't answer the messages the therapist left me. Jack got mad, 
said I'd dang well better call her back or he'd do it for me. 

"I don't care if we have to pay that over-educated broad out 
of the luds' college fund. She got your smile back on your face, 
and then you went and lost it when you sang in church," he 
said. 

'You'll have to drag me back there, then. She's a loser. Lily 
said so." My advice: Never marry a man who's bigger than you. 

"Where were we?" said the therapist. 
"Evil twin, bad music, etc.," I said. 
"Oh, right," she said. "So how would you know if God an- 

swered your prayers?" 
"You would just know," I said. 
"What does that mean?" she said. 
"Everybody else knows. I don't know how they know it. 

God gives them what they ask for or tells them what to do or 
something." 

So then I got this long lecture about who's in the room 
paylng big bucks for therapy: Just me. Not everybody else 
from the congregation. Not perfect Jessamyn Mason or the 
bishop or anybody. I think I was making her mad because she 
was pacing, like she was trapped. But then she threw herself 
into her big comfy chair and looked at me and said, "What's 
the best thing that happened when you sang that song in 
church?" 

"Nothing good happened. Just some old blue-hairs with 
hearing aids said we were good. But you could torture cats up 
there, and they wouldn't know the difference," I said. 

"OK," she said. "If your evil twin were telling me the best 
thing that happened after you sang that song in church, what 
would she say?" 
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Maybe God doesn't answer 

everybody's prayers the 
same way, I don't know. 

Other people get to have a 

still small voice. I've got Ike. 

It got so quiet in her office, I could hear the silk of her 
blouse move as she breathed. And then I remembered this one 
little thing that had happened when the congregation had 
cleared out of the chapel. I was putting my guitar away, and I 
saw this kid about my oldest son's age standing beside me. I 
knew him from visiting teaching somebody. He was skinny 
and kind of rat-faced, long of nose, wide-set eyes, not one for 
smiling. He was one of 
those kids who can't sit still 
for half a second, who kick 
on the bench in front of 
them and who have to be 
separated from their sib- 
lings, dragged out into the 
foyer, and maybe tied to a 
chair. 

"Hey," I said to him. 
"Hey," he said. "Can I hold 
your guitar?" I made him sit 
on the floor. I put the big 
guitar in his skinny little 
arms, and he wrapped his fingers around the neck. 

"Show me how," he said. I molded his fingers into an A 
chord. 

"Push hard. Now strum with your other hand," I said, and 
he sifted his fingers down the strings, making a muffled 
whuffing sound come out of the instrument. It put a grin on 
his face. He did it again and again. Then we heard some people 
coming into the chapel, and he handed me back the guitar, 
jumped to his feet and, poised for flight, said, "You got a nice 
voice," then scooted down the steps. 

"How come I had to get that from the evil twin?" the thera- 
pist asked. 

"She's got lower standards," I said. 
"You say that like it's a bad thing," said the therapist. 
"Well, I never heard of lower standards getting anybody 

into heaven," I said. 
"Heaven isn't my province, Nina," said the therapist. "But 

I'm lihng your evil twin." 
We were out of time then, and I reached for my purse to 

write a check. She said: "When you come back next week, I 
want you to have another name for the evil twin. I think she 
deserves it." 

I told Lily about this, and Lily reared back like a soccer 
mom at a bad call. "She's positioning you to start believing in 
multiple personality disorder. Next thing you know, you'll be 
having false memory syndrome about how somebody or other 
molested you when you were two, and you'll be a basket case. 
And she'll drag you through another ten years of therapy I've 
said all along you need a better therapist." 

At first, I sort of agreed with her, but the week got busy and 
I didn't have time to dwell on it. My grandpa came and spent a 
couple of days with us, scaring Nate and Frankie with his big 
bushy eyebrows and gnarled hands. But they warmed up to 
him when he sang them to sleep at bedtime. Then Lily went 
into the hospital for an emergency appendectomy and I did a 

bunch of baking for her family Our house lurched to complete 
chaos, laundry piled everywhere, dishes undone in the sink, 
toys scattered across the living room. Then the afternoon that I 
had planned to do a massive cleanup, Jack slipped away from 
work and talked me into going for a long drive, just the two of 
us while Grandpa watched the boys. It was a good week, even 
with all the mess. When I saw the therapist the next time, I 

had totally forgotten about 
the evil twin. 

"Well," she said. 
"What's her name?" 

I was on the spot and I 
just blurted out, "Ike." 

"Why Ike?" she said. 
"Oh, I don't know. It 

was my great aunt's nick- 
name." 

"So your evil twin and 
your great aunt have 
something in common?" 

"Oh, heck, no." I said. 
"Everybody loved my great aunt. She was the most compas- 
sionate woman you'd ever want to meet. She never had a harsh 
word for anyone, but she was funny, you know, had a real 
sharp wit." 

"I'm liking it," said the therapist. "Let's start with that. Tell 
me everything Ike knows about compassion." 

"You mean my great aunt?" I asked. 
"No," said the therapist. "I mean the one inside you." 
What's weird is, the Ike inside me turned out to know a lot. 

Now I could go on and on about this. We spent a few months 
on it in therapy But to keep it short, because Nate and Frankie 
are being way too quiet in the back of the house, to keep it 
short, I learned that Ike wasn't an evil twin, just a part of me 
(unlike the main part of me) that doesn't hold everyone up to 
a standard no one can meet. 

Maybe God doesn't answer everybody's prayers the same 
way, I don't know. Other people get to have a still small voice. 
I've got Ike. I still dream about Provence. But instead of feeling 
guilty about it, I told Jack. And Jack said Provence next 
summer sounded good to him. Maybe I'll even bring the 
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seven-year locusts 

a constant thrum in the trees- 

the sound of a rake 
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