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Art Saves
Hunger Mountain 

The VCFA Journal of the Arts

Spring 2021, Issue 25

Art can save a life, a relationship, a nation, a Sunday af-
ternoon, one’s sanity—and art can save a space: for joy, 
for understanding, for all that is within us and beyond us. 
 
We believe art matters now more than ever—or, rather, as 
much as it ever has. This is our proof.
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The scrawny security guy holds my ID in his hand and glances up. 

He’s trying to determine if I’m who my driver’s license shows me to 

EH��2U�KHōV�VFRSLQJ�RXW�WKH�WUDVK�ƓOOHG�SDUNLQJ�ORW�EHKLQG�PH��:HōUH�
in an isolated part of downtown Denver and I don’t see how he’s go-

ing to protect us from whatever big, bad threat might poke its head 

out of the dark. 

“Hand,” he says. 

“Huh?”

My sister Jill nudges me and hisses, “Show him your hand.” 

I stick out my palm. He turns it over and draws a thick black X on 

the back of my white hand, like he’s crossing out something expired. 

“So pretty,” I say, meeting the guy’s eyes. 

He tells me to step aside and then checks IDs for Jill and her 

friend Bekah, waving them through the front door, no X in sight.     

“Show’s upstairs,” Jill says and then points to a set of wooden 

stairs that look like they were put together to dare people to get to 

WKH�VHFRQG�ŴRRU��
“Which is where they keep the dead bodies?” I ask. “Maybe just 
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the ones with the big X on their hands?”

Bekah laughs, her enormous mane of thick curls dipping down 

her back. There’s no way I’m anything other than her friend’s kid sis-

ter, but I’m proud she appreciated my remark, my smart aleck-ness, 

as my family calls it. Bekah’s the coolest person I’ve ever met with her 

New York accent and leather motorcycle jacket and black stacked-

heel boots and red lipstick. Even with her boots, she’s short and in-

timidating as fuck. I have no idea if she’s into girls at all. Whenever I 

ask Jill about her friends, she shuts me down like I could never un-

derstand the artsy world she joined in college. 

Jill shoots me a look that would snap “be grateful” if it had a 

voice. We enter the room and its small, tight space stops me. It holds 

a smattering of tables and a patch of stage with a tiny dance area. 

And lots of long, dark shadows. 

“You said concert, Jill.” 

Jill and Bekah ignore my comment, rushing toward a table at the 

very front. It’s not like we’ve got much competition, so I’m not sure 

what their hurry is. They sit and I follow. 

“Savannah,” Jill says, “you—”

“Sav,” I correct. 

“You’ve never seen anyone like Ani DiFranco,” Jill says.  

“Who the hell is Ani DiFranco?” 

All I know about tonight is that Jill and Bekah saw this person per-

form on their campus last night and then insisted they drive up from 

school to see her show here.   

“Sav,” Bekah says, my name sounding like a command in her 

smooth, low voice. “You don’t know what’s about to happen here.” 

“Ani is life changing,” Jill says. “You should be grateful I’m shar-

ing her with you.”

Bekah pushes herself out of her chair. “Drinks. We need drinks.” 

“I’ll go, too.” I start to stand, but Jill shakes her head. 

“Sit,” she commands. “If this show wasn’t up here away from the 

bar, you wouldn’t have even made it through the front door. Let’s not 

call any more attention to you.”

They head back down those rickety stairs, leaving me alone to 

watch people trickle into this space. I spot several granola types with 

WKHLU� ORQJ��XQEUXVKHG�KDLU�DQG�ŴRZ\�VNLUWV�� WKH\� ORRN� OLNH�PDQ\�RI�
the people at my high school, so there’s no clue about the perform-

HU�LQ�WKHLU�DSSHDUDQFH��2U�PD\EH�LW�LV�D�KLQWŋ-LOO�XVHG�WR�ƓW�LQ�ZLWK�WKH�
hippie types before she traded her dresses in for ripped jeans and 

paint-splattered t-shirts. Give me The Breeders and Nirvana and Di-

gable Planets. It’s pretty clear none of those bands are showing up 

here tonight.  

Two people with shaved heads scope out the available tables. It’s 

hard not to stare: such hairless sightings are so uncommon. Because 

RI�WKH�RXWGRRUV\�FXOWXUH�LQ�&RORUDGR��ŴDQQHO�VKLUWV�DQG�ERRWV�RU�KLN-

ing shoes don’t offer much in the way of signs that someone might 

be something other than straight. Women with shaved heads offer a 

hopeful clue. A steel-toed pair of Doc Martens (like the ones on my 

feet) are more helpful, but still no guarantee. 

I strain to get a glimpse of the shaved head duo’s hands, to see 

if they are branded with the glaring X. Although it’s to make sure we 

GRQōW�JHW�DOFRKRO��LW�IHHOV�OLNH�D�ŴDPLQJ�VLJQ�WKDW�VFUHDPV�ŏWKLV�RQH�
does not belong!”

It doesn’t take black marker on my hand for me to feel that way, 

like I don’t belong. That singularity stays with me regardless of where 

I am. Deciding to shave off my hair last week felt like an opportunity 

to own it. When I looked in the mirror and saw my bald head for the 

ƓUVW�WLPH��,�EOXVKHG�DW�WKH�LPDJH�VWDULQJ�EDFN�DW�PH��,ōP�JODG�,�GLG�
it, but some days it seems like I’m walking down the halls at school 

with the word DYKE on my forehead. Perhaps in black marker. It’s not 

that I regret shaving my head, it’s just that I didn’t anticipate feeling 

so exposed. 

My parents ignore it, like if they don’t acknowledge my lack of 

hair it will … go away.  

I twist around in my seat, ready for Jill and Bekah to return be-

fore someone comes over to take a chair or something. This room 

�LWōV�WRR�VPDOO�WR�FDOO�LW�DQ\WKLQJ�HOVH��LV�ƓOOLQJ�XS�ZLWK�ZRPHQŋDQG�D�
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whole lot of them look like, well … they look like me. 

A tall girl with a black asymmetrical bob passes through an extra 

shadowy section of the room. She looks like Paloma, this girl from my 

Biology class, but it’s hard to tell. She always whispers a running com-

mentary about our teacher. Sometimes I think she’s trying to break 

me, get me to bust up laughing in the middle of a lecture. I haven’t 

yet. Paloma hangs with a group of people who don’t look like they’d 

go together … but they do go together … maybe because they don’t 

ƓW�DQ\ZKHUH�HOVH��
:KHQ�,�ZDONHG�LQWR�FODVV�ZLWK�P\�VKDYHG�KHDG�IRU�WKH�ƓUVW�WLPH��

Paloma stared at me. Then she said, “That’s a close cut.” She was ex-

tra funny that day and I thought maybe she’d ask if I wanted to hang 

with her and her friends. 

She didn’t. 

Jill places a plastic cup in front of me.  

ŏ:KDWōV�WKLV"Ő�,�VWDUH�GRZQ�DW�WKH�Ɠ]]\�EURZQ�OLTXLG��
“It’s plain pop,” she says, a bit of snip to her tone. “You really think 

I’m going to buy my little sister liquor?”

“You’re not my parent.” It’s a frequent refrain in our relationship. 

“What do you have?” I point to Bekah’s cup. 

“Whiskey,” Bekah says and takes a sip, her calm facial expression 

never changing.

“New York sophisticate.” Jill takes a drink of her bottled Boulder 

Beer.

“How are you two friends?” I blurt. 

-LOO�UXQV�KHU�ƓQJHUWLSV�DORQJ�WKH�EDFN�RI�%HNDKōV�KDQG��ŏ:H�KDG�
an instant connection.” 

ŏ,I�\RX�FDQōW�ERQG�ZLWK�WKH�ƓYH�SHRSOH�LQ�RXU�)HPLQLVW�&ROOHFWLYH��
then who’ve you got?” 

Jill’s face falls. She has a boyfriend, but her reaction makes me 

ZRQGHU�LI�VKHōV�IDQQLQJ�D�ŴDPH�IRU�%HNDK��1RW�WKDW�,�EODPH�KHU��6WLOO��
there’s no way my sister’s queer. Or gay. She hates it when I use the 

ELJ�ŏ4Ő�ZRUG��
“That’s it? Five?” I ask. Sure doesn’t seem like the amazing new 

world Jill has described to me. “Bekah, don’t you miss New York and 

being around more people like you?” 

I don’t know what I mean by “like you.” But here I go again judg-

ing people on their appearance. Not judging. Looking for clues that 

someone has something in common with me. 

“I really wanted to study with two of the sociology profs,” Bekah 

says with a shrug. “One of them has written about Madonna as an 

emerging feminist icon. I want to learn from a smart woman who can 

view the world we consume like that.” 

“Oh,” I say, “I had no idea you could study Madonna in college.”  

I want to ask Bekah why she didn’t go to Sarah Lawrence in New 

York City. Or, at least, I’d like to pry into what she knows about the 

college. It’s my dream school, but it’s so expensive. It’ll be out of 

WKH�TXHVWLRQ�ZLWKRXW�ELJ�ƓQDQFLDO�DLG��-LOO�KDG�WR�JHW�DQ�DOPRVW�IXOO�
ride academic scholarship to go to her beloved college—and that’s 

in Colorado.

“Ani should be on stage any moment,” Bekah says. “She is life 

changing.”

“Life changing,” Jill echoes. 

Like someone’s life is really going to change in the upstairs of a 

rundown, rickety bar.  

I take a drink of my pop and scan the room again, hoping to spot 

Paloma’s asymmetrical hair. We started talking in class more after she 

got the new cut at the beginning of the school year. I hadn’t thought 

about it before, but that’s when she started hanging out with her 

group of friends, too. But I don’t see Paloma (or the person I thought 

was her) anywhere. 

“How do you know if someone’s queer? Or how do you ask them 

without inciting some kind of freak out?” I ask. 

“Most of us don’t know ourselves enough to come out so young 

like you,” Bekah says.  

“Are you—”

My words are forever swallowed by the swell of cheers and whis-

WOHV� ƓOOLQJ�HYHU\�PLOOLPHWHU�RI� WKH� URRP��-LOO� DQG�%HNDK� MXPS� IURP�
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their seats to join the cheering, so I follow. We’re close enough to the 

stage I can see everything now that I’m standing. 

That’s when I spot her: the tiny singer with the shaved head stand-

ing in the middle of the stage with a guitar and black tape around 

WKH�ƓQJHUV�RI�KHU�OHIW�KDQG���6KH�SOD\V�D�IHZ�FKRUGV�DQG�WKHQ�ZDLOV�
on her guitar.

“Ani fucking DiFranco!” Bekah screams, eliciting the cheers of 

those around her. 

I stare up at Ani, at her beat-up platform boots, her sizes-too-big 

cargo pants, and tight black t-shirt. She resembles the me I tried to 

free when I shaved my head and spent several months of savings 

from tedious math tutoring sessions on my Doc Martens. 

$QL�ƓQLVKHV�RQH�VRQJ� WR�ELJ�DSSODXVH�DQG� LPPHGLDWHO\�VWUXPV�
the chords of another tune. It hushes the crowd, like we’ll scare the 

words away if we’re too loud. Like lives depend on it. And Ani’s voice 

croons about two people—Is it two girls? It must be two girls. Please 

let it be two girls—who maybe are breaking up and Ani is singing 

DERXW�ZULWLQJ� JUDIƓWL� RQ� WKH� RWKHU� SHUVRQōV� ERG\� DERXW� KRZ� KDUG�
they tried. About using both hands. 

It is beautiful and everything feels beautiful and I can’t believe I 

am here. 

“She’s gay, right?” I shout in Bekah’s ear. “She didn’t use pro-

nouns.” 

“Can’t the song be what you need it to be in that moment?” Bekah 

yells back. Then she turns away from me, focused on the stage. On 

the singer. 

,�GRQōW�VD\�DQ\WKLQJ�HOVH��EXW�,�ZDQW�WR�DUJXH�WKDW�,ōP�WU\LQJ�WR�ƓJ-

ure out if other people are like me. 

At the end of that ballad, Ani doesn’t wait for the cheers and 

shouts to die down. She drives right into a song about traveling the 

country and “adults” who frown at her, passing judgement. Ani sings 

that their reactions must be because of her hair—her lack of hair—and 

her nose piercing, which sometimes catches the light from the stage. 

I move and holler with the crowd, vibrating with elated joy, swept 

up in their energy and this hot, sweaty feeling of being here togeth-

er, in this open room with its tiny stage and questionable stability of 

nails and wood. It doesn’t matter because we are right here, right 

now. 

And then Ani bangs on her guitar and she launches into a fast 

song that of course I don’t know. Then she sings about being “in or 

out.” 

She means my kind of out. 

No question.

She’s singing about people like me.

At the end of the number, I yell as loud as I can, with everyone 

else. 

Over the sounds of the crowd, Ani says she’s gonna play two more 

songs. The announcement creates one big groan in the audience. 

Then she says a few of us should come up there with her. Every-

one roars. 

The lights over us brighten and Ani shields her eyes for a better 

view of us. Everyone wants to be up there on that tiny stage. We’re all 

ƓJKWLQJ�IRU�$QLōV�DWWHQWLRQ��(YHQ�%HNDK�
I want to be up there with Ani. In that magic. To stand with some-

one like me. 

She won’t pick me. No way. 

She can’t pick me if I don’t try. 

Then tomorrow I’d wonder what would have happened if I tried 

to get on that stage. It’s not like anything would really change, but at 

least I’d know I did something—something bigger than shaving my 

head and just hoping it would transform my life. 

I don’t have the nerve to get up there. 

Ani’s picking people. They are going up on the stage. 

My moment’s moving on. 

Without me. 

I push my way to the front of the small crowd and hold my hand 

up as high as I can, the marked side facing Ani. 

“X means I was pre-chosen, right?” I shout. 

JESAKA LONG
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Ani doesn’t hear me. 

“X MARKS THE SPOT!” I scream. 

She sees me. 

Ani looks right at me. 

And laughs. 

And then she tells me to get up there. With her. 

I scramble up onto the stage my legs trembling so much I can 

barely bend my knees. 

But I make it. 

I take a deep breath and shield my eyes with my hand, like Ani, 

WR�VFDQ�WKH�DXGLHQFH�� ,WōV� OLNH�WKH�ƓIW\�SHRSOH�PXOWLSOLHG��ƓOOLQJ�WKH�
space from wall to wall.

Jill and Bekah wave at me. Jill narrows her eyes and I swear she’s 

MHDORXV��%HNDK�Ɠ[HV�KHU�JD]H�RQ�$QL��
And Ani is spectacular up close with her shaved head and thick, 

dark eyebrows and huge brown eyes and arms so muscled from 

playing her guitar with such force.  

“We’ve got another baby gay!” someone yells. 

People laugh and whistle. 

I search the crowd to see who might be a “baby gay.”

Ani encourages whoever it is to come up. 

People shift as they try to see who was chosen, who’s making their 

way up on the stage.

It’s Paloma.  

I extend my hand to help Paloma keep her balance and she takes 

it, revealing the wide, black X across the back of her brown hand. “I 

thought I was the only one,” I say. 

3DORPD� ODXJKV�� ŴDVKLQJ� WKH� JDS� EHWZHHQ� KHU� WZR� IURQW� WHHWK��
“Thought I saw you, but then Ani started singing and, well—” 

Ani strums her guitar, the opening notes of a song. Everyone 

screams. 

“She’s life changing!” I shout, leaning into Paloma so she can hear 

me.  

“Hell yeah!” Paloma yells, her hair brushing against my ear. 

The song’s tempo increases.

I grasp Paloma’s shoulder. “We should hang out sometime.” 

“What?” she shouts, tilting her head toward me. 

,�LJQRUH�WKH�UHMHFWLRQ�DOHUW�WKDW�ŴDVKHV�UHG�LQ�P\�PLQG��ŏ:H�VKRXOG�
hang out! You know, not in Biology.”

“Cool! For sure,” Paloma says. 

She steps even closer to me, her breath on my cheek. It makes me 

shiver under the hot stage lights. “Let’s make it a queer girls date.”

I grin hard, squeezing Paloma’s shoulder again as Ani launches 

LQWR�WKH�FKRUXV�� ,WōV� IDVW�DQG�XSEHDW�DQG�YLEUDWHV�WKURXJK�WKH�ŴRRU�
like the adrenaline zipping through my body. I close my eyes and 

raise my arms and bounce to the music and Ani’s voice and this feel-

ing I don’t know how to name. 

I open my eyes and Paloma beams at me. And the person next to 

her smiles and then it hits me: I belong here. 

JESAKA LONG
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