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In Anne Lamott’s novel Imperfect Birds, there 
is a moment in which the main character’s 
father notes that her skill with physics is 
genetic, “like the noticing genes necessary 
for being a good writer.” I haven’t yet read this 
book – a friend quoted it to me – but I know 
exactly what she means. If you don’t notice 
things, after all, what are you going to write 
about? Some of my favorite parts of novels 
are the asides – when an author pauses from 
the narrative to mention the sun shining over-
head or the alpine flowers blooming beside 
the mountain path, or the way the  coffee cre-
ates a lazy Z as it floats away from the cup into 
the chilly morning air. 

This is the sort of thing I don’t much like to 
write. It’s why I prefer writing plays to fiction, 
because in a play, it’s all dialogue, with a few 
stage directions thrown in for good measure. 
(“Ann crosses stage, hurls teapot at George.”) I 
have no patience for writing those long pas-
sages in which a character crosses his leg, 
stares pensively out the window, and decides 
it’s time to go clean the gutters, although 
he’s supposed to be getting ready for a party. 
When done well, I enjoy reading these digres-
sions. They give us a moment to collect our 
thoughts when the plot has been galloping 
on, or they tell us something about the world 
as the author sees it. I just don’t have the 
patience to write them.

Instead, I write poetry. To me, poetry is all the 
“noticing” bits and little else. I see sixteen turkey 
vultures circling over a cornfield, and I can write 
a poem about that; I don’t have to make up a 
story about a man and woman having an argu-
ment in a car parked near a cornfield at which 
those turkey vultures happen to show up and 
one or both of the characters pauses to point 
them out. Cut to the chase, I say. Give those vul-
tures their due, an entire poem to soar in.

The noticing genes come out in other 
ways, too. Once I was visiting my long-
distance boyfriend in Austin, Texas, and 
we were walking to his class at the uni-
versity. He had just printed out a paper, 
and was moaning about forgetting to 
staple the pages together. Somehow, I 
just knew I could help. I cranked up my 
noticing genes and began scouring the 
ground as we walked toward his class-
room building. Sure enough, I spotted it – a 
bright, shiny paperclip. He was delighted; I was 
relieved. These long-distance romances are 
tricky. I knew I needed to make myself seem 
indispensible, even magical. Need something? 
I’ll pull it out of thin air.

I really notice my noticing genes when I’m out 
with my daughter. Allison and I will be driving 
down University, deeply engaged in a con-
versation about, say, copy machines at work. 
We’ll pass our old house and, without prelude, 
she’ll say, “I can’t believe they cut it down” (a 
tree) and I’ll reply, “I know. It looks awful.” Then, 
without missing a beat, we’re back to the 
copier dilemma. Half a block later, someone 
will nearly rear-end the car across the inter-
section from us, and I’ll ask, “How is Kiersten 
doing?” and she’ll give me an update on her 
friend who, you guessed it, got rear-ended on 
the way to the vet. 

I know what you’re thinking. This isn’t “notic-
ing,” it’s ADHD! But I don’t think so, because 
our tangential conversations spring from 
something we’ve seen out the window, over 
our shoulders, out of the corners of our eyes. 
And when you’re with someone you know 
well, you get the great satisfaction of speaking 
shorthand. I happen to love birds in flight – the 
way starlings swirl around in the sky like syn-
chronized swimmers; the way geese practice 
their southern migration by forming broken Vs 

in early fall; the way, yes, turkey vultures ride 
the warm air currents as if for the sheer joy of it. 
If, when I’m out with Allison, I catch a glimpse 
of any of these birds, all I have to say is, “I love 
it when they do that,” and I know she knows 
what I’m talking about, even if just moments 
before I was launched into a diatribe about the 
ridiculous cost of medical books or the hair-
raising plot of last week’s “Mad Men.”

It might go without saying that one thing writ-
ers notice, often to their great pain, is typos. 
Just last night I was reading a novel by my 
favorite new novelist, Jon Hassler, and came 
across this one: “Kathleen and Jane were the 
most tightly reigned girls in town.” I know 
it’s easy to confuse reign (to rule a kingdom) 

with rein (to control a horse), but this typo 
evoked a very peculiar image of two teen-
agers strapped to a throne.

Apart from that clunker, which his editor 
ought to have caught, Hassler knew what 
he was doing. He noticed how people’s 
faces sagged when they were bored, and 
how their cheeks reddened when they 
encountered the person they secretly 

loved. He not only had noticing genes, he 
knew how to use them, describing perfectly 
everything he beheld. 

I’m not saying that people with these genes, 
this tendency, notice everything. You could 
show me any number of photos of fields or 
houses between Dubuque and Davenport 
and I would have no idea where they were 
taken, though I’ve made the trip countless 
times. Familiarity breeds blindness. Put me 
in a new environment, though, and I’ll start 
cataloging everything, whether I want to or 
not. If I can carry some of it back to my writ-
ing, so much the better.

pam2617@yahoo.com

The Noticing Genes
by pam kress-dunn

{ pam kress-dunn } did you ever notice that andy roony stopped making sense ten years ago?
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Puzzle answers are located on page 34

{ puzzles }

Place a number in the empty boxes in such a way that each row across, each column 

down and each small 9-box square contains all of the numbers from one to nine.

should i dress up as the slutty phlebotmomist or the slutty environmentalist?

What’s the Difference	  
Can you find 10 differences between the two versions of this photo from the 
Halloween part at Jumper’s Sports Bar last year? (Answers on page 35).
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This Issue’s Featured Role Model	  
Katie Behnke	  
Fashion Designer	

Katie Behnke, a 2004 Hempstead High 
School grad, launched a contemporary 
women’s clothing line called Elegantees to 
fight sex trafficking. Behnke, 24, has been 
pursuing her dream to start a fashion brand 
for 10 years. Since 2005, she’s lived in New 
York City studying the industry through 
attending the Fashion Institute of Tech-
nology and working for companies that 
produce clothing for 
TARGET and Home 
Shopping Network.

Prior to starting Elegan-
tees, Behnke’s heart 
was being molded 
to stop and help vic-
tims of sex trafficking. 
Behnke connected 
with Kristina Grand-
staff, founder of a non-
profit called History 
Starts Now, and has 
committed to donate 
100% of the line’s prof-
its to the organization. History Starts Now 
raises awareness and helps survivors pursue 
their dreams.

According to the Dept. of State’s Trafficking 
in Persons Report in 2009, at least 1.39 mil-
lion adults and children are victims of com-
mercial sexual servitude, both transnational 
and within countries. The U.S. Dept. of Jus-
tice claims that 293,000 American youth are 

at risk of becoming victims of commercial 
sexual exploitation.

The U.S. Dept. of State also reports: Sex 
trafficking has devastating consequences, 
including long-lasting physical and psy-
chological trauma, disease, drug addiction, 
unwanted pregnancy, malnutrition, social 
ostracism, and possible death.

Seeing such a financial need for organiza-
tions such as History Starts Now to offer true 
freedom to survivors, Behnke is very con-
fident in her decision to operate her com-
pany like a non-profit. She hopes to open a 
factory in a country where trafficking is so 
common that some parents sell their own 
children to survive. “If these people had 
economic opportunity such as fair wage 
sewing, trafficking might decrease.”

The concept of Elegantees is a merger of 
elegant styles made out of tee-shirt fabric. 
Most tees are under $20 and are sold exclu-
sively at elegantees.com. Find Elegantees 
on Facebook at: facebook.com/elegantees.

Get help now. The Riverview Center offers free 
services for assault survivors. For more infor-
mation, visit riverviewcenter.org or call the 24 
hour hotline: 1.888.707.8155.

“The Digital City: May-
ors Technology Sum-
mit,” hosted by the City 

of Philadelphia and the Fox School of 
Business at Temple University took place 
last week. The summit’s focus was on 
ways information technology solutions 
will help local leaders meet the chal-
lenges of security and safety, economic 
development, and efficient government.  
Joining on various panel discussions 
were mayors from Philadelphia, Boston, 
Wilmington, Madison, Portland, Kansas 
City, Phoenix, Atlanta, and New Orleans.

I was privileged to be invited by IBM 
to present to the nation’s mayors on 
Dubuque/IBM’s Smarter Sustainable 
Dubuque project under the program 
“Let’s Build a Smarter Planet, City by City.” 
It ended up being a great opportunity to 
talk, in a broader sense, about Dubuque’s 
“defining moments” that led to the IBM 
partnership and a way to again raise our 
City’s profile on a national stage.  

What are those defining moments?

1. Mid 80s, when Dubuque was in the 
throes of the national recession and 
recording a 23% unemployment rate, a 
partnership focused on economic devel-
opment was formed…Greater Dubuque 
Development Corporation.  It has since 
received the top national award for its 
business retention program FOUR times 
and has attracted companies to Dubuque 
like McKesson, Prudential, Hormel, World-
Color, Sedgwick CMS, Medline, Anderson 
Windows, McGraw-Hill, and…IBM!

2. During the 90s, one of the most trans-
formative partnerships in Dubuque’s his-
tory brought local citizens and investors 
together with state and federal partners 
to create “America’s River Project---now 
more than $400 million dollars in invest-
ments in our 90 acre riverfront campus in 
the Port of Dubuque!

3. In 2005, a signature effort which cit-
ies in Iowa have begun to model, “Envi-
sion 2010” resulted in 10 big ideas on 
what citizens wanted their city to look 
like n 2010…most of which have been 
achieved!

4. In 2006, the City Council’s goal to 
become a sustainable community led 
to an integrated and balanced approach 
to achieving economic prosperity, envi-
ronmental integrity, and social & cultural 
vibrancy…aptly named ”Sustainable 
Dubuque!” This effort allowed us to 
continue reinventing our community 
through innovative policies and prac-
tices…and national recognitions fol-
lowed such as: Dubuque being ranked 
the #1 midsized city for high tech output 
growth…a Top 25 Boomtown in the 
nation…a 2008 Top Ten Metro…a top 
50 place to launch a small business; in 
the top 10 in the country for rate of job 
growth, etc.

5. The fifth defining moment happened 
in January 2009, when IBM announced its 
decision to open a new global technol-
ogy service delivery center in Dubuque, 
with 1,300 new jobs! And, that happened 
even as our nation was in the throes of a 
recession!

6. Arguably, Dubuque’s “most defin-
ing moment” …because of its potential 
to help our nation’s cities… was IBM’s 
announcement in September 2009 
that the company would partner with 
Dubuque to become North America’s 1st 
“Smarter, Sustainable City!”

Sustainability is the cornerstone of the 
world’s transformation, and the unique 
partnership between Dubuque and IBM 
Research offers the opportunity to both 
serve our citizens and establish a national 
replicable model!

What we have learned in Dubuque is the 
importance and impact of change that 
is embraced at the grassroots level…it is 
the most celebrated change a commu-
nity can embrace!  And truthfully, cities 
no longer have a choice.  We cannot be 
sustainable cities or healthy economies 
without integrated systems and solu-
tions that educate us and teach us best 
practices.

Indeed, this will be our greatest tool to 
strengthen the social, economic, and 
environmental capacity of each of our 
cities in this next century!

The Digital City	  
by mayor roy d. buol

{ buol on dubuque / riverview center } does this t-shirt make me look socially conscious?

www.riverviewcenter.org
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Dear Trixie:	  
My father died when I was a baby and my 
mother remarried and divorced twice before I 
was 5. Now she is married to a divorced Dad 
with two sons. She and “Harry” have been mar-
ried for 2 years. I wish Harry would refer to me 
as “his” daughter and not “Marjorie’s daughter 
from her first marriage”. He wants me to call 
him “dad”  and not “Harry” but it doesn’t seem 
right to call him “Dad” when he doesn’t call me 
his “daughter”. Trixie, if you were me how would 
you refer to “Harry”? --Marjorie’s Daughter

Dear Daughter:	  
I would refer to him as “My Mother’s Husband” 
or “Parental Male Unit Number Four”.

Dear Trixie:	  
Each week I find myself tossing out food that 
has spoiled in my refrigerator. I have 2 room 
mates and we spilt expenses three ways. It’s not 
that we can’t afford to buy lots of fresh fruit and 
more goat cheese, it’s the principal of the thing. 
I feel guilty throwing food out. If it is bought it 
should be eaten. Once I made a cherry pie that 
went bad because it was pushed to the back 
of the shelf and overlooked. What should I do? 
--Vicky On Perry Street

Dear Vicky:	  
Studies have shown that people who smoke 
marijuana are more likely to consume copious 
amounts of food. They will ransack kitchens 
and gobble everything within reach-- even 
foods that are uncooked, unappetizing or 
expired. I once had a stoner room mate who 
ate Froot Loop sandwiches with Cheez Wiz 
and pickles. We never had leftovers. 

Dear Trixie:	  
What should I do if I drop a piece of meat on 
the floor during a fancy dinner party? It left a red 
stain on the carpet and the hostess got down 
on her hands and knees in her formal dress and 
scrubbed and sprayed and was clearly irritated 
at me. In the future what is the best way to han-
dle this? --Randy Smeckle on Earl Dr.

Dear Randy:	  
The best way to handle this is to make it some-
one else’s problem. Kick the offending meat-
ball to the other side of the table and hopefully 
it will be eaten by a dog or land under some-
one else’s chair. Some food is harder to kick 
than others. I would recommend wearing flip 
flops. That way a rogue broccoli floret could 
be grasped with the toes and flung monkey 
style to the other side of the room.

Dear Trixie:	  
I have had exactly two dates in my life. (I am 
21). My nose is a bit bulbous and my chin is too 
short for my face. I know guys don’t find me as 
attractive as some of my friends but I am sure 
there is someone out there who can love me. 
I am not the prettiest girl on my block and I 
may not have slim hips and long legs but I am 
beautiful on the inside. Trixie is there hope for 
me? --No Names Please

Dear No Names Please:	  
I don’t know who coined the phrase, “Beauty’s 
only skin deep” but it was probably a trauma 
surgeon who fell in love with someone who 
had an attractive spleen. Forget about being 
pretty and concentrate on being funny. Beauty 
fades, funny is forever.

{ trixie kitsch’s bad advice } if i bring him a subway sub, will chumlee buy my 1995 honda passport?
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{ dr. skrap’s useless horoscopes } doith whatith i sayeth!

Sudoku CrosswordPop Quiz  (Page 5)

1. C) Skin

2. B) Illinois

3. D) Over a Billion

4. C) 1140 lbs.

5. C) Meat

6. A) Large Melon

7. A) Crust

8. Fruit

9. C) Turnips

Aries 3/21-4/19	  
A frenemie shares food with you 
that leaves you with a tapeworm, 

which sounds awful. But leave it go for a few 
weeks and that last 15 pounds will come right 
off. Repay the favor and steal their lover with 
your new hot body. Or just slip some ex lax in 
the Christmas Cookies you give them this year.

Taurus  4/20-5/20 	  
You find that the new used car 
you buy still has a tape deck in it, 

giving you all the ammo you need to rub it 
in your spouses face. You know, the one who 
threw all your tapes away two years ago with 
the argument that you’d never listen to them 
again. Looks like someone’s about to lose 
some of their teenage heirlooms too!

Gemini  5/21-6/21	  
Just because you bought 50 six 
packs of Sunkist for $50 at Hy-Vee 

over the weekend, doesn’t mean you have to 
drink it all before your next trip to the store. Diet 
Sunkist is good too. You just weren’t thinking. 

Cancer  6/22-7/22	  
After much inner turmoil, it will 
be tonight’s 437th viewing of that 

same political ad that suddenly convinces you 
that the other guy will destroy our future. 

Leo  7/23-8/22	  
The only thing that will make that 
100 calorie bag of Orville Reden-

bacher better is about a half cup of melted 
butter. Maybe a tablespoon of salt or so. And 
for your conscience, an apple.

Virgo  8/23-9/22	 
Your iPod is not a floatation 
device, though it is a lifeline. And 

the sounds of the real world are just disap-
pointing anyway.

Libra  9/23-10/22	 
Some girls dig guys who read 
books, but no girls get a chance 

to dig guys who never stop reading books. 
Ladies, if you find such a guy, act fast. You 
won’t be seeing him again any time soon.

Scorpio 10/23-11/21	  
That old lady did need that really 
close and convenient parking 

space anyway. Way to drive Andretti!

Sagittarius 11/22-12/21	  
On November 2nd you will be faced 
with a dilemma of patriotic signifi-

cance. Apple pie or large fries. You left your wallet 
at work and you can only afford one or the other. 
True Americans will choose apple pie while dem-
ocrats will choose fries. And per usual, one will 
feel superior while the others will be happy.

Capricorn  12/22-1/19	  
Next week will always be a great 
time to get that insurance, trust 

me. I’d hold off on that cancer screening too, 
just in case.

Aquarius 1/20-2/18	  
The biggest difference between 
your kids catching you making 

hanky panky and you catching your parents 
doing the same 30 years ago is that you didn’t 
have a permanently charged video camera in 
your pocket, or more realistically, permanently 
in text mode, even better poised for the 
instant capture. You’ve been duly warned.

Pisces  2/19-3/20	 
You can keep putting money 
into your Christmas Club fund or 

you can spend the kids Christmas money for  
better security on your bedroom. Don’t think 
that’s necessary? Consult an Aquarius.

PUZZLE ANSWERS  From pages 5 and 32
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