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I Don’t Want to Do This Anymore:  

A Critical Introduction to Henry Wait 

“In the morning I awoke, decided that I should do more physical exercise, and began at 

once. I did several bending exercises. Then I washed my teeth, tasted blood, saw pink on 

the toothbrush, remembered the advertisements, and decided to go out and get some 

coffee.” -John Fante, Ask the Dust 

(I genuinely considered killing myself, rather than write this introduction.) 

My thesis is an interwoven collection of autobiographical poetry and prose which 

portray my experiences as a drug addict. Particularly, how I started and how I stopped 

using drugs, potential causes and consequences of such a life, and a nuanced look at how 

these habits affect a person’s relationships, both platonic and romantic. The memoir starts 

with a first-person protagonist who discusses the idea of writing in the third person, and 

pretending to be someone named “Henry.” We then shift into a first-person story where 

the speaker clearly identifies themselves as Henry, then we go back to an anonymous 

first person, and so on. The reader should see by now, rather clearly, that it doesn’t really 

matter who the speaker is. What matters is that the narrator is conflicted and multi-

faceted. Lines such as “all these parts of other people,” and titles like “Let’s Not Be 

Ourselves” directly demonstrate this. The rest of the manuscript alternates between third 

and first person, as appropriate to the content and what the speaker hopes to convey. 

Overlapping key memories and themes help to remind the reader that it’s all the same 
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person. Along the way, poetry is used to indicate major shifts in content, time, theme, or 

tone. This helps to suggest that the collection has been carefully orchestrated, and that the 

fragmented pieces will weave together to create a much larger narrative.  

You will find here, everything I have learned in my time at the University of 

Wisconsin Oshkosh. I wrote “Henry Wakes Up” before I was officially enrolled, and it’s 

all instinct. Much like Arturo Bandini, John Fante’s fictional stand-in, there is a perpetual 

war within myself, between pride and doubt. Moreover, like Bandini, or the artist in Knut 

Hamsun’s Hunger, the struggle to write is one with the struggle to survive. The two are 

intertwined. Within Henry Wait, the act of writing is used as a plot device, to process 

trauma, and as a larger sort of metaphor. The writing stands in at times for the process of 

recovery, especially the 12-step model. Through his commitment to writing, my character 

practices faith, confession, moral inventory, amends, etc. There is much in the book that 

overlaps my life, and you could call it memoir, but this distinction is trivial to me. I find 

the need to fact check as a qualification of memoir distracting. This will be peripherally 

discussed in my piece, “Mummies of the World.” I wanted to write a book that I would 

actually read, and I’ve only been able to finish one or two memoirs in my life. I put them 

down. I put down many things. For me, a well-crafted character, an instinctual feeling of 

depth, true dialogue: these things go much further than plot, conflict, or many of the 

expectations we place on traditional fiction. If I can’t stomach memoir, and I’m bored by 

strict fiction, where does that leave me? There’s poetry, but my obsession with meaning, 

my inability to reduce something to aesthetic concerns, the over-arching narrative that 

compels me to write, my…whatever problem it is in my brain, something keeps me 
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unsatisfied by poetry. I know that others can do it better than me. One collection in one 

hundred, something like James Wright’s The Branch Will Not Break, can keep my 

attention and when it does, it thrills me, warms me. I find something to admire in every 

genre, and yet, the restrictions of form leave me unfulfilled.  

I believe that the work should show what I’ve learned. That the work alone can 

reflect how hard I have tried to write, revise, sculpt, and present my life as a literary 

achievement. In fiction, we are taught to show, not tell. In poetry, we should craft images 

that leave the reader with a lasting impression. We don’t tell them how to feel. In 

memoir, we present our lives in a way with which the readers might identify, might see 

themselves through us. We don’t convince them of the lessons we’ve learned; we show 

them. Now that I’ve done that, I’ve shown you these things in Henry Wait, I’m being 

asked to tell you what they are. They’re right there, in the story you’re about to read. It’s 

all right there.  

I have been seriously humbled by the process of formatting and introducing this 

book, this book of which I’m so proud. This book that I put everything into, and 

suddenly, in the last throes of submitting it for this defense, in trying to talk about it as 

I’m expected and to make it look just as it should, I feel alone and lost, and inadequate. I 

thought I had created something special, but I fear that my own technological and 

academic inadequacies will negate that.  
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I’m at a loss, unlike when I write. I was not prepared for this. I thought I was out 

of the woods. Now I have to write another fucking paper. Dear Lord. Sweet Heaven. Help 

us.  

**** 

In the spring of 2014, I completed a 28-day residential treatment program for 

substance abuse. In other words, I went to rehab. I got sober for the first time since I 

started using drugs in middle school, and I desperately wanted to stay that way. I was 

twenty-nine years old. I had a Bachelor’s degree in English Literature with a Studio Art 

Minor. I had a horrible GPA, a laundry list of traumas and squandered opportunities, and 

a bunch of medical debt. However, I didn’t have student loans, legal obligations, or 

children. I was in a unique position. With the help of counseling, 12-step groups, and the 

support of family and friends, I went about rebuilding my life, or perhaps, building it for 

the first time. Much of this story is in the thesis before you. But what was really on my 

mind was a driving, burning, desire to write, and a large sweeping sensation, a question: 

What the hell do you do now? 

At some point, I think when I had started working at the New Moon, I ran into 

Paul Klemp, whom I knew from my time as an undergrad. He seemed happy to see me. I 

was still getting used to this. We caught up and somewhere along the way, my attempts at 

(and frustrations with) daily writing entered the conversation. I was obsessed with work 

ethic, with finding a way to make inspiration irrelevant. My desire came across. Klemp is 

the one that suggested 200 words. This benchmark would prove to be an attainable goal. 
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Because of the 200 words, I was able to write every day, without fail. I was able to grow 

in confidence. I wrote 200 words every day, or double the next if I missed a day which 

did happen, though not often. I did this for exactly one year. In my short story “She 

Makes Me Nervous,” the main character writes for this amount, every day. Each section 

is at least 200 words long. I’ll get to how this story took shape, shortly. 

Not long after that, I made a point of meeting Ron Rindo for lunch. I had taken 

Fiction with him as an undergraduate, and I wanted him to know that I was doing better 

than the last time he’d seen me. I wanted him to know that I was sober and working hard. 

And that I was thinking about writing. It seemed to me a sort of amends, to show him that 

I was in a better place. I liked to think that I had revealed some sort of potential as an 

undergraduate. In my mind, it must have been disappointing for certain professors who 

had been so encouraging and forgiving, to see me go absolutely nowhere. I told Ron 

about where I was at, and about the 200 words a day. I was very proud of that. He offered 

for me to sit in on an Advanced Fiction class and in that class, I wrote what would 

become “Henry Wakes Up.” I felt the story a success, though there was nothing fictional 

about it. It was clear to everyone that my own story took center stage and that I needed to 

write about it, but I chose to hide behind the veil of fiction. This is not new to the genre; 

many authors have done it to varying degrees. Regardless of an internal battle with 

genres, I was off to the races.  

Then I met with Christine Roth, another professor I had learned from and been 

encouraged by as an undergraduate. I was considering entering the MA program at 

Oshkosh, and I was immensely intimidated. Her direction and calm reassurance that I 
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could take things one small step at a time were instrumental in getting me to take the 

leap. My GRE scores were not good, my past record was not good, but I had a strong 

writing sample, an empathetic mission, and an obnoxious amount of enthusiasm. I was 

admitted to the program with conditions of academic probation. I had a difficult decision 

to make and it was one that, I believe, has faced writers far greater than I, and long 

before. The question of academic pursuit, or a stubborn artistic plow-ahead-on-your-own-

kinda deal. The latter would be cheaper, less frustrating, and potentially crappy. The 

former would be tedious, depressing, and potentially crappy. However, the former might 

also pay more. And maybe offer health insurance. Either way I told myself, all you have 

to do is write the next Great American Novel, and you’ll be set for life. None of it will 

matter anyway.  

Everything told me just to do it myself, that the great authors I admired, they 

didn’t need school. They either went on without it or rejected it anyways. The great 

works that so moved me, they were crafted on instinct, gut-level emotion, white-knuckle 

tenacity. Fuck school. But I was ignorant, and I knew it. There is some sort of magic trick 

performed by these artists I admire, some fine line they walk. I was convinced by the old 

adage that in order to do what you want, to write truly how you want, you have to study it 

all, give an honest effort at everything, and then maybe, you can throw it all away. I 

didn’t know if it would work, but I decided I’d rather learn that I didn’t like things, and 

move on, than never know. That same mentality is what got me to give rehab a chance, 

what got me to stop using drugs, even if only for a day. I knew that I had a lot to learn. 
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So I tried my best, often frustrated by academic language, posturing, bureaucratic 

forms, blah blah blah, everything that wasn’t instinct. I just wanted to write, man. The 

discipline helped, and then I would get frustrated again, poetry, memoir, strict fiction. 

Boring, rigorously committed to itself, masturbatory and uninspired. I felt rude. I felt like 

a jerk. I tried every genre, always eventually being frustrated. I learned enough to appear 

modestly competent, but never really felt called, never really felt like I deserved to be 

there. Always sort of felt like an impostor. Always got bored. I have a poor attention 

span. But here’s the real thing. There are a million excuses not to work. Not to do the 

work. At the end of the day, a writer writes or they don’t. Obsessions over genre and 

form can be, for me, a good reason not to write at all. Or to not enjoy the product. So I 

just wrote, and that’s how I ended up with “Henry Wakes Up,” and I knew that there was 

a precedent for this kind of writing. There is Ask the Dust. There is A Moveable Feast. 

There is Hunger. While the temptation to write about writing can be seen as a gimmick, 

or as a way of getting the juices flowing, something to be cut out later. For me, it is its 

own story. Writing is an important tool for my character, and a narrative device. Like in 

Arturo Bandini’s case, the motivations of the character are shaped around my desire to 

write. The struggle is part of the story. But I wanted to get better, and I could tell that I 

was. I learned some things in the fiction class, even if I wasn’t writing fiction. Voice, 

metaphor, lyrical delivery of information, I focused in on things that I could, and decided 

to worry about the rest later. Like everything else, just start somewhere and move 

forward. Like this introduction, right now, over which I am absolutely destroying myself. 

I want to die. I want to give up. I don’t want to do this. 
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So you can imagine that my path was determined quickly. No PhD for this guy, as 

little academic study as possible. Just let me write, man. I’m never gonna get out of here 

alive. But what do I write, what have I not learned? Enter Poetry. Enter James Wright, 

thank you Stewart for that. So I learned how to write poetry well enough, and turns out, I 

can write poetry that I like. And turns out other people have written poetry that I really 

like. Hey, cool. But what are my problems with it? My shortcomings? Well, I’m obsessed 

with meaning; I can’t get away from it. So I’m not great at the writing poetry just for 

poetry’s sake. And turns out they are always about me, and always a part of a larger 

story. In my thesis, I use some of the poems I’ve written as epigraphs and bridges to set a 

tone, or to fill in something missing from the fragmented narrative. While I’m in school 

and learning new things, I’m also doing more storytelling events, and I’m starting to see 

that these stories are all a part of it too. That they intersect and, in some cases, pick right 

up where the other’s left off. I started to see that these fragments could be used to fill in 

gaps of other stories, that everything I’m doing might be woven together. Then I decide 

to do the 200 words again and I see that I can pick each segment right back up, that it’s 

like it was when I was journaling except now I am continuing some narrative, watching it 

develop as I pick it back up every day, sometimes two or three times a day, and suddenly, 

it stops. Suddenly I don’t want to do it anymore. Some vague instinct shows me that it’s 

done. That I can stop now. That the story is there and now I just have to dig it out, shape 

it, polish it, satisfy others that it was there the whole time, pretend that I knew what I was 

doing. Acknowledge to myself that maybe I really do.  
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So now I’ve got narrative, and now I’ve got poetry, now I see there really is a 

larger story, that my life can be used, that I can show something important. I’m also still 

heavily involved in recovery and I’m struggling to fit in with their model. I’m looking to 

find new ways to work the principles that I’ve learned in recovery, and I’m seeing that 

writing can function as a tool to not only process my past, but to cope with some of the 

processes of recovery with which I’m grappling. I’m starting to see how my writing 

might be used to share something, to show something, maybe to help someone. Maybe I 

can write about addiction how I wish others did. Maybe I can avoid that traps of ‘drug 

writing’ that annoy and frustrate me in others: the war stories, the bravado, the male 

swagger. Maybe others can see what it’s like from me. So I keep going, and I take flash 

nonfiction, and I start dialing in on ways to write about my own life, debating memoir 

and nonfiction. I find some justifications for short and poignant lyrical essays, not 

focused so much on character decisions and development (like with flash fiction) but 

more on showing a richness, a philosophical question, something poignant. Perhaps like a 

poem, or like something that exists just to exist. I’m starting to see another way (other 

than the roman a clef) other than just writing my story and calling it fiction. I’m starting 

to debate the merits of claiming the truth, owning the story. And I’m trying to prepare, 

just a little, for this project, this thesis. I’m starting to look at experimental, more 

contemporary examples of work that rides a line between genres. The loose and 

antagonistic memoir A Heartbreaking Work of Staggering Genius, or the “novel” that’s 

really a memoir, 10:04 by Ben Lerner. I’m starting to see that maybe I can pull this all 

together. Maybe it deserves to exist. Maybe it’s already happening. I knew I had been 



10 

writing the same story, that all of my work was a larger whole, but I didn’t know how to 

make it cohesive for a reader. I had to get them to trust me. To earn that from the reader, 

and then maybe they’d let me do whatever I want. I hope you will see the careful 

development of Henry in the first few pieces, the respect paid to the reader’s attention, 

and not asking too much from them. I have tried to present the shifting perspectives and 

themes in a way that is palatable and no more abrasive than the reader can stomach. The 

changing point of view, from first to third, is quite instinctual, as are the shifts in content. 

I think the reader will see a pattern, especially in the search for objectivity that propels 

the switch to third shift. One of the strong suits of the first-person perspective is its 

sensitivity, the internal dialogue, and the closed off, intimate way in which the narrator 

ruminates and suggests meaning, always searching for it. But the narrator also wishes to 

be clinical, to see himself as others might, and to learn something about who he might be 

through a detached, voyeuristic look at himself. Additionally, the reader should 

remember that this it not really a novel, but more of a collection, and any commitment to 

a constant through line of narrative would be a mistake. This strange in-between-ness my 

thesis presents could be a problem, that it’s not quite this or not quite that, but at the same 

time, this paradox is what compels many of the narrator’s actions, and seems appropriate. 

My fall semester of 2018 allowed me to write some new material, now that I 

knew what direction I was heading. Now in Spring 2019, I had to go through it all, put it 

all together, throw out what didn’t fit, write new mortar to hold it all together, rewrite old 

voices, etc. I had to break up the stories, swap fragments, and cut the bits that distracted 

from a larger picture. It’s a collection. Nevertheless, I believe there is a logic to the 
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perspective changes, the use of a third person, the jumps back or forward in time. It’s a 

collection, but it should be read from A-B. This takes us into a discussion of my 

influences. To begin, those that have written collections that read more like novels, such 

as the singular voice that carries us through Denis Johnson’s short story collection Jesus’ 

Son, or the way in which Sherwood Anderson presents Winesburg, Ohio, the short story 

collection that follows a singular character, and a singular setting.  

I knew that I wanted to write something modestly epic, such as the great novel 

Spooner by Pete Dexter, or The Hearts of Men by Nickolas Butler. These novels start 

with a child and end with an adult. Epic in the way that they follow a life through a series 

of character developments. I hope that my thesis might show a narrow and small-scale 

example of this. These books encouraged me to bring in parts of my childhood and early 

development. In terms of voice, John Fante (or rather Arturo Bandini) are all over the 

place, especially in sections of “Henry Wakes Up,” such as: “Then I went and bought a 

burrito and sat by a window and stared off while I ate it and thought of different ways to 

write this story and sometimes I looked over my shoulder and glared at people because 

they didn’t get it.” I’d like to blame occasional odd punctuation choices, such as the 

hanging phrase after a comma (as opposed to a new sentence), or saying such things as 

“in the floor,” on Cormac McCarthy, especially his short novel, Child of God. This 

fragmented character study has influenced me greatly, the short chapters, shifting points 

of view, and focus on depth of character rather than plot or suspense. I’ve also made 

conscious choices to forego some formal punctuation rules in an attempt to encourage 

and develop a colloquial tone within the reader’s brain. I’ve attempted to first show the 
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reader that I understand the rules, in the hopes that they will allow me to break them later. 

I also try to pull a few tricks, by leading the reader in strange directions, only to surprise 

them with a return to concept. Such as in “I Think You Broke It,” where an exploration 

into the mechanics of withdrawal detours the story, but returns to the narrative suddenly 

with a turn such as, “And it’s one way that you end up crying in a puddle of dusty 

whiskey in your mother’s driveway in the middle of the woods.” By doing these things, I 

hope mostly to entertain and surprise the reader, but also to earn their trust in my 

narrative ability, and to show them some peripheral nuances of addiction, love, and other 

such things, as I see them. 

Lastly, I would like to discuss the few choices that make me nervous about my 

thesis, or that did, before I came to terms with them. One is the decision to charge ahead 

with my memory of things, whether right or wrong. I am not interested in fact checking, I 

am interested in the way I have seen things. For what really happened is not what shaped 

my life. The way I experienced it, and remember it, is the point of the story. I 

acknowledge these decisions, when they happen, especially in “Mummies of the World.” 

Because of this, I have chosen to change some names out of ethical consideration. Any 

“real” names that remain in the memoir have either been cleared, or they are so obvious 

that to change them would be awkward. I have also chosen at times to keep a character’s 

identity when I feel that their story is so deeply involved in my own that I have a right to 

use their name, as a person who loves them and may speak for them. There are also 

acknowledgments of ethnicity and race, which I find problematic, and I discuss why in 

“Let’s Not Be Ourselves.” It would be awkward to introduce every character as white, 
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and to go out of my way to clarify everyone’s race, but without doing that, we face the 

“white as default” problem. So what to do, leave out race entirely? Never mention it? I’m 

not a political person, I’m not looking to make any great social change, I do however, 

wish to acknowledge injustices. Nevertheless, at times, I doubt my qualifications and I 

fear ridicule. I know I am naïve. I was going to cut these things out. It would be easier 

just to leave them out. After all, is not race a construct? But is it important? How do we 

embrace these characteristics when they are positive, but ignore them when they’re 

negative? How can we just paint over the reality of American history? I would have been 

more comfortable cutting the few times these issues are brought up in Henry Wait, but 

this is an American Novel, like Huck Finn, like Suttree, and so it goes. I have tried not to 

avoid uncomfortable issues.  

**** 
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HENRY WAIT: A CHARACTER STUDY 

They all died before I got clean. 

While we walked the tracks 

I watched my friends 

flick lit matches and laugh 

at the dry fields that stretched 

like arms around us. 

I would stamp out the small fires 

running behind them 

but I got tired. 
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Henry Wakes Up 

 

 I was lying in the middle of the street. My eyes were closed and I didn’t care 

about anything at all. Maybe I was sleeping. And then this voice came to me.  

 ‘Son, are you all right?’ it said. 

 What the fuck do you care, is what I thought but I opened my eyes and this little 

old man was staring down at me with all the love and concern and goodness and 

everything I didn’t have.  

 I jumped up, shook his hand and said, ‘Yes sir, everything is fine.’ I really wanted 

him to believe that it was. I waved at his family in the car and walked away. 

 

The last time I had my own apartment I nearly burned the whole building down. I 

was drunk and hungry and I put some pizza in a toaster oven and I turned it up all the 

way and looked at the phonebook and the oven mitt that were on top of the toaster oven 

and I thought that I should probably move them but then I thought, this will only take a 

second. And I sat down. 

 Then someone started talking to me. 

 ‘What the hell’s going on here?’ they said. 

 I opened my eyes and the firefighters were in my room and I said, ‘I don’t know, 

you tell me.’ 
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 Someone helped me up and into the hallway and I saw the flashing lights and 

heard the sirens and saw all the smoke, filling the empty hallways. Saw it creeping and 

crawling through the cracks of the old building like arthritis. 

 We got outside and everyone was standing in the street and staring at me and I 

thought what the fuck are you assholes looking at? But then I saw that the sun was just 

coming up and I saw Vanessa there with her cat. Her arms were all scratched up. 

 

**** 

 

I have to write a story now and I’m scared. I had all these wonderful ways I was 

going to write it but they’re gone. I tried to be cute and I tried to be clever but it wasn’t 

honest. I tried to pretend the story was about Henry and I tried to write it in third person 

but it was cheap and clumsy and gross. It didn’t work.  

 

It’s my story, and it needs to be talked about.  

 

Like the dog in the shelter that fell asleep next to me while I read poems to him. 

When I went back he was gone. They said that something happened, that he bit 

somebody and had to be put down. I understood. And I’m glad they told me about it 

because he was a good boy and I know that. I don’t think it was his fault. I think maybe 

he was put in the wrong home. Some people just don’t know what it’s like. 
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I want people to know what it’s like. 

 

So I have to write my story and I have to tell everybody that I’m Henry.  

 

 I tried to write this on the computer but that made it even scarier. I kept typing 

things and deleting them. Back and forth, left and right across the screen. Like when I get 

anxious or confused sometimes and I pace around the house. Back and forth, up and 

down the hallway. It’s too hard because it’s not real and you can take the words away so 

easily. Life’s not like that. Things happen and they stay and you have to deal with them. 

 So I went and bought a notebook and I went and bought pens. I already had these 

things but they weren’t good enough. 

 I made a big deal at the store because I couldn’t find the notebooks that I like.  

 ‘What’s the deal with these notebooks?’ I asked the guy. 

 I bought this one I’m writing in now and I went to a different store and bought 

another one too, just in case. 

 Then I went and bought a burrito and sat by a window and stared off while I ate it 

and thought of different ways to write this story and sometimes I looked over my 

shoulder and glared at people because they didn’t get it. Maybe they thought I was mad 

but mostly I’m just scared. 

 I’m sitting in a new apartment that I’m renting but I haven’t moved in yet. I’m 

still sleeping at my Grandpa’s. But I can’t write there because he starts talking to me 

about cars or my mom or my sinuses or social security or who knows what sometimes. 
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And I just want him to stop but then I feel bad because I love him and I want to talk to 

him but I need to write and I don’t think he gets it. Maybe I never tried to tell him.  

   

 Sometimes I would go down by the train tracks and stand there and wait and 

when the trains came by and they were headed south I would think I could smell the piss 

in New Orleans and I would think about jumping on those trains. 

 But instead I would lie down after the train had passed and the tracks were still 

warm. 

 I would lie down and I would feel pretty good about things.  

One time I fell asleep. There was all this commotion and I didn’t know what was 

happening and the bells were clanging and the ground was shaking and a really loud horn 

was yelling at me. And everything was glowing. 

 I thought that it was not real but then I opened my eyes and I saw that the gates 

were down and I felt the train tracks beneath me and I looked over and I thought, ‘Ok. 

This is ok.’ I looked at the train and thought about the conductor. I thought maybe he’s 

got a family and if he runs me over that’s probably gonna fuck all that up. He won’t be 

the same after that. None of this is his fault. 

 So I stood up and stepped aside and stared at the train as it blew by my face.  

 

 I used to shoot up at my desk and wake up hours later and sometimes I had passed 

out on something like a clip board or a pen cap and it would slowly cut into the bridge of 

my nose and the next day I would have black eyes and I would have to pretend I had 
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gotten into a fight because that was better than saying I’m a fucking junky and I sit alone 

and shoot heroin and I should probably be dead and sometimes I wish I was. 

 

 Like my friend Nate. His mom found him at his desk in the morning, slumped 

over in front of the computer. Josh told me that he was looking up the dangers of mixing 

something weird with junk. Like benzos maybe. I don’t know. There’s a lot of things I 

don’t know. Did Tim really shoot himself, alone in a stranger’s basement with a bottle 

full of stolen pills? Or did the police shoot him while he was breaking in? Did he have 

time to get high? And Charlotte, I never even asked what happened to her. It didn’t 

matter anymore. 

 

 They are dead and I am not. 

 

 I got fucked up at all of their funerals. 

 

 After Nate’s, we went to his house and sat in his basement and drank his whiskey. 

I kind of passed out in the floor until I heard someone talking to me. 

 ‘Would you please come with me?’ she said.  

 I opened my eyes and there was his mother. She looked old and thin. She looked 

confused. 
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I had never met her before and I didn’t understand what she was saying to me but it 

didn’t matter. I got up and followed her to her bedroom and she took something off the 

shelf and we lay down on the floor together.  

 The something was Nate but now he was six pounds of ash tied up in a tapestry. 

We lay on the floor and we held him together in our outstretched arms. Toward what she 

could only hope was heaven. 

 ‘This is my son,’ she said. 

 

**** 
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I have to write more of the story. I think I’m supposed to. I wanted it to be over 

but it doesn’t work like that. My life doesn’t end when I want it to so why should my 

story. It goes on, whether I like it or not.  

 Sometimes I feel like a ghost.  

Like an impression of the past, a thing that should not exist.  

 Something left over.  

 

But most of the time I’m grateful.  

Sometimes I forget.  

 

Someone asked me the other day, what I am afraid of.  

I couldn’t think of a thing. 

But here I am, wringing the writing from worn out wrists. Perhaps I am afraid of 

being lost. So I write, hoping to find my way along. So I write, leaving stories behind me 

like breadcrumbs.  

I was driving around just now, avoiding this story, and I ended up at my 

Grandpa’s house. There was no one there. So I went to get a burrito. I was thinking about 

things. I was driving past the quarry, and I saw these birds. There were so many of them 

that I thought they must be crows. But there was something strange about them and as I 

got closer, I looked up and they were like memories of the past. They were so still, these 

turkey vultures, riding the thermals above the open pit of the quarry, hanging in the air 

like kites. I followed their shadows to the ground, searching for strings. 
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In my new apartment I have to share a bathroom with other people. It’s a good 

thing I’m not using because it seems like we spend a lot of time in the bathroom when 

we’re using. Nate used to take forever in the bathroom. Nate was the first person I knew 

who used a needle and he was the first time that I got a phone call like this: 

 “Hey Henry, remember Nate?” 

 “Yeah man, it’s been a long time, how’s he doing?” 

 “He’s fucking dead.” 

 

The next one was about Cole and Zach. They had scored some dope together. 

Zach had been in the bathroom for too long, so Cole went in and found him, blue on the 

toilet. He got him to the hospital and they revived him but he was in a coma.  

So Cole left Zach in the hospital and he went home. 

 Cole was found dead in the morning.  

 I got a phone call.  

When Zach woke up they put him in treatment and when he got out of treatment 

he went home and when Zach got home he shot some dope. 

 I got another phone call. 

 

 That’s what it’s like when you write it down. But it’s not always so clear. 
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 We would hook up and I would split the bindles, her share and my share, 

everything that mattered in the world: brown powder on a plate. We would piss and moan 

about who got how much, never happy, never satisfied. The eye of an addict never sees 

enough. 

 She would take her share and shut herself in the bathroom.  

“I’m gonna puke,” Amanda would say. “I don’t want you to see me.”  

 

 She was always a quick shot. She didn’t savor the ritual of the fix like I did. I 

would be setting out my effects, carefully arranging my spoon and razor, rinsing out my 

rig, taking off my belt. All of it done with feverish and clammy hands, relishing the 

anticipation. Preparing the cotton, setting out alcohol and hot water, cutting and re-

cutting my lines of junk, debating how much to take. All of the care and concern I hid 

from the world showing up as heroin in a spoon. 

 By the time I had my shot set, I got that feeling. I looked at the door. I set the 

needle down and walked away from it and for that act alone, no one can tell me I didn’t 

love her. 

 “How you doing in there,” I said. 

 I heard nothing, no defensive reply, no gagging and retching and flushing the 

toilet.  

 I felt the terror of a still bathroom like a child alone in an empty house.  

I heard silence, like holding your ear to the door of a tomb. 
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I kicked it open. She had her head down and her hands in her lap. The needle lay 

on the floor.  

I swore at her. 

Her lips were wet and her fingers were white and everything was twitching. She 

held the edges of her eyelids tight, like a little girl hiding frogs under her shirt. 

I thought about the neighbors and what they would think.  

I thought that if she wasn’t so selfish I could be high right now.  

I took her head in my hands and patted her cheek. 

I thumbed back her eyelids to see spots of white like when you stare at the sun. 

“You gotta wake up.” 

**** 
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Stop Calling Him the Monster 

 

A pile of patchwork flesh, thin stitches pulled 

by God: a man with a prideful motive, 

possessed by self, obsessed and afraid, lost. 

 

To start again: a heart, the skin so thick 

the lips so tight. My eyes crooked and blood 

like powder, up my nose or in my veins. 

 

As the creature bound to the creator: 

what am I doing here, why did you pick me 

from all these parts of other people. 
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She Makes Me Nervous 

 

She said, ‘Are you going to write a book, Henry.”  

I said, ‘I don’t know, maybe.’ 

I said, ‘Why, should I?’ 

I said, ‘Who’s to say, how can I tell…I don’t know!’ 

She said, ‘Hey. Slow down buddy.” 

 

**** 

 

There was going to be more to it than that. I was going to get swept up and carried 

away and I saw myself, just type, type, typing away. Like in the movies, caught up in a 

feverish blind spot of inspiration, it would all be so clear. And I would just have at it and 

pour it out, all of it that had been bound up and twisted and lying in wait. It would all 

come out. Like a junkie who hasn’t shit for a week and has just taken a suppository and 

now he better get his scrawny wicked ass to the toilet before he makes a mess. That’s 

how I pictured it, but my keyboard would be the toilet. 

I’m not so sure that’s how it happens. I think sometimes that I was lied to. The 

fairy tales that told me someone pure of heart, and of intention, someone with patience; 

the novels and movies and the things my parents told me; the idea that there is someone 

out there for everyone, that we can all be happy, that we can make it work, that we can 

find what we’re looking for. They didn’t know.  
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When I waited and waited for Camilla to get clean, because it was a fairy tale, that 

both of us could get clean and live happily ever after. We had stood by each other 

through so much. We had defended each other against the accusations of others for so 

long. It made perfect sense that we would both get clean and get an apartment and we 

would get jobs and we would support each other and maybe go back to school and she 

could earn back the right to be a nurse and I could turn my bachelor’s degree into 

something meaningful and we could live happily ever after. We could get a dog. 

I can pretend that my life is fiction and that my name is Henry and I can pretend 

that I’m making this all up but no matter how I write, or what I claim it to be, it feels like 

a lie. So who gives a shit. 

I hope that if, someone somewhere someday considers me an author, they say, 

‘Oh yes, Henry Wait, I have read him. His writing is shit but at least he’s honest.’ I could 

live with that. 

 

Of course, I can live with a lot of things. Like this new apartment, this first step, 

moving out of my grandfather’s house, being clean and sober, being in a rented room 

with no plumbing, being alone and trying to ignore the old lady who lies in her bed all 

day, in the room next to mine. She is right there, on the other side of the wall. She is there 

right now, I heard her move. She is lying there and she is listening, I’m sure of it. What 

else has she got to do? Why doesn’t she get a life? Why doesn’t she do something besides 

lie there in her bed right against my wall? 
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She was here first so I guess it’s her wall. And she must have had a life. At some 

point, she must have done things besides lie in a bed all day. I should write a story about 

it, what her life might have been. Taylor said that to me today when I mentioned her. He 

said, ‘how do you like your new apartment?’ 

‘It’s pretty great,’ I said.  

‘I think I am settling in all right,’ I said. 

‘I think I am starting to get comfortable,’ I said. 

He looked at me kinda funny and it was quiet for a second. Maybe I had said too 

much. 

I said, ‘There is a lady right on the other side of the wall we share.’ 

He raised his eyebrows. 

I said, ‘She lies in her bed all day and she makes me nervous.’ 

‘You should write a story about her,’ he said. 

So I guess that’s what I’m doing. I don’t think this is what he meant and I know 

for sure this is not what I thought of when I drove away from him and I thought, yeah, I 

should write a story about her. I can make up a life for her, I thought. What great 

material, I thought. I will use my imagination, I thought. So I guess this is it…it is not 

very good. Oh well, I guess this is the story for now, I can always write another one. It 

will be a good thing for me to have plenty of ideas. It will be a good thing for me to keep 

writing stories.  
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‘But Henry,’ I say to myself. ‘Why are you writing this bullshit?’ 

‘I’m glad you asked,’ I tell myself. 

I have to write these stories because I’m over thirty and lonely and scared of 

everyone. Because I started my life over and don’t know where to go and all I’ve got is 

this idea that if I work hard and I’m honest, I’ll be ok. It’ll all be ok. So I’m writing every 

day: at least two hundred words. Every day. No matter what.  

I don’t know. Probably none of it matters. Probably nothing matters. Probably this 

is fucking stupid and I am fucking stupid and my life is pointless and this is all a selfish, 

self-seeking attempt at feeling important. Probably this is just to make me think I have 

something to say. Probably I should just fuck off and crawl in a hole and shut my 

worthless mouth and die.  

Sometime before I went to rehab, I got in a fight with Camilla. I’d bet had 

something to do with drugs. Or depression, or control, or money. Whatever it was, she 

left and I was alone and I went into the closet and took my belt off and cinched it together 

and put it around my neck and knotted the end to the cross bar. I folded my legs 

underneath me so that my weight pulled against the belt and it tightened and pinched my 

neck and I sort of felt what it was like to be hanged. Sort of, but not really because all I 

had to do was stand back up. I felt silly.  

So I guess what I’m trying to say is that life is pretty good these days and I never 

really wanted to be dead anyways. I think I just felt sorry for myself and that is kind of 

embarrassing. 
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Right now, I am tired. That is a blanket statement. There is the literal sense, in 

that I would like to go to sleep. And there is the big picture. What is it Henry? What’s on 

your mind? Spit it out, you fuck. 

Women. I struggle. I get confused. I doubt. I try and I think and I do not act. 

I bite my tongue. I chase my thoughts. I become like these fragments. I become an 

animal or a little boy or an old man or any other impotent and futile version of myself. I 

become something I do not like. When I try to impress a woman, I am a person I do not 

like. 

This is fucking stupid and worthless and you are a chump. There are other stories 

you could be writing. There are legitimate things you could be writing. You are lazy. You 

are wasting your time and your breath and the life of your fingers. You are wearing out 

your keyboard and your mind and your patience and you are wasting your fucking 

opportunity. 

You do not even know what you are talking about. 

You are typing only to type and this is not writing and you are only going on 

because you did not reach your goal so what a worthless bunch of words this is. 

 

I come up with all these great ideas for stories and then I never write them. I just 

don’t. I simply do not do the work. It’s like a thing for me, a thing that I do, the not doing 

the thing. 

Like the women. I start these relationships. I think of all the great things about 

these women. These wonderful women, truly, these beautiful, smart and interesting 
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women that I am compelled to be with. I do what I can, I try too hard and I make a mess 

of it and they go away and I feel sorry for myself. Or they don’t go away. Sometimes, 

they are ok with me and they want to keep talking to me and they say things like, ‘I enjoy 

spending time with you.’ 

Then I really don’t know what to do.  

I like to finish things whenever possible and I guess that’s why pickles bother me. 

You see, finishing all the things on my plate is something I take pride in these days. It is 

something I can see all the way through, even if it means drinking a pot of coffee from 

ten to eleven in the evening. I wanted the cup of coffee at ten, and now it is eleven and 

my plates are clean and my cup is empty but the coffee is not so I must stay and I must 

drink it all because it feels good to walk away with nothing leftover. It feels good to leave 

nothing behind.  

So when I eat a sandwich or a burger and the chips or the fries or what else have 

you, I will be full and stuffed and happy and satisfied and accomplished.  

But then there is the god damn pickle. And it gets left behind. And I throw it away 

because I don’t want to walk away with the taste of pickle on my palate.   

I haven’t seen Camilla in a long time. A year, maybe? More, less? A long ass time 

if you consider everything. I haven’t seen her or talked to her. I hardly talk to anyone. 

Something happened and I’m all inside myself. I don’t even masturbate anymore.  

Maybe it’s a good thing. 
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Sometimes I have to remind myself why I am writing. That is a sentence I have 

on a note next to me on my desk. It is from earlier today. A lot has happened since then.  

I don’t really feel like doing this right now. I feel like lying down and closing my 

eyes. I feel like thinking about all of the things that happened. And by that I really mean 

thinking about none of it, which is certainly why I don’t feel like writing, because maybe 

I can just go to bed and leave all this alone. So what the fuck man? What’s this all about 

then?  

This is about being stubborn. This is about putting in the work. This is about the 

time and the effort and the giving a shit about something. This is about casting a net, just 

in case, there is a grade A, thousand-dollar tuna of a sentence floating around, all fat and 

shiny and happy and lazy and lost, amongst the dime a dozen alewives and minnows that 

are swarming the seas of my prose. This is about sticking with it and doing it anyways. 

This is about NOT doing what I have always done, which is to say, ‘Bah!’ I will just do it 

later. This is about saying, ‘No, you stupid fuck, you will do it now.’ That’s it. 

This is about scattering breadcrumbs.  

 

I am 98% certain that somehow, someway, someone that shares the bathroom in 

the hall with me got a piece of shit on the floor. I was about to take a shower and I 

noticed these little brown spots all over the floor. It did not feel like they were there just a 

minute ago. So I did a few test steps and sure enough I noticed phantom spots of color 

appearing, leaving tracks like some disgusting ghost. I took off my sandal and noticed a 

spot of something that seemed brown and crusty and not capable of committing the crime 
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under investigation. I stepped with the other foot and the phantom spot appeared again. I 

looked at the sandal. There was nothing there. I put it back on. I took off the other one 

and sniffed at the dried spot. It smelled of shit.  

At least, I think it did. I kind of think I can smell it right now, just thinking about 

it. 

I did that little dance back and forth, shakily balancing on one foot as I examined 

the bottoms of my sandals, afraid to step down on the floor without a barrier, by now 

convinced something foul was afoot. 

Anyways, I fucking cleaned up whatever the fuck was going on with that floor as 

best as I fucking could and took my goddamn shower. 

I wanted to be mad and I wanted to be disgusted and I wanted to think to myself, 

‘I’ve gotta get outta this place.’ But I didn’t. I was calm and cool and went about my 

business. I guess I had reminded myself that this is a part of my penance.  

I am paying my dues. 

 

This new girl I’ve been spending time with turned down a hug from me because 

she said I approached her like Frankenstein’s Monster. I saw myself, all full of bolts and 

stitches, holding a little white flower out before me, smiling like an idiot. 

Maybe I love her. 

Maybe she will be my girlfriend. 

That’s what I thought two days ago. Maybe it was yesterday. I don’t know.  

Now I am not so sure. 
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She looks at me funny. Her eyes are wide a lot. As if I am too much to take in.  

‘You’re just really complicated,’ she says.  

‘It’s not a bad thing,’ she says. 

But when she looks at me like that all the time I think maybe it is. 

I am quite sure she is just trying to protect herself but that’s kind of a bummer 

because that is not how I think it will work out. I think it is going to blow up in her face. I 

feel like maybe it already has because I feel different now.  

Now I don’t know what to say to her and I used to say all sorts of things to her. 

That was only a few days ago so I guess who knows. Things change quickly.  

It’s funny when you think you can see it.  

It’s funny, when you can feel your heart change, your feelings for someone 

change. When you’re aware, to be sober…to be present; to be aware that something is 

changing, that your feelings are not what they were, just a short time ago.  

It’s strange to be so conscious. 

 

‘Let’s cook dinner together later,’ the message said. I called her and things took a 

turn. Suddenly she sounded funny. ‘I just think we need to talk about things.’ 

I played it real cool. I said, ‘ok’. 

I thought it was just fine. I thought probably I was fine. But I felt funny all day. 

Things got stranger and I got worked up and her messages sounded funny and it 

seemed like we could not make sense of each other and then there I was, knocking on her 

door and she was saying, what is this, you’re not just going to come in? 
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‘I have to be invited in,’ I said. Maybe eventually I will explain to her about 

vampires and about the devil. I don’t know if she will get it. I don’t know if she thinks 

I’m funny always or just weird or what. I don’t even know what I want her to think. I 

don’t even know what I want. 

She had all this fruit cut up in a big bowl and she had whipped cream and she said 

it was for us and I knew for sure then that it was a set up.  

As we talked, I was ready to get up and get the fuck out of there at any moment. I 

was waiting to stand up and say, ‘well then, fuck this all.’ I thought about it and I kinda 

thought that was exactly what I was about to do but I didn’t. I sat there with her and we 

talked and we kept talking and we talked through some things. We talked about feelings 

and I think maybe all it was, was her trying to say that she liked me and wanted to spend 

time with me and wanted me to know how she felt about me and if maybe I could say 

how I felt about her and that she hoped it could be a thing, her and I. What kind of thing I 

don’t think she even knew or maybe cared, but a thing, something of substance: a 

relationship. 

I think it was supposed to be a really nice conversation. I think it was probably 

really nice things she was trying to say to me. But that freaks me out and I got confused 

and twisted up. 

At one point I felt myself get real mad. I couldn’t really say but I have not felt that 

way in a while and I didn’t like it. I didn’t like any of it. But I don’t think I was supposed 

to. I think, maybe, I was growing, in that moment, with her. I don’t think you’re supposed 

to be comfortable when you are growing. 



36 

 

 

 

So anyways I am still trying to figure out how to communicate all this to her and I 

really mucked it up when I tried to tell her that I like her also and I got real dodgy and 

stoic and stupid. I think all I really said was that I was attracted to her. How awful. That 

part is true, you bet it is but it’s only a small part of why I like her. I said something else 

about the first time we really talked and I tried real hard to explain something that I don’t 

fully understand and I think I made a mess of it.  

But she kept talking to me anyways and that’s why I like her. She keeps talking to 

me. It’s almost like she’s stubborn about it, like she’s not going to just give up on me. As 

if, she really wants to know all of me and maybe being complicated really is ok with her. 

I don’t know, I still think maybe it’s a trick. But either way, she kept talking to me while 

I went full on fight or flight mode and we worked through it so either she is a witch and I 

am in some real trouble or maybe she is an angel and will save us all or maybe she is just 

a nice, pretty woman who I can enjoy spending time with. Who’s to say?  

 I don’t think I want to keep writing about her in this place because I don’t want it 

to get cheap.  

I don’t want her to feel cheap. 

 

I just wanted to finish that little story.  

 

**** 
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I don’t think I should have let her read that, those last two pages.  

That was probably a stupid idea.  

That was probably the easy way out. 

I thought it would make sense though and clear things up and explain everything 

to her.  

Sometimes I am funny. 

That’s ok though, it’s ok because it happened so that’s that. If it’s a thing that I 

did then I guess I was supposed to do it and if we are still talking then that’s ok. And it’s 

ok and ok.  

It is ok although it was probably a mistake but there is some real corny thing I say 

sometimes about nothing is a mistake if I learn from it. You should look up the definition 

of mistake.  

Anyways, now I know that writing about someone and your feelings about 

someone and then giving it to them to read is a weird idea and pretty much for sure a bad 

idea, especially when you say, ‘Well, it’s me but it’s not really me because it’s a 

character.’ 

 Anyways, I think it’s ok that I wrote that because it wasn’t really about her I think 

it is actually about me.  

 Too bad I can’t just sit down and write anything that isn’t about me. Maybe I am a 

sociopath. I should look that word up also. 

 But it is ok, isn’t it? That this is the crap you are writing? It’s ok, because at least 

you are writing, isn’t it? I’m not always so sure, I guess. 
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The thing is I need to get my shit pulled together. I will never be happy with her, I 

will never be happy with anyone, I will never be happy with myself, in this state. I do not 

want to go into details. I wanted to write out the details, for it would be brave and it 

would be risky and it would be all the things that have been making all this, the writing, 

seem worthwhile. But ok, enough is enough and that is enough and now how about you 

show some control. 

 How about you show some discipline. Emotion is not enough and emotion alone 

is gross. It wears thin and it wears you out and everyone around you suffers for it. The 

writing needs it and you need it also. Don’t sleep in the day to make up for the night. 

Push through and do it over again. Don’t apologize for saying too much. Suck it up and 

shut your mouth next time. Don’t drive everywhere because you didn’t have time to bike. 

Calm the fuck down and leave room to do things in a satisfying and fulfilling fashion. 

 Do things right and learn and be a fucking man you admire and can stand by. If 

this writing is going to be good for anything, if this character is going to stand on its 

own…I don’t know…there was supposed to be a point. Building the character, 

pretending this was fiction. This was supposed to build the character of the author. This 

was supposed to be a noble effort. 

 To put it down, all of it, on paper and in doing so, hopefully, be rid of it at last. 

 

 I think this is going pretty well, don’t you? This is page fourteen of fourteen and 

those are nice numbers. They look good. They feel good.  

 They help me to be all right. Soon, I will see four thousand words and then what!?  
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This is kind of stupid, what you are writing right now, isn’t it? This is uninspired 

and a bit forced and not in the good way, like before. That right there, that was 3,700 

words, and that there was 3,707, which is funny because if I would have written out the 

number it would have been more words and then that would have changed.  

 How fleeting this all seems. 

 I am going to stop now. I am going to stop writing this shortly. Not quite right 

now but soon. I might as well keep at it for now I guess because it has already gone this 

far and what the hell, don’t you think? Is this proving a point? If it is it’s a stupid one.  

 I guess this is exercise and that’s ok, no?  

 You need 22 words to make it to a point that you feel comfortable leaving this at.  

 Now you need five.  

 There.  

 

 There is a feeling, when I am short of breath perhaps, because most likely I have 

been holding it. The feeling is as if my lungs are filled with helium and I am being lifted 

slowly from the earth. I can sense my heels in the air, ever so slightly pulled off the 

ground as the balloons in my chest expand and swell and lift my legs and my toes curl up 

and cling to the floor, straining to keep me grounded. I have to take these great big 

breaths of air, as if to displace the helium. Every few minutes I catch my shoulders 

floating toward my ears and I remind myself to gulp down these slow and gasping and 

grounding breaths of heavy air and I sink and sag back down to earth with everyone else. 

 Maybe this feeling is a new breed of panic attack. 
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 Maybe I need to move on from my job at the coffee shop. 

 Sometimes I have to catch myself, or else I get carried away. I get caught up. 

 Sometimes I have to catch myself.  

 I’m not very good at it. 

 I wish I could catch myself. It’s always after the fact, it’s always in retrospect. 

 It’s so fleeting, these thoughts, like a balloon, its ribbon slipping through the 

child’s fingers before he realizes what he is about to lose. 

 These ideas, I never get them down in time. 

 I never get them right. 

 I just can’t catch them when I want to. Like frightened trout in a deep river, I 

can’t seem to pull them out.  

 

 I should have just said, ‘I don’t think this is working out.’ 

 But instead I try to talk and I try to make sense and I try to explain and understand 

and I probably still want something from the relationship. I probably do not want to give 

it up, the things that I am getting from her. But I also don’t want to stick with her. I also 

maybe don’t even really like her. There are things, I am sure, that I do not like.  

 I just thought she was interesting, is all. It’s not like I loved her.  

 That’s alright, isn’t it? 

 This brings it up again, the question, the idea, the quest to discover; where does 

love come from? Does it appear, like a thief in the night to thrust its bony fingers into 

your heart and squeeze? Does it show up from nowhere with thick hands that wrap 
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around your throat until you can feel every beat of your pulse in your eye sockets? Or is it 

something more subtle? Are we perhaps responsible instead, for creating it? Do we 

nurture and grow love from a seed? Or like a baby raccoon found in a tree stump, its 

mother run off, do we wrap it in a warm towel and feed it formula and touch it too often 

and ruin it for the wild? 

 

 I had one of those moments a few minutes ago, where it was suddenly clear and I 

knew what to write about. I thought, yes! This is the thing! This is the idea you needed 

for today! It appeared, in my head as I woke, laying wrapped in the oversized salmon 

pink sheets I took from my grandfather’s house. As I lay in the bed that doesn’t belong to 

me, the bed that came with this shitty rented basement room. It appeared like a phantom 

beauty. Like the girl of my dreams, constantly lurking in my periphery. Always there, 

waiting for me, just out of reach.  

 

 No, that’s not really how it happened. It was more of a casual settling. The idea 

flitted across my mind’s eye like a swallow. Diving before me, swooping across my field 

of vision as it darts and turns and dips, catching flies on the run. And I followed it just 

long enough to find its form, to sketch a gestural drawing of its most basic structure and 

shape. And as I prepared to take that and flesh it out, to fill in its features, I lost it. And I 

lost it because I had to turn on the computer and I suppose I could have written it down, 

or sat and waited and thought about the little bird of an idea but I didn’t. I had a good 

stretch instead. And I scratched my balls.  
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 It is pretty clear for me to say and to say, only right now, that if I was already 

feeling the need to take to this place, to deal with the emotions brought about by that girl, 

by that last attempt, then it was not a good thing and it was not going to work out. 

 She called me just now. She sounded sad. She sounded humbled. She did not 

sound like the person who was telling me how to write and how to carry myself just a 

week ago. 

 I don’t know how to talk to her, to tell her that I’m still looking for something. 

For someone. I tried to tell her about my past, about meeting Camilla and everything she 

meant to me, that after ten years I got clean and she didn’t. That she left me for a guy she 

met in rehab. That I blocked her number after he found out we were still fucking.  

How can I tell her that I’m in my thirties and never learned how to date? Hardly 

even kissed a girl until my twenties, when I met Camilla, and that every sexual 

experience I ever had was on drugs. How can I tell her that I’m not an idiot? That 

indecision and fear are a part of my character and not something to overcome. That I like 

who I am, even if it doesn’t seem that way.  

**** 

 

I think that when she comes, I will not write about her. 

**** 
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UNTITLED 

 

And when she appears, slight 

in the corner 

of my shivering sight. 

 

I can hardly keep a word 

in the wind 

or meat in my teeth. 

 

But through the roof 

of your thoughts 

I’m drawn from air. 

 

And when I look up, 

you’re gone. 

 

So I left a small stone 

sleeping in my shoe, 

I didn’t want to wake it. 

 

 



44 

 

 

 

To Carry a Stone 

 

Wisconsin. 

I miss the smell of her hair. Greasy and warm. Archaic, like something 

discovered, smelling of dirt or bones or first love. Her hair like silk, satin, some smooth 

ribbon, soft and gentle as it falls from behind her ear and she tucks it back again and what 

would I do to tuck it for her. To feel it slip behind her ear and hold my palm against her 

neck and smile as she lifts her eyes. It’s late summer of 2016 and I’m 31 years old. I 

haven’t drunk a drop or done drugs in over 2 years. It’s not bad really if you remember 

what it was like before.  

I left Amanda. Or lost her, I don’t know, it doesn’t matter.  

But I got my driver’s license back and I got this room and I’m going back to 

school in the Fall. I’m really trying to do my best. I’m trying to do things different. 

 My room is in the basement of an old building just off campus in Oshkosh. Built 

in the style of Spanish Renaissance, it’s made from old stones and light-colored brick, 

mostly tan. It is three stories tall and has apartments that run from 6/800 dollars. That’s 

more than I can afford but the ad I saw said, “Ask us about our sleeping rooms.” So I did: 

$300 for a big room with a rug in the middle, and a fridge, a bed, a dresser, couch, chair, 

table, more chairs...I lost a lot of things on the way to sobriety. So here I am, plus a desk 

and a hot plate and a bookcase and I think it’s a pretty good deal. 

There’s this slick, rich floor under the rug, some fancy cement from Italy full of 

chips and colors. But two of the walls are just plaster and on the other side of one is this 
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lady who’s always in her bed. It’s right against the wall and I can hear her there, all the 

time and I can’t help but wonder if this has always been her life. It must have been 

different before.  

 There’s a toilet and a shower in the hallway, and a slop-sink down in the laundry 

room where I can wash my plate and my cup and my pan. That’s all fine with me except 

that I have to go by this other lady’s room to get there. Her name is Kim and she’s mean. 

She stands behind her door and swears at me, or about me, as if she were talking to 

someone else. “That goddamn kid, in and out, Jesus Christ. What the Fuck,” she says. I 

guess she’s used to Debbie who hardly goes out in the hallway. When she does and I see 

her there, not in her bed but standing up, wide-eyed like she’s looking real hard at 

something behind me: she’s friendly.  

“Hi Debbie,” I say.  

“Hey,” she says. And then her eyes kinda bug out and she smiles so her teeth 

show. 

But Kim’s not like that at all, she hurries to get back in her room and I never get 

the chance to try and be nice. I don’t want to live here anymore so I put in a notice and I 

got a different apartment that I move to next month. In the meantime, I’m going West 

with some buddies and we leave tomorrow morning so I guess Kim will always think I’m 

bad. 
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Minnesota. 

Four crows are on a telephone pole as we head to the border of the state and the 

clouds are layered like an oil painting, blue to white and back again. A silo stands up 

against the fields and sometimes it seems that if I blink or sneeze this could all crack 

apart, like a wooden frame falling to the floor and the paint-crusted canvas would be left, 

flapping stiffly in the breeze. I think about the smell of her hair again. And the feel of it 

under my nose as I kiss her forehead and her freckles burn beneath my lips. A little 

stream runs under the highway like a bead of sweat down her back. It’s easy to miss. The 

pine trees are lined up and skinny to the top. I anticipate that the waterways will widen as 

we go west and maybe some magic will be revealed. As we get toward the Mississippi, 

the scrappy bushes turn to thick ferns and the trees fill out but when we finally cross the 

river, I see that it’s just a bunch of water. 

 

North Dakota. 

When it’s my turn to drive, everyone goes to sleep and I’m left with nothing but 

thoughts. It’s after midnight and has been storming for hours. There’s construction on the 

road. We rented a car that is big and fast and heavy, it’s nothing like my loose old 

minivan at home. It makes me nervous, and so do the rivers of rain around me, running 

through the ditches. And the traffic barrels and cut up concrete that narrow the lane. 

Lightning flashes, now so far in the distance of the night that it lights up stretches of 

fields farther than I thought I could see. I try to remember the last time I saw her. I think 

it was in the doorway of her grandmother’s house, after she left rehab. We didn’t know 
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what to say so we stared at each other. And then I held her, my hand against the thin 

cotton of that yellow dress, sweat sticking it to the small of her back, fitting her to me.  

 

Montana. 

When the sun comes up, I see that things have changed. Hills are all around me, 

small bumps on the horizon turn into large rocks and plateaus. Sometimes I see these 

stands of dead trees, black and broken. I can’t look away and when the car hits the 

shoulder of the road again, my friend wakes up to find me steering with my knee and 

hanging out the window, trying to take pictures. 

 On the far side of the state we stop and camp near a great wide river. It’s shallow 

and I walk into it, my pants pulled up to my calves. I find a flat stone under the surface, 

smooth and soft like the palm of her hand. It sings out to me and I pluck it from the water 

and put it in my pocket, like a little secret. I fish a dollar from my pants and leave it at the 

bottom of the river, under a larger rock, an offering to something. An exchange maybe. 

 In the morning we find out that Brandon has lost his wallet, sometime last night. 

He thinks it was when we stopped for firewood. Everything about this trip depends on his 

credit cards. Brandon calls the local sheriff and I roll my eyes. The chances of someone 

finding and returning his wallet seem one in a million. It’s unlikely that we’ll find it 

either, but we look anyways and discover a $20 bill near the on-ramp. Taking this as a 

sign, we spend hours walking up and down the highway, him on one side, me on the 

other. I keep going across this bridge, hundreds of feet above the river we camped next 

to. I can see the rocks in the shallow water. They look like grains of sand so far below me 
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now. I don’t want to do this anymore. They look so soft. I take off my hat and hold it 

over my face and breathe in, deeply. Just the smell of hair makes me think of her. 

Brandon comes running up the highway, his cellphone in his hand. The sheriff called, 

someone found his wallet: one in a million. 

 

Idaho.  

 The mountains are incredible and I’m happy to be in the back seat again. It feels 

like the earth opened up. And every road is the edge of a plate, on the edge of a table and 

I can’t tell if my hands are shaking, or just my heart. We won’t be here long. I remember 

now, the last time I saw Amanda. We were naked together, on the couch in her new 

apartment. She was lying on top of me and we were sweaty and sad to see each other 

again. And then, standing in the doorway, was the man she left me for. “What the fuck is 

this,” he said. I got up and scurried into the bathroom. I must have taken my clothes 

because I don’t remember worrying about that, just putting them on monotonously, like 

I’d done before. I realized I had done this before, been naked alone in someone else’s 

house, hiding, while she tried to explain it all away. While her lives intersected. Standing 

alone, embarrassed, frightened, thinking. Thinking now what? Then I was in the living 

room and I was standing between them. He was still in the doorway and he was blocking 

me and he said, “I don’t suppose it would make me feel any better to hit you?” I thought 

about that, thought about my answer. “I don’t know,” I said. “That’s up to you.” 
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Washington.  

 We’re staying in a hotel that was built in the 70’s and the gal at the front desk acts 

like that was a long time ago. I think this is the best bed I’ve ever slept in and I don’t 

want to leave it. The sheets are thick and cool, the comforter calm and heavy. They lay 

over me like darkness and I feel so safe. Before we left on this trip, I met someone new. 

When I get back home, I’m going to go out with her because I’ve decided to open up. I 

can talk myself into anything. We have a lot in common, but she’s much younger than 

me, and quietly hopeful. Maybe she’s got a past too. Maybe we’ve all got stones in our 

pockets. 

**** 
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Penance 

 

  I own an old minivan. It is a 1993 Dodge Caravan. It is a dark shade of blue. If 

you saw it you might feel nostalgia, as if finding a love note from a middle school crush: 

your heart might flutter for the faintest second as you recall something fondly, though 

you can’t put your finger on it.  

I read that the word nostalgia, was originally used to describe a phenomenon, in 

which sailors who’d been lost at sea became so horribly heartbroken, they died. Men, 

tough as nails in every way were killed, not from hunger or thirst or disease but from 

missing something so much.  

Before this minivan there was another. It was also an early 90’s Dodge Caravan. 

It was also dark blue. It was nearly identical in every way but for the fact that it ran like 

shit and I gave up on it. It had belonged to my aunt and uncle and I don’t know its story 

before that and I don’t care. It quit on me so fuck it. 

But my current minivan, this one really lived. My grandmother owned it. Her and 

her husband had bought it, brand new. Her second husband that is, the one she lost and 

lives without. His name was Roland and he was a recovering alcoholic and a counselor 

and he was very special to a lot of people, though I would not know why until years and 

years after he died. They used to travel across the country with this minivan, like 

pioneers, always heading west.  

But now it sits in the gravel lot outside of my apartment building and bakes in the 

sun, all alone and lonely in a sea of strangers made up of Ford Tauruses and Dodge 
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Neons and some huge truck. It sits and it keeps its secrets and gestates in the heat. 

Impregnated by the sun, the stifling air takes on a life of its own, so stiff and still and 

sticky and heavy.  

I open the door and the air attacks me, like a puppy that’s been left inside all day, 

eager to see its owner. I am swallowed up by its slimy kisses and I start sweating 

immediately.  

I really like the summer because I really like to sweat. I like to sweat because for 

six months out of the year I shiver and shake as if demons are being pulled from my soul. 

I tremble, like the last leaf on an oak tree, scared and alone in the wind. The earth turns 

its face from the sun and leaves me there in the shade to sulk in the shadows like some 

sort of cold-blooded lizard.  

So when the summer season arrives I get in that minivan and I leave the windows 

rolled up and I sit and I suffer in the heat as if I am paying for something. I drive around 

until the sweat soaks through my shirt and the brim of my hat wells up with salty water 

and a single bead of it drips down the side of my nose like a tear and I lick my upper lip 

and I smile. Then and only then will I crack the window and let the breeze in.  

 

I am alive and I am a man and I have not always been a good one. I have made 

mistakes and I have lived poorly. I’ve been lazy and I’ve taken things for granted. Today 

however, I have a chance. I am not the person I once was. I am not the sailor or the leaf 

or the puppy. I am not alone, even when I am lonely and I am not without reason or 

perspective or gratitude. I am accountable to my faults when I find them. Or at least, I am 

fucking trying to do my best. 
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 So when it’s hot and I am soaked in sweat, I do not mind in the slightest. It helps 

me to feel accomplished, like I am getting things done. I feel like a productive, useful and 

fantastic human being when I am sweating. I feel like I am exactly what I am supposed to 

be. I feel like I am alive. 

 

On May 1st, 2014 I checked into rehab. I was fifty pounds underweight. I was 

skinny and sad and scared. The minivan had been sitting and waiting in my 

Grandmother’s garage since a devastating OWI charge left me license-less years earlier. 

My mother drove me there in her Jeep, the passenger seat next to her empty. My friend 

Stef, who had witnessed the inevitable outcome of addiction too many times over, sat 

with me in the backseat, clutching my hand as I continually opened the door and stared at 

the blurred lines of the highway zipping by beneath us. How close the ground was. How 

quickly it could all be over. It was almost the summer and I did not think I could live any 

longer. I thought I was all used up. 

In the treatment center, they took me to my room and showed me my bed. They 

left me to get settled in. Above the bed was a corkboard and I quickly tacked an expired 

driver’s license to it. It was Roland’s, my grandmother’s late husband, and she had given 

it to me as inspiration. I lay on the small bed, barely bigger than a cot, my long legs 

leaving my feet dangling off the end. I sat up and stared at the thin, plastic covered pillow 

that was to hold my head for the next 28 days. I wondered if anything would be ok ever 

again. I wondered if anything was ever ok to begin with. 

That evening, with nothing left to lose in the world, I would rest my bones on that 

bed, sober for the first time in nearly 15 years, and stare at the ceiling; trying not to move, 
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not wanting to hear the cold and sterile crunch of the plastic covering beneath my thin 

sheets. I would not sleep that night, not for even one minute. I would lie there and think, 

about everything and everyone and although I was scared and anxious and sick, so very 

sick, I was not alone. 

**** 
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Like Always 

 

When you can’t get drunk anymore, or stoned. Because you’re always drunk, or 

stoned. And nothing works anymore. You either try real hard to get fucked up and then 

you black out and it’s over before you know it. Or you pretend you’re normal, and that 

you’re having a good time. And that this is fine. And you just sort of, wait around.  

So when your friends have a party and you drink all your beer first, like always. 

And you feel pretty bad about asking for more, and you’re out in the middle of nowhere, 

and you know you’ll never fall asleep cause you’re not fucked up enough. So you wait 

until they all go to bed. And you wander out into the night. You look at the wide-open 

country around you. The lights in the old farm house, dim as the distance grows between 

you and it. You walk along the country highway, kicking stones with your head down. 

The crickets all around you, the stars above you, the moon’s not alone and neither are 

you.  

Now in the middle of the road you stop and lay down. The asphalt holds the heat 

of a hot August day beneath your head like a pillow and your eyes close but you can hear 

the hum and that’s not what you’re here for. So you get up as headlights rise over a hill to 

the south, just past the graveyard. You hide in the weeds on the shoulder of the road as 

they drive by. 

 His headstone has a lighthouse on it, and there are tokens from his clients resting 

on the granite base. Among them a small steel coin: Shine forth your light, and your 
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truth, it says. You pick it from the stone and put it in your pocket and lay down again, the 

dry grass scraping your cheek.  

**** 
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Sick of Being Sick 

 

 “I have no idea how to do this.” 

 The counselor looked at me. “What do you mean,” he said. 

 I sat across from him on the couch, worn out. I looked at the poster on his wall of 

a lion and a quote about inner peace or strength or some shit. I raised my hands and 

spread them wide. I looked about wildly. “This! Any of it, all of it; what the fuck? How 

do I sleep, how do I eat, how do I not run screaming into the forest? You guys are gonna 

keep me here. What am I gonna do, how do I take a shit or a shave or a shower? I can’t 

do it. I’ve never done any of this before, not without dope. I’m a crazy person: OCD, 

ADD, Bi-Polar, Depression, Anxiety. I’ve got to have one of those, maybe all of them. 

I’m ruined man. You guys aren’t going to give me anything?”  

I thought he was going to be impressed by my issues. 

 “We need to find out what the problem is before we put you on anything...maybe 

the last thing you need right now is another drug.” 

 I probably wiped my hands on my knees.  

 “I can’t do it,” I said. “I won’t. I don’t want to.” 

 “Ok then, so you’re going to leave?” 

 The misery of existence flooded my memory; the selfishness of suicide.  

 “No.” 

 “OK,” he said. “We’ll figure it out. Can you just stay here tonight?” 

 “I don’t know, maybe not.” 
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 “Ok, well, stay ‘til dinner?” 

 “I don’t know.” 

**** 
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He Couldn’t and He Knew It 

 

Henry stood between the back doors of his grandfather’s house. He stared out the 

screen with the hard wood of the inner door against his back. He wasn’t sure if he could 

do it. Maybe he was forgetting something.  

An old maroon Jeep pulled into the driveway. Henry knew his mother was in it. 

She beeped and he panicked, picked up his backpack, and ran into the bedroom. He threw 

the sheets back to find a small soft wolf tucked carefully between the pillows. It was 

worn and warm and Henry held it to his face and took a deep breath, his eyes closed. 

Another deep breath and he stuffed it into his backpack. He re-made the bed, something 

neat to leave behind with all this mess. Then he walked to the door again with the bag on 

his back, picked up another larger duffel bag, walked out the door, and locked it behind 

him. He got into the Jeep with his mother. They didn’t say anything but drove two blocks 

to a small pizza place where Henry had been working. His mother pulled into a parking 

stall and Henry got out, walked in through the back and through the kitchen, over the 

rubber mats slick with flour and grease, and into the office. His boss was sitting behind a 

desk and Henry sat down across from him. “I’m really sorry Ben but I’m a heroin addict 

and I’m going to leave town and I don’t know, get help or something. I’m not sure what’s 

going to happen but my Mom’s out there in the car right now and so I can’t come in to 

work tomorrow. I’m really sorry about that.” 

 Ben looked at him. “Ok,” he said. “That’s great.” 

“But I can’t hold your job for you.” 
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Henry had expected him to be more surprised. 

Back in the car, he rolled a cigarette and lit it and cracked the window and sank in 

the seat as his mother got on the highway and headed to her house in Waupaca.  

 Henry thought he might never come back to Oshkosh. 

**** 

 

He’d bought two of the plush wolves at the same time when he was working at 

the downtown bookstore and being a really terrible employee. He was living in a studio 

apartment, his first time without any roommates. He had graduated college, started a 

screen-printing business with two other people, and promptly been kicked out. He’d had 

hernia surgery, his ankle reconstructed with plates and screws, an epididymal tumor 

removed from his testicle, a blood infection that ran up his leg after scratching it so badly 

while stoned and working late in the shop he was about to be removed from. That was 

after he’d tried to stop using opiates, when everyone thought he was doing better. That he 

could just stop.  

Anyways, that year or two fucking sucked. And Henry would be moving in with 

his Grandfather pretty soon. But first he took a job at this crappy chain bookstore and 

spent all the money he earned on books he’d never get around to reading. Classics, and 

westerns, and magazines about skateboarding or art or horses or boxing. He bought 

bookmarks and decks of novelty cards. It seemed like he was trying desperately to spend 

all his money, to spend it on anything other than drugs. That perhaps if he was broke, he 

couldn’t afford to get high. He bought dice games and zippo lighters and stuffed animals. 
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He bought one of the wolves for himself, and he bought one for Camilla. And he gave it 

to her. He wasn’t sure if he’d ever done anything like that for her before. He wasn’t sure 

he’d ever done anything nice for her. He wasn’t sure how they got to be so in love, so 

dependent, how he couldn’t imagine life without her.  

**** 

 

In the car now with his mother, Henry pulled the wolf from his back pack and 

held it in his lap. He lit another cigarette and tried to settle back into the seat. Tried to 

shake it all off. This wasn’t so bad.  

They began the ritual. The same thing that always happened when they saw each 

other, with increasing frequency over the years until Henry was utterly dependent on his 

mother. She gave him a Klonopin, she handed his some weed. He got the cigarette out of 

the way and then rolled the window up to take a couple hits. Took the pill. Smoked 

another cigarette. Through all this his mother talked and talked, sang along to the radio, 

Judas Priest or AC/DC or Aerosmith. She pointed out lyrics, reminisced, built up her 

knowledge of all things that she thought made her cool. She looked over at Henry as he 

shook the last of his tobacco from its pouch.  

 “Are you going to need to stop,” she asked. 

 He told her that it could wait until they got to Waupaca.  

 “Mom,” he said. “Do you think we could get me something to drink too?” 

 She bit a fingernail. 

 “I’m still kind of sick,” he said. 
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 She looked over at him and asked when was the last time he used and he didn’t 

really answer. They didn’t talk about what would come next. 

Once in Waupaca, Henry and his mother stopped at a gas station run by a close-

knit Indian family. They were nice to her. She knew them well, and was proud to show 

off her son. Her son who was currently scouring the liquor department, which had its own 

room on the other side of the building. She bought him two pouches of rolling tobacco, 

papers, filters and a pack of pre-rolled American Spirits. She bought him a bottle of Jack 

Daniels and a 2-liter of coke. She bought him a bottle of wine. She bought scratch off 

tickets and candy bars. They were having a party.  

**** 
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I Think You Broke It 

 

 It must have been near midnight and I bet the moon was out there somewhere. I 

had been staying with my mother and Andy, my stepfather. They lived out in the woods 

of Waupaca. I had left Oshkosh on the basis of “getting help.” I didn’t really care about 

anything. It was hopeless, all of it, everything. My mom got me into an outpatient 

treatment program in Stevens Point. She worked at an office in town and I would ride 

with her and she’d drop me off and I’d sit through the session and then get out and try to 

buy booze somewhere. The only money I had was what she’d give me for lunch, my ID 

was expired, and it was getting tougher to maintain any semblance of control. I was 

running out of options. Somehow I had gotten hold of a bottle of whiskey. A good one: 

Jack Daniels. But it was gone now. Not drunk but shattered at my feet. The bits of glass 

like crushed ice mixed in with the soaked gravel of the driveway. I sat in it, my head in 

my hands. I was crying. As if the world were ending. Andy came outside. “I can’t take 

this anymore,” he said. “I don’t like you when you drink. Self-pity just oozes out of you.” 

 He was right. I always felt sorry for myself. I just wanted to get high. I could 

smoke all the weed in the world, take Xanax and other downers, drink all the whiskey 

and black out...I still wanted junk: Heroin, opiates. Nothing else could make the world 

right again. It never was to begin with. As an addict or an alcoholic (they’re the same 

fucking thing), I identify that there was always a problem. I was born into a feeling of 

unease. It’s nobody’s fault but it never got fixed. I just found a way to feel better by not 

feeling anything but a deep desire to be stoned. That desire was the strongest feeling I 
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have ever known in my life. Compulsion, obsession. There is nothing that stands in the 

way. We are a determined bunch. We are a self-loathing bunch. We are capable of 

incredible things. 

 The best way to be stoned was to snort pills or shoot dope but this means 

inevitably becoming strung out. There are different ways to kick and one of these ways is 

to just be drunk, all the time. Now this creates two new problems: alcohol is every bit as 

physically addicting as opiates (worse even as the DTs from booze can cause seizures). 

They both make you dependent, they both make you sick enough to steal. The other issue 

is, no matter how drunk a junkie gets, he still wants junk! So not only are you now 

belligerent and blacked out, you’re still sick and still feeling sorry for yourself. And 

you’re pissed off that you’re not stoned. It’s an ugly combination of violent and pitiful. 

And it’s one way that you end up crying in a puddle of dusty whiskey in your mother’s 

driveway in the middle of the woods. 

 I have another vivid memory of a broken whiskey bottle. This time it’s not my 

own memory because before the bottle could break, I drank the whole fucking thing and 

blacked out. The memory is my friend Bridgette’s, bless her heart. She was walking 

home and she found me laying in a stretch of pine trees. I lived in an old brick building in 

downtown Oshkosh, next to the public library. Between us was a parking lot and a single 

row of pine trees. This is where she found me; lying among the trees, an empty bottle of 

Maker’s Mark whiskey standing alone in a stall of the parking lot. On the mid to high end 

of supermarket whiskeys, Maker’s Mark was for me a luxury: top of the line. I had 

bought the bottle after getting drunk at a party for the employees of the Hilton Garden 
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Inn, a hotel where I was bartending. The place was built on a marsh next to the airfield, 

on the south side of town. It was poorly run, and I tried to spend my time shut off in the 

liquor room “taking inventory,” or stealing food from plates of uneaten room service. I 

waited patiently for the pre-selected music playlists to get to “Band on the Run” by 

Wings and Billy Joel’s “Piano Man.” I drove home shit faced every night.  

When we had an employee party, they provided us with a strange and random 

assortment of alcohol that had been abandoned by guests of the hotel. I was insulted, and 

showed my disdain by drinking as much as I possibly could. Then when invited to an 

after party at a co-worker’s house, and in an attempt to impress them, I stopped and 

bought a bottle of Maker’s Mark. Shortly before my own memory fails, I recall being 

further insulted by the party’s unwillingness to be impressed by my drunkenness, my 

charisma, my whiskey. So I set out to drink that whole bottle too. And then Bridgette 

found me in the pine trees. 

 The following conversation is invented based on probable assumptions of how 

that might have gone: “Is that you Jordan?” 

 “No.” 

 “What are you doing?” 

 “What are you doing?” 

 “...” 

 “Is there any of that whiskey left?” 

 “No.” 
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 I jumped up from the grass, ran to the curb of the parking lot, leapt into the air and 

came down on the whiskey bottle. The bottle was standing upright and my foot came 

down on top of it, spinning it off the side and driving my ankle strangely to the concrete. 

Enraged by its bold denial of destruction, I continued to stomp on the thick, rounded 

bottle until it shattered beneath me. I looked down at my ankle. 

 “It’s crooked,” I said. 

 Thinking perhaps it was dislocated, I grabbed it and twisted it straight. Or not 

straight, I can’t know for sure. The ankle was fucked. Bridgette says that she couldn’t get 

me up the stairs to my apartment so she called Chris. He thought I was being dramatic 

and drunk and I don’t blame him. “We got you up to your room and you took off your 

shoe,” Bridgette said. “You were not being dramatic. But you started yelling at us to 

leave you alone so we did.” 

 I slept for a few hours like that, with my shoe off. I dozed fitfully, hoping that 

somehow the remnants of the night were imagined, refusing to face the shards of reality. I 

was getting pretty good at this, spending hours in a sort of sweaty half-sleep, twisted in 

the old sheets of my twin bed, tucked into the clutter and chaos of my shitty studio 

apartment. My first time all on my own, my big chance to put together a life. Eventually I 

acknowledged the pain, and the black spots coming up through my skin, as big as 

quarters. I called my mother. 

**** 
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Love Lets Go 

 

 When I was a boy I couldn’t sleep. I would lay there in the dark with my eyes 

open, swallowed by the stillness that surrounded me, filled with possibilities.  

 My mother got these tapes for me to listen to, cassette tapes: the tales of Beatrix 

Potter. The narrator was a woman doing a voice like a little boy but it didn’t sound like 

any little boys I knew. I think she was British. “Flopsy, Mopsy, Cottontail, and Peter, 

that’s me!” I remember that one the best; that was the song. It was Peter Rabbit and it 

was all about how he was kind of a rascal and he liked to mess around in Mr. McGregor’s 

garden because he had a lot of nice things to eat. One time, Mr. McGregor got ahold of 

Peter and he was all set to skin him and cook him up and he was pretty excited about it. 

Peter being the protagonist was innocent as ever and Mr. McGregor was some sort of a 

monster. However, that woman’s sweet little voice telling the story betrayed the fact that 

Peter was a little shit. But of course, he got away, maybe Mrs. McGregor helped, I don’t 

remember. But he got away and went home, all full of remorse and apologizing to his 

dear, fretful mother; and ate fresh berries with cream or something. It didn’t add up. 

Maybe that’s not what happened; maybe he had to go to bed hungry and there was a 

lesson...I don’t know. There was another story I liked about a Frog and a tea party and 

like, five or six others but I forget. Anyways, the point is, they didn’t work. 

 My mom likes to tell the story about how she thought the tapes were so clever; 

how they would distract me and help me to fall asleep. So she says, she would listen, and 

wait, and the tape would run out and click to a stop and the room would be quiet and she 
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would think, oh good. But then the bed would creak and she would hear the pitter patter 

of little feet across the bare floor and the cassette deck popping open and the tape flipping 

and the button being pushed and the little feet again, back to bed, for the rest of the story.  

 When it really got bad, and late, and I, still awake, lying there, wondering what 

was wrong: knowing that somewhere out in all that doubt was my mother. Then I would 

call out into the night and she would be there.  

 I remember her sitting on the edge of the bed, feeling the weight of her body as 

the mattress shifted, a comfort in the dark. 

 She would say, “Count the sheep.” 

 Then she would remember that never worked.  

 “Just think of good things, Sweetie.” 

 “Like what?” 

 “Think of your wedding day...” 

 Now here was a new one...I’m going to get married? When? Where? Why? 

 Who? 

 I always thought that there would be fairytales. That I would fall into love, and 

find it: like a lost soul finds God, miraculous and inexplicable. I thought that maybe, 

some storybook girl would appear one day and it would all be over. I would never look 

back and perhaps, I would finally know something for certain. 

 That’s not how it happened. And in fact, I’m not so sure that’s how it works. 

Maybe for some people, maybe they convince themselves, that that’s how it happened. 

Maybe it really is, I don’t know. But I do know that I really loved somebody once and 
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maybe it was a fairy tale but it sure wasn’t what they told me it would be. She just 

showed up one day and I didn’t want anything to do with her. She wouldn’t go away. She 

found out how to keep me and she did, for a long time. I can’t say that it was good, or 

healthy, or that it ever would have worked in the end. I can tell you that I loved her 

though. And that I still do. I can tell you that I think of her all the time and I can try to tell 

you why I let her go but I don’t think it will make sense. Not to you.  

 So I guess, what I’m trying to say, is that I don’t think love is always pretty and 

that’s ok. I don’t think that everyone was meant to live happily ever after either. 

Sometimes I wonder why people write that crap. Maybe I still hope that I could have that 

but also I want to write about what I know, and what I know hurts sometimes. But what I 

don’t know is how much it hurts to love someone like a mother loves their child. I can 

imagine though. I can imagine, that nothing compares to what my mother felt when she 

drove 51 miles to take a grown man with a broken ankle to the hospital. A man she never 

heard from but when he needed something, money, or drugs, or validation. And when she 

gets there and finds him, still a mess, unable to explain what went wrong; unable to 

remember how he got this way. And three days later, when he’s still in the hospital, now 

with a titanium ankle and an IV full of dope, she sits there, at the edge of his bed while he 

hustles nurses for more drugs. She has to see him seize up in a panic attack. She has to 

hear him call out from his bed, “Mom.” He is still that little boy and she is still desperate 

to help. 

 And then a year later, she gets a call from the fire department that her son has 

been escorted from a smoke filled building. That he was unconscious. That he refused 
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medical attention. And still, many years later, while waiting for him to get into rehab, she 

buys him bottles of whiskey and watches him put them down, without fail, until he’s 

blacked out and wallowing in self-pity and mad at the world for even existing but she is 

the reason that he exists. 

 No. I can’t imagine what that feels like. Not really. 

 But I do know what it’s like to hold on to someone for too long and I know why 

we do it; why my mother did it. And I also know how miserable it is to be helpless and 

weak and suffering; to be sick, with addiction or depression or guilt, and to have someone 

think that their love is enough to make you better. But it doesn’t work like that.  

It’s not fair, to love people like that. 

So I don’t hold on anymore. 

 Sometimes, I feel like a little boy, with too many balloons in his hand.  

He just loosens his grip, and they float away.  

**** 
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Mummies of the World 

 We walked in and it hit me: They just found these people. Their bodies weren’t 

prepared. No words were said over their graves. There were no graves. What I really 

remember is the guy they found in an attic. I just sat there, staring at him. How did no one 

know he was up there? Did they just not care? How could he lay there for hundreds of 

years? Did those that found him say any words? Did they acknowledge his spirit? Was it 

still with him, that whole time, with never a chance to be released? Did it matter? What if 

that was me? Overdose or suicide or any other products of my self-loathing lifestyle: left 

to rot. 

 The conditions in Oshkosh, Wisconsin would not allow me to be naturally 

mummified, not like these people: the bog bodies from Ireland, the Scandinavian couple 

from the tomb, the mother and daughter holding each other. What was their story? What 

about my neighbors? If my apartment walls were thin enough to hear my neighbors 

having sex, then surely, they would be able to smell my rotting corpse. I’d be discovered 

in no time at all. This dude in the attic, he must have lived alone. What if he was just an 

asshole? Maybe nobody cared. Maybe they were glad he was dead, maybe they thought, 

“Fuck it, let him rot.” But he didn’t rot. He was naturally preserved and now he was in a 

glass case in a museum in Milwaukee, Wisconsin, and I have been staring at him for too 

long now and I have to get out of here. 

 I talked to my mother about all this before I set out to write this story. She 

remembers things differently:  
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The first thing we saw was a mother, holding her baby to her chest. The mother’s 

embrace, tight like the centuries old skin stretched over her bones. Black and shiny as a 

waxed car tire, she didn’t look real. But she had all this hair, swept over her face, 

covering it. 

“Why does she have to have all that hair,” my mother said. 

 Then she tells me that we split up, that we were in different parts of the exhibit.  

And then her words to me about what happened next: 

 You were sitting there staring at the guy they found in an attic and I walked over 

to you and sat down and said, “I don’t feel so good.” 

 You said, “I don’t feel so good either,” and then you kinda stopped yourself, and 

looked at me like you do when you’re not sure if it’s ok to say what you want to say. 

 “What if that was Grandma?” 

 We walked out after that and on the way out the ticket lady said something to us 

about leaving so soon. I told her that we were Irish and sensitive to things like spirits and 

such and that this was just all too much. She told us about the little girl that said, “Sam 

doesn’t like people looking at him,” and then they went over and sure enough the guy’s 

name was Sam and that was the guy that you were looking at, from the attic. 

 The other thing my mother remembered differently is that we had already been to 

the bar, had had lunch and drinks, and I was half drunk before we even went to the 

museum. 

 So I guess what I’m really trying to explore is how subjective my memory is, 

especially post-sobriety. I always think that I was up to something. I project fear and 
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failure and self-harm, even now, upon my memories. I was certain that the real reason I 

wanted to leave the museum, was because I was hung over and dope sick and I knew we 

would go get lunch. And I knew I could have some drinks when we did that. Sure, the 

guy in the attic was spooky. But in my mind, I had also exploited my mother’s 

“sensitivity” to spirits, knowing that she would jump at the chance to show off our 

“Irishness.” Some imagined sense of correctness with the energies of slighted figures 

from the past, marginalized and exploited ghosts that she understood more than others. 

And I knew that this would get us the fuck out of there and then I could get drunk. 

 My memories are suspect to begin with, and I’m not always fair to my mother. 

But she has fed me stories for my whole life. Some true, I’m sure, but also her own 

imaginings. About my father, about my childhood, about all sorts of things. I don’t 

always suspect outright manipulation, but my mother is a puzzle. Her reasons are obscure 

and abstract. And I don’t always trust what she tells me. Or how she sees the past. 

And here I am writing all this bullshit.  

 

 Another thing, turns out: There was no guy in the attic. There was a Baron of 

some sort, who was put into a tomb with brand new boots. But for the little research I put 

into writing this piece, there’s not a trace of a lost, lonely man dying alone.  

**** 

 

If I go back far enough, maybe I can find one that would never have been a story.  

Maybe I can find a memory of my own… 
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Wide-eyed, with chubby thighs and curled toes, Baby Henry is propped up on the 

olive couch, its rough fabric tangling the thin hair at the back of his head, a ripe 

muskmelon. He watches his father enter the house. Where has he been, his father?  

 Tall, and thin, and quick to speak, Robert has something to say today. He finds 

her in the kitchen, a long telephone cord curled around her finger. She looks up, all of 

twenty years old, swears into the phone and hangs it up. “I’ve got nothing to say to you.” 

Henry hears this from the other room but he still can’t unwrap the mystery. Why was he 

not in the house already?  

 Robert blushes and it almost hides the freckles on his face, almost matches the red 

of his nose. Julie stands up. She walks to the edge of the kitchen and peers out. Her only 

child sits on the couch. He looks over and smiles at her. She shuts the door. 

 

 Born four years before in Waupaca County Hospital, the tallest baby received as 

of 1984, the three of them lived happily in an old farmhouse that had been in Julie’s 

family for 3 generations, though at some point it had ceased to hold people and instead 

was filled with ears of field corn. When Robert Wait and Julie Sauer (soon to be Wait) 

moved in, they swept corn silk out of every corner and continued to find it in cracks and 

crevices until they moved back to Oshkosh two years later. But for those two years they 

were a cute and happy, albeit poor, family. They had two black labs that would roam 

freely, returning only occasionally to bark at ghosts in the attic and to allow Robert to sit 

them down in the driveway, an inch of gasoline in an old coffee can at his feet, and pick 

off blood gorged ticks the size of grapes.  



74 

 

 

 

 But now they are back in Oshkosh. And they are getting divorced. 

** 

 

 I made some of that up.  

 But I seem to remember my Dad coming, I think it was to pick me up, to stay with 

him for the weekend, after he had moved out. And I seem to remember thinking, where 

was he? Why was he not here? I must have been four years old. There’s another memory, 

that is either mine alone or I made it up entirely, about going to a shitty roadside live-in 

motel with my father, in the middle of the night, to identify the body of my “Uncle” Bill. 

He had had a heart attack on his couch, there was cocaine on the table. I might have been 

in middle school. My Dad says there is no way this happened. He’s probably right. I 

might have made it all up. Or dreamed it.  

I might have used my imagination.  

The naivety of childhood is wonderful. Strange Uncle Bill, who married my 

Dad’s sister (one of over a dozen children) when they were kids, and my Dad, an even 

younger kid, spending time with them, sort of being raised by them. And after I came 

along, and my Dad walked a straighter path, he would check on Bill, go fishing out on the 

pier of Sheboygan with him. Where Bill once walked out the half mile of the pier with his 

daughter Joey, then turned promptly around, saying, “Oop! Shit my pants…” and walked 

all the way back to the outhouse.  

 Joey was my age, her conception supposedly inspired by my arrival in the world. 

My Dad’s sister, turning to Bill with little baby me in her arms and saying, “Bill, let’s 
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have another baby.” They had two sons already and years and years later one of them 

would kill a black man. A hate crime. The other would conceive a child with a black 

woman. People are…I don’t know. I might be getting some of this wrong. I’m almost 

sure I’ve got some of this wrong. Maybe my Dad will be upset about it. But that’s not 

really the point. The point is not fact. The point is how I see things. This is the way I 

want the story to go. This is the way it means something to me.  

This is the way I can make it all mean something. Make it be worth something. 

 

 We would go deer hunting, my Dad and I in our little pop-up camper, Bill in his 

hard-shell parked across the campfire, snorting and howling into the night. I was afraid of 

him and in love with him, somehow all at the same time. He was kind to me. He was 

mysterious. He was happy most of the time, full of life. He gave me a bag of ginger 

snaps, but at the time I didn’t think much of them. When he died, after the funeral and 

back at my Mother’s house, trying to understand grief, crying in my bed, not knowing 

how to communicate, my Stepfather would comfort me. Tell me it’s ok to cry, to be sad. 

That it’s ok to feel loss. Sometime later, I found amongst a box of possessions in my 

closet—my middle school closet, covered with pictures of skateboarding and post 

hardcore bands—the half-eaten bag of ginger snaps from Uncle Bill.  

It's hard to find a good ginger snap when you want one. You might be surprised.  

**** 
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The Last Laid Eggs of a Dead Chicken 

 

I got home, haunted by my father’s story. “They’re like sharks, ya know.” He told 

me with eyes wide, his hands half raised. “One peck to draw blood and it’s over.” 

I thought of the pack of hens pecking at the throat of their fallen comrade. And 

her lying in the dirt and down and dust and chicken shit. Flapping meekly, wondering 

why? What had she done to deserve this fate? Some unknown, unseen and unforgiven 

breach of chicken etiquette? Some heresy to the code of hen manners in the roost? Or 

worse, some fated slight by the chicken gods that had marked the poor hen at birth. A 

black spot on her egg. She had pecked her way through it. Never knowing that she’d been 

chosen for the ritualistic self-destruction of kind carried out now by her sisters in feather. 

I stared at the dozen eggs my father had given me. ‘I wonder if any of these were 

hers.’ 
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Suddenly It Was Clear 

 

 In the dark of the night and caught in the wake of a semi, the small truck rattled 

and swayed and Henry thought of the repairs he’d just made to the old vehicle. The front 

brake pads his step-brother had put on while Henry stood and watched. The 4 x 10-inch 

piece of sheet metal that they welded to the frame after realizing how rotten the chassis 

was. Wisconsin winters and gratuitous road salt application had eaten most of the frame 

away. There was one spot in particular, two feet behind the front tire on the right side, a 

pit left there like after draining an abscess, or removing a tumor, or cutting someone out 

of your life. A hollowness, pieces of support and body that were no longer there. Laying 

under the truck that day with his brother, Henry poked at the frame and it showered 

flakes of rust down on them. He kept poking and whole chunks of metal, papery and 

dusty with decay, fell to the side of his head.  

He wondered if he should have kept the minivan. 

 A week after that he paid a mechanic $379.80 to replace a part he wasn’t even 

sure existed. And for what? The axle could snap and the whole damn thing would lay 

down right there on the freeway. The truck could go careening into the side of a highway 

ramp at 75 miles an hour and it really wouldn’t matter how well it had been running. He 

thought of this now as the truck bucked and the wheel tugged lightly beneath his hands, 

this way and that. He fought sometimes, to keep himself from visualizing too clearly. 

How he could shift his arms, so slightly. Just let the weight of one drop a little lower and 

tug the steering wheel an inch maybe, it could happen so smoothly, sending the truck 
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drifting over the edge before the barriers began and into the wide valleys of grassy ditch. 

How far would it go? Would anyone notice him, out there in the dark? How sharp would 

the drop be or how quickly the rise, and would it smash up the truck? Would it stop him, 

or maybe there’d be a tree? How quick could it happen if he aimed for a pylon? 

 He shook the thought away and pulled the truck out from behind the semi, leaving 

it behind on the highway. The cassette deck clicked over and Henry ejected the tape, 

declining to give the second half of Dark Side of the Moon his time. He was about to put 

in The Moody Blues when he thought about stopping at a Kwik Trip just south of Fond 

du Lac for coffee. He was almost home but he stopped anyways. He could have just kept 

going. He could have just gone home.  

Henry pulled into the gas station and put a rough amount of fuel into it. For the 

first time in his life he had a credit card and he didn’t feel the need to keep an obsessive 

eye on the total, like he would have with his debit card, or with his checking account. He 

suddenly found a lame sort of freedom with this random gas pumping. He would put the 

nozzle in the tank, get it going good and steady, and set the hold latch. Then on whatever 

compulsive instinct, he would snap it off and take out the nozzle before the auto stop 

could click it off. He relished the unbalanced numbers left on the total sale. A loose 

thread to leave in his mind. Something undone, by his will. 

 

He knew what to expect in the bright display case and the choice was clear so he 

took two cake donuts and put them in a plastic bag. He used his hands. Noticing now that 
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there was an employee over by the coffee, he slowly walked that way, hoping for a clue 

of what was freshest.  

“This stuff is new,” she said. “This is a new kind.”  

“Yes I see, hmmm.” He really didn’t want to try it. 

“I’ll have to try it,” he said. “But what about that other kind, you’re making that 

now too.” This was the roast he usually bought. 

“Yes that’s fresh, but this here is a new kind, it’s supposed to be really good.” 

He shuffled around the store and waited for the coffee to brew and when it did he 

got the new kind and he took his donuts and went to the checkout and waited for his turn. 

He looked around at some things while he was waiting, some dark chocolate pretzel bark. 

The same kind he’d gotten on sale last month at the grocery. It had been delicious, and he 

ate the whole bag, feeling guilty about it, as he did now with the donuts. But it was so 

good. He looked at the price and put the bag back.  

The same young girl who’d pressured him into his coffee choice was at the 

register now and she was trying to sell him on a frequent guest card. He didn’t want one. 

All he had to do was sign up but he didn’t want one and on this he wouldn’t budge. But 

maybe it was a good deal, maybe he did want it. She started to explain it to him and he 

was reassured that no, he did not want it. But he let her go on and mumbled some things 

that seemed like interest and she talked more and he probably looked like he was thinking 

about it. “No not today,” he finally said. “I don’t really come here often.”  
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In his truck again, he tried the new kind of coffee and made a face. The coffee 

was terrible. But he was satisfied by his own being right about things. The donuts were 

ok. He wasn’t so sure that he actually wanted any of these things. They didn’t make him 

feel good about himself. It was 2:30 in the morning and he didn’t need coffee. He was 

hungry for something nutritious, something to satisfy the diet and exercise he’d been 

attempting to maintain. Not for donuts.  

 

Back in Oshkosh, he stopped at his studio on the way home. A room in an old 

building on the East side of town, just past the train tracks, where the Fox River pours 

itself out into Lake Winnebago. He left his truck sitting in the parking lot but he never 

made it to the studio. He was drawn, by the shine of the full moon, to sit on a bench by 

the river, the whole of it lit up and rippling, the frosted waves lapping along and toward 

him. He stared up at the light in the sky, bright with dim imperfections, like a pearl on 

black velvet. But perfectly round, more like a marble, the moon, hanging in time like 

childhood, its reflection on the water, the smell of wind from the lake, not like fish but 

like his father, warm and quiet, hard to pin down. This time of night they would have 

been getting ready to go fishing. Henry a little boy, staying with his old man for the 

weekend, waiting while his father prepared the tackle, to head for Sheboygan and fish on 

a slim concrete pier, half a mile out into Lake Michigan. To fish for great salmon and 

trout. They would drive, hours before sunrise, stopping only to get hot chocolate for 

Henry or fruit punch in a glass bottle depending how far into the summer they were. Had 

it been like now, late June. 
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They’d get to the pier and he’d watch his father pump the old Coleman kerosene 

lantern, the squeak and rattle of the pumps forever etched in his ears and the hiss of the 

gas and the whoosh as the delicate mantles caught and lit so bright, brighter than the 

moon now. The spots burned in his eyes as they walked out the pier, Henry tucked tight 

against his father’s legs, huge waves brushing the old concrete. Then the dip nets, his 

father would let Henry throw them out, then later pull them back in and the old man 

would throw them out further into the lake, to sink amongst the baitfish. The sandwiches 

his father would pack, the details of care, and only now did Henry realize the anticipation 

his father must have put into those mornings, the loneliness the single man might have 

felt, waiting, working 60+ hours a week, living alone in a tiny rented house in Fond du 

Lac while his son and ex-wife stayed in Oshkosh. 

The squeak of an iron gate somewhere in the distance brought Henry back to the 

river now and all the light of the moon, leading up to him, across the river, right to him, 

now, alone in this moment. Alone in the future. He looked around him, then again. 

Standing up he walked to the edge of the water and saw himself tip end over end, like a 

hollow tree being felled into the river. 

Under now, the bright light-soaked water suspending him, he thought of summers 

in Minnesota. Swimming in the lake, the little fishes nibbling at his toes, pulling the new 

hairs on his tiny legs. The fear of bigger fish keeping him away from the raft out further 

in the lake, away from the bigger kids, away from the girls. He wasn’t afraid anymore as 

he opened his eyes and saw the full moon, dulled by the water above him. Like a stone 

now, sinking in oil. He could hear a train bell, ringing faintly through the water. And then 
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a splash above him, the flop of a carp as it jumped and swam away. He followed the 

sound out toward the lake until he saw the shadow of the fish and he followed that too.  

**** 
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No One Can Help Anyone 

 

Sure enough she took me home and showed me the scars 

on the tops of her wrists 

where lonely nuns had cut off her tattoos and she 

saw the track marks that traced 

my arms like a treasure map of desperate measures. 

I was so dope sick 

that we didn’t have sex but lay there and sweated 

while I shook in the sheets, 

all twisted up. Her boyfriend was sitting in a cell somewhere 

and she’d had enough 

of promises to change, but seemed to think I could 

kick for keeps. 

 

Four days spent drunk on her money, a stripper’s salary soaking up self-hatred 

and I don’t remember much 

but cowering on the couch so cold, I was always so cold and she 

must have been so sad 

to keep me around like that. Blame it on Burroughs, I brought her the book 

thinking it might explain something 

all underlined and full of notes, my copy of Junky a bible of bitter 
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justifications for the letting 

go of hope. That night in my briefs, white and tight and my bones 

sad and hollow 

I lay half wrapped like a ransacked mummy, and wormed my way 

against the apple of her ass. 

 

She was sallow and silent in bed, so I felt for the warmth of her lips 

to check for a pulse. 

She caught my hand and told me no. The next night I went home 

and got high. 

Then she called, “My boyfriend and I have herpes, you’re lucky 

I didn’t fuck you.” 

“I see,” I sighed. “You’re sweet. Can I have my book back?” 

“It’s in the trash.” 

 



85 

 

 

 

Some Things Change 

 

When I was a senior in high school, I met Tony. He lived in the attic of his 

parents’ house and it was a sanctuary, full of punk rock and bong rips and cartoons and 

cheap whiskey. The sun would set and I would find myself creeping along the side of the 

house, my breath catching as my hand hovered over the handle of the back door. I would 

open it and stand in the dark of the hallway, and wait, and listen. I would listen for his 

father’s coughing in the other room. Knowing now that no one would see me, I would 

creep through the darkness, step by faithful step up the stairs, and find Tony in his chair. 

He was always there every night, like a rock in a river.  

I had met Tony through Jesse, he brought me over there one day after school. 

“You gotta meet this guy,” he said. “He’s so cool.” The subtext was that Tony’s parents 

were old as folklore and unconcerned with their delinquent son. Jesse had been raised 

Jehovah’s Witness, though he was currently rejecting it. How clearly now I can see him 

behind the house, throwing his empty bottle of Kessler into the creek, drunk as sin.  

Jesse was in love with a woman he worked with, at the local head shop. The store, 

Satori Imports, was one of three businesses in a building that had at one time been a 

hotel. Now it had been divided and remodeled, and held in succession: a coffee shop, 

comic book store, and an “import store.” There was also the skate shop up the block, and 

the record store across the street. But that corner, that old hotel, had something really 

magical about it. Satori Imports had screen printing equipment on the second floor and 

the owner, Jeff, took chances on kids right out of high school. He hired us into sink or 
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swim positions that bordered managerial, even if the only person we were managing was 

ourselves. It was incredible. And somewhat reckless, but for kids like me and Jesse, the 

kids that Jeff saw something in, we felt trusted, respected even. 

When the building was still an old hotel it was three floors. It burned to the 

ground, was entirely rebuilt, and burned again but not all the way. The third floor 

remained, only above the Satori section. But no one went up there anymore, not if they 

didn’t have to. It was fucking spooky. 

Jesse worked there before I did and he would come home and tell me stories. One 

day he came to tell me about the girl that worked downstairs, Stella. How she was 

beautiful and friendly and unique and very smart. He was right. When I replaced Jesse at 

the shop I too fell for her and the freckles over her broad nose and her eyes, so sharp and 

bright, like the last new crayon in the box. She played soccer and she smoked weed and 

she was nearly ten years older than me. She talked to me and listened to me and she 

looked me in the eyes.   

 We had a routine, the employees of the store and I. The boss would leave and they 

would come up to visit. The strange boy screen printing upstairs, listening to big band 

music and sweating and not saying much. I didn’t talk all the time back then. They would 

take turns coming upstairs and we would make small talk and when they would close the 

store, I would close the shop and we would all leave together. This was before I went too 

far. This was before I would stay up there all night by myself, still waiting for the dope 

man to call and fix me up so I could finish the work I was too sick to do in the day. This 

was the quiet boy, the one that bit his tongue. After the coke, after the meth, after the 
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mushrooms and mescaline. This was when I found OxyContin. This was when I found 

what I’d been looking for. This was when I started getting sick without it.  

 I started working late because I was too dope sick to work during the day and the 

drugs took forever to get to me. Never having enough money, enough drugs (or when I 

did have enough, I took extra and it was always gone by the next day), always waiting for 

a phone call, bugging and bothering and driving the junk man crazy. Procrastinating and 

pretending to work all day and by the time I was good and high, I’d have to stay all night 

to do the work I’d been pretending to do all afternoon. I was also a full-time 

undergraduate student but that hardly figured into it. It wasn’t so bad when I just stayed 

late, when I stayed on after everyone left. It wasn’t so bad. But when I came really late, 

after they’d closed and gone home, after everything settled and I came back into that 

spooky space, then something never seemed right. It felt like I was breaking some 

unspoken agreement. I could turn all the lights of the first floor on when I first walked in, 

but there was no way to turn the second-floor lights on until you got all the way up there. 

So I would hold my hand against the wall and walk up the black void of stairs, breathing 

heavy and slow, fumbling for the lights, feeling like a little boy again, the air around me 

so dark and thick. I would walk up and say, “Hello there. I mean no trouble. Just need to 

work for a few hours. Thank you.” I would ask permission to be there, from who I don’t 

know. I hoped not to need to. 

Usually it was fine but there was once when I was trying to leave on time, going 

through my routine, and I turned off the heaters and packed up my things. I worked my 

way methodically, from the corner that led to the third floor to the steps that went 
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downstairs. I walked down and saw Stella standing at the register in the back, counting 

the money, and I smiled and my steps were light for I was young and foolish and full of 

day dreams. And then I heard something else, something like a soul with heavy feet that 

ran up the steps I had just walked down. And I looked at Stella standing there with the 

drawer open, bills in her hand, stopped still and staring at me, saying wordlessly that she 

had heard it too. We never talked about it.  

Over ten years later, I would be clean and starting over and she would be gone. I 

had confessed my love to her long ago in an embarrassing email after she moved to 

Milwaukee. She was kind about it but unconcerned, politely telling me that there wasn’t a 

chance in hell. I don’t know why but I feel like it was a half-hearted attempt on my part. 

Like I wasn’t even really saying anything, just sort of getting an obsession off my chest. 

Like I knew my feelings weren’t even that real, or that they already dissolved, long ago. 

**** 

 

After rehab and living at my grandfather’s house again, I focused only on my 

recovery, on learning to cope with life without substances. I went to meetings, AA and 

NA. I got a sponsor and saw a counselor. I went back to treatment centers to speak to the 

groups. I held service positions and tried to meet new people. I avoided some other 

people. I reconnected with old friends. I continued my recovery work and started to make 

amends. I visited an old friend who operated the New Moon Café, the coffee shop in that 

corner building, in the old hotel. He reminded me of the last time he’d seen me, slumped 

over in the alley behind the building, mumbling incoherently. “I thought that might be the 
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last time I’d ever see you,” he said. But I was different now. Now I was the person that 

worried about other people. I thought of Tony, the rock in the river. Still in that old house 

with the empty whiskey bottles in the crick behind it, still in that chair in the attic. Except 

now it was just him. In the last few years, his father had died, then his sister, and now his 

mother was gone too.  

I tried to visit him when I could. But I was sober and Tony was not. 

We kept in touch, we tried to get dinner and go to movies. The last time we went 

he was drunk by the time I picked him up, he was sad and angry, he was aggressively 

commenting on the waitress, he immediately passed out in the movie theater, then woke 

up and asked me to take him home twenty minutes into the movie.  

I dropped him off, went back and caught the end.  

There’s only so much you can say.  

*** 

 

Some of my amends required that money be paid back but I had no money, and 

was nervous to get any. I rode a shitty old mountain bike that my step-dad had given me 

and it was way too small. It was the same bike that I had crashed several times while 

drunk. Eventually feeling like I was ready to take the next step in becoming a productive 

member of society, I got a job at the coffee shop in the other part of the old hotel, The 

New Moon. I got my license back and I kept my nose clean. I paid off my medical debt. 

But it was hard and sometimes I got mad or scared or lost or lonely. Sometimes I just got 

angry. So when the Saturday rush came to the coffee shop and I had had enough, I went 



90 

 

 

 

back into the kitchen and I made someone their fucking chicken salad sandwich and I cut 

it in half and then I took the knife in my right hand and the old thin worn out dish rag in 

my left hand and I pinched the blade to wipe the chicken salad from it and I felt the knife 

slide through the flesh at the end of my finger and I saw every single time I had 

sharpened the shit out of that knife and how I would think to myself, “I’ll show you 

assholes what a knife is.” I would slice my tomatoes so thin you could read through them, 

and I would think that I was really the best employee there. But this time, I was just a 

weak man and there was no tomato, only my finger. And I was the asshole and holy shit 

that knife was really sharp. 

So I had to go to the hospital after my shift and get stitches in my finger. I tried to 

get out of work but it was a busy Saturday morning with the Summer Downtown 

Farmer’s Market and my boss made me feel like a wimp for wanting to leave so we taped 

it up and I worked another four or five hours with my finger feeling like a bloated tick in 

an old coffee can full of gasoline, full of blood and slowly roasting and swelling and just 

about ready to pop. I went home after work and I wasn’t sure what to do. I had convinced 

myself it wasn’t that bad. I remember standing in the bathroom on the phone with a nurse 

at the hospital, my grandpa peering in from the doorway as I cut the tight tape from my 

finger, and for a second it looked fine. It was all white and wrinkly from being tightly 

wrapped and sweaty, and the cut was pinched together but the pressure pushed the cut 

open in a split second, and thin bright blood poured into the sink. “Ok yeah,” I said. “I 

guess it’s bad I’ll come in right away.” 
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I went to the emergency room and I didn’t have to wait too long. I was a little 

scared.  

I remembered when I was in sixth grade and I cut myself with a razor blade in art 

class. It was the beginning of the period and our teacher was always mad at us and we 

were supposed to be sitting and listening, but I was cutting on this papier mâché mask 

and I slipped and sliced my thumb through the nail. I went to the sink and got yelled at 

for getting up and I said that I cut myself and it might be pretty bad. He said ok rinse it 

off and go back to your seat and I was like yeah but it’s really bad. I don’t remember him 

believing me (we really were little shits) but the special ed assistant was nearby and she 

looked and gasped or something and I went and sat in the office with a bunch of those 

cheap brown paper towels wrapped around my thumb and I waited for my mom to get 

there and take me to the hospital. They said they might have to remove my thumbnail to 

give me stitches and I was crying and the nurse was trying to make me feel better and 

talking about Hank Williams, “There’s a tear in my beer,” she softly sang to me. She 

soaked a cotton ball in dark iodine and rubbed it over my thumb, trying not to catch the 

cotton on the split nail. She wrapped it up, and I didn’t have to get stitches.  

Almost twenty years later, the stitches were unavoidable. But I remembered all 

that, and I remembered all I’d been through between there and here, and suddenly I felt 

pretty tough. The nurse was an older man. We talked about recovery. I was nervous they 

were somehow going to get me high. He showed me a lot of respect and I thanked him 

and shook his hand. On the way out of the hospital I noticed an old red Ford Focus in the 

lot, its backside covered in crappy punk rock stickers. I stared at it in disbelief.  
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I went home and sent Tony a text message and he confirmed that was his car, and 

that he was in the hospital. He gave me his room number and I said I’d visit him the next 

day. 

And there he was, in a room on the third floor. He was yellow. His arms and legs 

were thin and his belly was swollen. He looked like an unripe cantaloupe with twigs 

stuck in it. He looked like a science project, laid there with that thin hospital bedsheet all 

tangled around him, all sweaty and greasy and sad. He had tubes jabbed in his neck and 

big scary bruises all over the insides of his elbows, where they had tried and failed to run 

his I.V.s. He had terrible veins that were hard to hit and I remembered the times I had 

tried shooting him up.  

“I was puking blood again,” he said. “I thought it would just be bile and water, 

like usual, but it was bright red.” 

I remembered what life used to be like. 

“Shouldn’t be drinking all that cherry Kool-Aid,” I said. 

I can’t remember if he laughed.  

I don’t remember if I put my hand on his shoulder, or his leg, or if I just sat there. 

I thought that this might be the last time I would see him. 

“So what are you doing here,” Tony said. 

I looked at him funny. “Oh, I was just in the neighborhood.”  

**** 
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There’s Always Something 

 

I am a seventh grader in a public school and I’m standing in the back of the bus 

with a crowd around me and a bully in front of me. His name’s Nick and he’s poor and 

he’s mean and no one likes him, so he picks on people. It’s not my fault that his family 

sucks, and I’ve had enough. But that was a minute ago and now I don’t know what’s 

happening. Now I’m not so sure what I’ve done. I’m not so sure why I thought I could 

stand up for myself. 

It’s later now and we’re on the playground. It’s lunch hour recess and we are 

holding each other’s hands out to the side and it’s very awkward. If you didn’t know 

better you might think we’re dancing. I’m not sure how this works and I’m surprised to 

feel that he might not either. But now he let go and he punched me just now didn’t he? 

More than once? Is it over? Did it hurt? Where did he go? That wasn’t so bad. Was it? 

Am I crying? I can’t tell. Is my tooth chipped? Why am I wearing a Snoop Dogg shirt I 

don’t even listen to Snoop Dogg this is so embarrassing. I’m trying to move on but 

there’s a guy named Matt, he’s like a cool guy and he wants me to challenge Nick again. 

He says they’ll all jump in and kick his ass for me if I fight him again. Can I trust him? 

What if he doesn’t do that, what if I have to go through this all over? Do I really have 

friends now, that would do something like that for me? Can’t it just be over? 

 

It’s a month later and there’s been another fight. I see now, that none of them are 

very serious. Nobody really gets hurt, not in the way I expected. Just sad and they feel 
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alone. I’m standing in the hallway and I’m talking to Joe and he’s telling me that Mike 

was in the bathroom just now. Mike’s the one that lost the fight, at least, that’s what the 

school decided. Joe says that he’s in there standing at the urinal and he’s crying. He’s 

crying and he’s peeing. This is something to make fun of him for. But he’s crying not 

because he’s hurt, but because people are making fun of the way that he threw a punch. 

That he didn’t know how to make a fist. It’s like there’s always something to make fun of 

somebody for. They’ve all forgotten that I didn’t know how to do that either. I want to 

feel bad for him but Mike sucks. He’s a mean kid, he acts like he’s tough and like he’s 

cool but he’s not. He stole some stuff from me, and he makes fun of me when we’re in a 

crowd, but then talks to me when we’re alone. Joe used to make fun of me too, but now 

he likes me I guess so mostly I just keep my mouth shut. Sometimes he acts like Mike but 

usually I trust him. It’s nice to have a friend that the other kid’s think is cool.  

 

I’m twelve years old, almost thirteen, and standing in the garage of my best friend 

Joe and his brother Jesse. Old bikes behind us, failed attempts at growing pot plants in the 

dusty rafters above us. I am eating something we call a “tangelo.” It’s a small citrus 

somewhere between an orange and a tangerine. Standing a few feet from me, Jesse has a 

Co2 air pistol held up to my face and he says it’s empty. He pulls the trigger, pfff, a blast 

of air hits my cheek. pfff – pfff – pfff – he keeps doing it until, tckt – PFFT – a hidden 

pellet is found by the gun and sent into my cheek, at the end of the bone, maybe an inch 

from my eye. Jesse realizes what’s happened before I do and he’s got my head in his 

hands, squeezing my cheek and searching for the pellet, to make sure it’s not still stuck in 
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my face. I’m still holding, and eating, the little orange. I’m worried if I reach up and 

touch the wound I’ll get citrus juice in it.  

Jesse is terrifying. Like finding a squirrel in a sock drawer, he is surprising, 

unpredictable, and hard to ignore. His sudden appearance around the house is enough to 

put panic in our bellies. He smokes weed and has loud concerning sex in the middle of 

the day. When Joe and I are outside we skateboard on this little ramshackle fun box he 

built out of old plywood and 2x4’s. We drag it out from the side of the house and spend 

the afternoons falling and swearing and sitting on the porch. Sometimes Jesse hides in the 

bushes and shoots us with his other bb gun, an old Daisy Red Ryder. Sometimes he 

makes us box him in the driveway and if we get too far away, if we get too scared, we 

have to stand still and he wallops us extra hard in the chest. Somewhere deep down 

inside, I think that this is good for me. I crave it, to be tough, to be anything but the wide-

eyed, raised-on-white-bread-by-a-single mother, quiet little boy I am.  

 And now I’ve been shot in the face. And lord knows Jesse will have hell to pay, 

which means I will too, so I suggest a plan: that I tell my mother we went to a different 

friend’s house, and I was running through the woods and I ran into a stick. And that’s 

why there’s this hole in my face. But we need more evidence. Jesse smiles and before I 

know it we are out in the yard and I’m being thrown about until the grass stains on my 

knees and elbows look convincing.  

   

 Joe’s not like his brother though. Well, a little bit. He’s funny and he’s popular, 

and sometimes he’s kinda mean, but he wants to be my friend and he knows about all 
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kinds of cool stuff. Sometimes we take our skateboards, and we get on the city bus at the 

corner of his subdivision and take it downtown. 

 

It’s the mid-90’s, probably 96 and smoking in the local coffee shop is not only 

allowed, it seems to be encouraged. Pedestrian jazz hangs in the air as stale as the smell 

of cigarettes. Some kind of trumpet player, not as sleepy and doped up as Chet Baker but 

not as desperate and mad as Miles either. I’m talking more middle of the road, safe as 

potatoes, late ‘80s kinda jazz. Wynton Marsalis maybe. I don’t know what to do with 

myself in a place like this and Joe shows me the ropes. He leads me to the counter and I 

mimic his order, some kind of Italian soda and an ice cream cone, blue moon if they got 

it. He knows how to act, how to get in and get out, how to say just enough but not so 

much as to evoke the sarcasm of a scary alternative barista. These people are confusing. 

We sit for a minute on the couches, they’re broken and gross and the chessboard is 

missing pieces but we pretend to play for a bit and then we head out. Now, away from 

any influence of older and cooler young adults, it’s our time, like The Goonies say. With 

skateboards and some imagination, we cruise the few blocks around the bus stop, the 

alleys of downtown Oshkosh, the manhole covers and cracked curbs and brick walls we 

squeeze behind provide enough obstacle and adventure for our limited skills. Joe takes 

me to the old Morgan Doors building, a giant blue sheet metal warehouse full of iron 

staircases and catwalks and pigeon shit. We kick around in it and find some blankets and 

other evidence of life. I go wide-eyed at the thought of what characters might seek shelter 

in a place like this. I think of the Dennis the Menace movie and I think of Huck Finn. A 



97 

 

 

 

block over is an abandoned house and Joe takes me in there and shows me around. He 

shows me the empty bottles and spray paint and signs of another kind of life: not 

squatters seeking shelter but kids, maybe like his brother or the baristas, partying and 

doing things I can’t get my mind around. Joe’s been here before and its no big deal to 

him. He tells me that one time Shitty Mike was with him and he tried to take a dump in 

the corner but pissed all over himself and so then he poured a bunch of cologne on his 

hands, trying to wash it off. I guess it smelled terrible.  

 We head back to the coffee shop, the Blue Moon, later to be called the New 

Moon. Joe heard about a show there tonight. His sister is dating a guy in one of the 

bands. I’ve been to concerts before but not like this. This isn’t an arena or an 

amphitheater, this isn’t even a stage. The band has all their stuff set up right there on the 

floor, a couple feet from where we were eating ice cream. It’s crowded and quick and I 

don’t know where to stand or look or anything. They seem like normal people but they 

start playing and they’re not normal at all. They’re focused, unaware of anything but 

making it through the song and the crowd is backed up and standing on the couches and 

pushing and hugging and I’m a little scared but this all feels so important and oh no it’s 

way after 8 o clock and my mom is waiting for me outside, I can see her out the window, 

sitting there in her car and I’ll bet she’s gonna be pissed off. This wasn’t part of the plan.  

**** 
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Compulsion: 

 

An uncontrollable impulse to perform an act, often repetitively, as an unconscious 

mechanism to avoid unacceptable ideas and desires which, by themselves, arouse anxiety. 

 

 I’m about to do a live public reading of a memoir story. I’ve done it before but 

still. 

I don’t know why I’m up here. It’s terrifying, really. It always has been. 

And when I’m at home, or in a cafe or my car or wherever I’m putting these 

things together and knowing that they will never turn out how I wanted them to be...I 

don’t know. 

But I do it and I do it again and even if I almost pass out and fall over and crack 

my skull open, scattering secrets all over the floor like a big jar of marbles, I’ll do it 

again. 

** 

In the spring of 2008, I was 23 years old and taking a creative writing class that 

focused on Memoir. I was due to graduate that fall and couldn’t care less. My coke habit 

had turned into an opiate habit and I never left the house without this little wooden box 

that held a razor blade, a short section of straw, and whatever portion of a pill I had at the 

time, hopefully OxyContin. The stuff was constantly crammed up my nose, its bitter taste 

like cold espresso, ever present at the back of my throat.  
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I had hair down to my shoulders. A little past even, but at first sight this was 

unclear as I never, ever wore it down. I kept it in a ponytail and then a doubled up one as 

it grew and then I took to wearing a black stocking cap, year-round. All through the 

summers I wore that stocking cap, sweating in a screen print shop, sweating on a 

skateboard, sweating alone in a room with my drugs. I hated that hair and thought I 

looked like an idiot. But I also hated being touched, or making small talk with strangers, 

or spending money on anything other than getting high. 

I had a lot of tattoos. At that time I think about 15 or 16, almost all of them hidden 

under clothing that no one would see me without. No one would see how skinny I had 

gotten or the tattoos that reminded me of all the things I actually wanted to remember. 

Tattoos like notches on a bedpost or the handle of a gun, marks with memories only for 

me. 

I never wanted to write about myself. I can’t stand reading memoir. I don’t know 

why the fuck I write it. Yet here I am again. And there I was at 23 years old with a story 

in my back pocket I’d written about all of my tattoos.  

An hour before the first public reading I’d ever done in my life, I was sitting in a 

chair in a friend’s kitchen, cutting all my hair off at once. 

I was late to the event. Partly due to the haircut but mostly due to snorting pills in 

my car while rubbing my cold head, now a crew cut hiding under my stocking cap. I felt 

exposed and fraudulent as I walked in the room and hid in the back. When my time came 

to read, they had to find me first and when they did, I walked to the front of the room and 
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stood at the podium and tried not to look out at the room full of people, most of whom I’d 

never met.  

I told them about Jingle Bell Sue, my crusty old black and white cat who hated 

everything and how I held her in my arms while the vet put a needle into her tiny little 

vein, a river of blue ice running through a field of white snow. And how before that we 

let her outside to scrape her face against the concrete and stretch out in the sun. And how 

she vomited the last can of tuna I’d ever give her all over my arm and how it soaked into 

my baggy dark blue sweater.  

My ears started to get hot. 

I told them about the final project for my 3-D design class, in which I got a tattoo 

in the center of my chest and went to class in a crummy suit with my mustache waxed 

and pretended to be a salesman from the future with an eye into nature and you too could 

be one with the trees, I told them while unbuttoning my shirt, for a limited time only. I 

got an A and made the Dean’s list and the honor roll.  

That was when the drugs were still working. 

 

I told them about Cyrano de Bergerac and how he’s got this great big nose which 

makes him think that no one can ever love him  

I stopped talking for a second and glanced at the crowd. The parents and 

professors and that girl I couldn’t bear to talk to and her boyfriend and I thought about 

how they could probably see that my ears were red and then they started ringing too. 
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I told them about Frank Sinatra and the Man With the Golden Arm, the film from 

1955. The one where he’s actually trying to act and he’s a jazz drummer who got clean 

but then he gets sick of his wife who’s pretending to be paralyzed and like it’s all his fault 

cause he crashed a car when he was drunk. And he needs money so he starts dealing 

cards for a shady poker game again and he has to stay up all night. And he can’t hack it 

so he starts shooting dope again until he meets this broad and she locks him in a closet 

and suddenly the sun rises the next day and he’s just fine and he eats some sugar and he’s 

like, “Wow life’s so good I’m sure glad I magically kicked heroin overnight.” 

My ears rang, my face flushed, my vision started to go. My legs were buckling, 

the edges were shimmering, I didn’t know what to do so I kept reading, each paragraph 

explaining some meaning behind every precious tattoo and each time I stopped to take a 

breath I saw myself fall over, into the brick fireplace behind me and hitting my head. 

Death or gore or worse, embarrassment and who would clean it up probably Pam my 

professor and she’s just so sweet oh god I don’t know if I can go on. 

I told them about Jeffrey Biscuits, the sick old house cat who lived with me and 

my high school friends and the party we threw to raise money, so we could put him to 

sleep. How I couldn’t bear to stay in the room with him at the vet. Not after what 

happened with Jingle Bells.  

How I felt like such a coward. How I abandoned him. 

  

I focused in on the paper, pushing everything out, just white paper and black 

letters and white space and white noise and black and black and black and white and oh 
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god I can’t go on anymore I looked up and said, “I’m sorry I think I have to stop now. I 

don’t feel so good.”  

Pam jumped up from her chair in the back row and shouted, “You need sugar! I’ll 

get a piece of cake!” 

I walked away from the podium and stood with Pam and ate a piece of cake and 

the event hosts came over and were like, “uh….so like are you done or what?” and I was 

like, “nah man just give me a minute,” and I ate the piece of cake and went back up and 

finished the story.  

**** 
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Oh, and Another Thing 

 

Today is Friday. I wrote something yesterday for a storytelling event tomorrow. It 

was about perseverance and painful memories and struggling through life to be better for 

it. It was a real moral pep talk. I thought it was really good. I got goosebumps while I 

wrote it. I recited the lines and smiled at my heart, at my bravery, at the things I have 

been through. I closed the notebook and went about my business. 

 This morning, driving back to my house and thinking about things, I meant to add 

to the story. I thought to make it about love and to make it about a person from the past. I 

was going to call it, ‘Untitled Essay for Amanda.’ I thought that I was really on to 

something. I went to class and when I got out, I walked back to my car and along the way 

I recited out loud this line I had come up with. It went like this, “Love sometimes, is like 

a parasitic slug, slow moving and slippery, it works its way into our hearts, and turns us 

into something we never thought we could be.” 

 It seemed very clever.  

 ‘That’s got a real ring to it,’ I said to myself.  

‘That’s really packed with meaning,’ I thought. 

 Back at home, I paced around my apartment. I didn’t write anymore. I was sweaty 

and itchy and un-showered. I still smelled of my lover from the night before. I was full of 

life and content and I couldn’t write a thing. I slept for a while. 

 I got up and tried to type the essay. It didn’t work out.  
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 I know, I thought, some coffee. Not my coffee here though. I should leave the 

house, maybe have a treat too. I’ll stop at the café. Since I won’t be working there much 

longer, a visit will be nice. 

 Along the way, I saw a friend, sitting in the back of the skate shop. I walked in. 

 ‘Hey buddy,’ I said. ‘What do you think of this?’ 

 I paced around, avoiding eye contact as I recited, ‘Love sometimes, is like a 

parasitic slug, slow moving and slippery, it works its way into our hearts and turns us into 

something we never thought we could be.’ 

 He was quiet. I waited.  

 ‘Well,’ he said. ‘The first part sounds kinda negative and the last part is positive I 

guess, so that’s interesting.’ 

 I cut him off. ‘Ha,’ I said. ‘It’s conflicted so it must be successful,’ I said. ‘Great 

stuff buddy, thanks for the feedback,’ I said. 

 I went to the café. They were busy so I tried to help and not be in the way and at 

the first chance I had, I asked another friend, ‘Hey, what do you think of this?’ 

 I told him the line about love. 

 ‘Hmm,’ he said. ‘I like the part about the slug.’ 

 I looked at him blankly. I took my coffee and my scone and I left. I sat on a 

bench. My sockless foot had been cut at the heel by my worn-out shoes. The scone was 

dry and cold and crappy. The coffee was thin. Suddenly I was not so sure about things.  

 I went home and typed up a draft. It did not seem very good. I left the house 

again. 
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 I went to my friend at the record store. I asked if I could have his attention for five 

minutes. He was happy to give it. We are very encouraging to each other and we are very 

honest with each other. We are good friends.  

 He read the draft while I pretended to look at records and then I gave that up and 

just kind of stood around the place, trying not to look at him. It seemed like he had 

become a very slow reader. Finally, I thought I heard him move a little and I looked over 

and he was walking around the counter to stand next to me. He had the story in his hand. 

He did not seem moved by it. He did not seem impressed.  

 ‘I don’t like the title,’ he said.  

 ‘Hmm, yes, I see,’ I said. 

 ‘That last bit about the parasitic love seems out of place,’ he said. 

 I threw my hands up. ‘I knew it was terrible,’ I said. 

     We talked about it and I confessed that I had doubted the whole thing from the 

beginning. That I had been telling myself it was risky and bold and that meant it must be 

good. I told him I had no fucking clue what I wanted to write about or how I could do 

anything at all with the theme for this event. We talked about how it doesn’t ever matter 

“what we wish someone had told us” because we need to figure things out for ourselves. 

And that the struggle of making mistakes is often how we learn things in life. And that 

writing about it was inevitably cliché. 

 Eventually I left and all that I knew for sure, was that I wanted nothing to do with 

the pages I had already written. I wish someone would have told me they were terrible a 

lot sooner. I’m not sure I would have listened. But still.  
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** 

Shit this is hard sometimes. 

 I haven’t been entirely honest here.  

 This story isn’t about writing, or love, or whatever. This story is a little lame.  

 But I’ve been hanging on to it because it’s strange and because I like it. 

And probably because I know what it’s really about.  

 I skipped over that part about the lover.  

“I still smelled of my lover from the night before.” 

This story is really about Joyce, a 44-year-old woman that I had sex with for a 

few months. I haven’t mentioned her at all. I’m not sure why. She was getting divorced 

and we somehow ended up sleeping together, I know exactly how actually. I can see it 

before me now, unfolding. But I stopped seeing her, for a number of reasons. The 

compulsion to see her was like using drugs, I couldn’t shake it. I was sleeping with other 

women. I could see myself with her, a kept man. It seemed like she was trying to get 

pregnant. She would keep me inside of her after I came, putting her legs up and holding it 

within her, some half-hearted attempt at fertilization. I asked her what she would do, 

would she keep the baby, would she want anything from me. She said no, just the baby.  

But people say a lot of things. 

**** 
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Where It Went 

 

Henry stands alone on a concrete path that cuts through the northwest end of 

campus. The art building is behind him, where he spent countless hours in the 

printmaking studios, doped up and rolling ink over stone until his palms were calloused. 

Or on the second floor, coked up in an art room, or nodding out in a lecture. In front of 

him is a pine tree, tall enough now to have lifted its skirt and reveal the brown needles 

and plastic soda caps and bits of cellophane beneath. He pokes about with his shoe, 

stoops and stares through the litter. He is wondering if the glass stem he had used as a 

meth pipe is still there. The one he ditched on his way to lecture some ten years ago. He 

knows it’s not but he wants to remember all this, wants to think about this, what it means 

to be back here. What it means to be different, what the fuck to do with all that. He stands 

up and looks around. Maybe it was that tree over there. 

****  
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To Make a Meth Pipe 

 

Take a test tube and heat the bottom, put your mouth to it 

Blow and it’ll bubble the glass, cool hard 

Focus the light on one small spot like God’s eye 

Pluck it so there’s space to breathe 

Hide a little crystal, somewhere inside 

Keep it warm with attention 

Be gentle as it starts to melt 

Everyone will watch, waiting while you spin that pipe 

 

Driving the bossman’s car past Pigeon Creek, through Indiana 

After four years clean, I’m reminded 

By the sky over I-90 

Looking like the sides of that pipe 

Coated in dried chemicals, bright and burnt together 

A secret something saved for later 

These smokestack clouds on a clear day 

Dense buds of marijuana, green trees choking the way 
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Something Else, Anything 

 

As a child, I couldn’t find a lot to care about. I lived with my mother in a small 

house that she bought from her great aunt. I went to elementary school, I got along with 

most the kids. I had a few friends in the neighborhood. All our parents worked a lot. We 

would meet up and play football in the street or an empty corner lot. I never really cared 

about those games, or the talk of girls, or fights with other boys. Everyone was poor.  

I can’t find in my mind now, where my head was at then. What was I so pre-

occupied about? What did I care about? 

I didn’t mind being alone. Sometimes I’d just throw the ball up in the air by 

myself, choosing to stay in my own yard. I just couldn’t figure these kids out. There was 

a girl down the street a couple blocks that I took a shine to. Some way or another, I got it 

into my head to steal fireworks for her from the tent in the grocery store parking lot. I 

rode my bike over to her house and gave them to her. I don’t remember much else but 

maybe standing there in the street, watching her go back into her house, wondering what 

was supposed to happen now.  

The girl down the block started smoking cigarettes. My friend Ben had other 

people come over and they were hiding something in the tree fort, he started acting funny 

when we were up in his room, talking about things I didn’t understand. Sex and drugs 

mostly. He showed me a porno on his parent’s television. I remember watching two 

people in the shower, totally naked. Great strange breasts and penises like I never knew 
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existed. I just didn’t understand. I slowly drifted away from those friends. I stayed in my 

own yard.  

Grade school ended, and my mother and I moved with her new husband out to the 

suburbs. A better house and a different school, and 6th grade was the worst time of my 

life. I didn’t have a place to fit in. But by 7th grade, I made a few friends, and I finally 

found things to care about. Skateboarding, alternative music, hanging out at gas stations 

and coffee shops and abandoned buildings downtown. I don’t think I realized it then but I 

was becoming the kid I was afraid of, only a few years before. I started smoking weed 

and finally found myself with something to care about. It complemented everything I was 

interested in. Isolation, subculture, the joy of a secret lifestyle.  

 

**** 

 

It takes a lot of work to become a heroin addict.  

It’s hard to explain.  

I had a friend who tried it. He didn’t feel much so he did more, but he just got 

sick. “I don’t get it,” he told me later, “Why do you like that?” I didn’t know what to say. 

 

** 

 

As an active addict, people could see me as they wanted, in whichever way helped 

them to understand my condition. I was a scapegoat, a mess, a lost cause or a tragic 

investment, a partner in crime. I was a project, a sad puppy for people to pour endless 
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amounts of love into. This love often had less to do with me and more to do with the 

person giving it, desperate for something to give their attention to. I was a distraction, a 

thing to obsess and worry about. Instead of others taking care of themselves, they tried to 

take care of me. And then I went to rehab. I got clean and I stayed clean and I noticed that 

though the projections were different, I was still an unwitting symbol. Suddenly I was an 

unrealistic icon, a symbol of success, hope and overcoming odds. None of this had 

anything to do with me, and the pressure of such projections is stressful on a person who 

has just changed every aspect of their lives and is struggling to find a new identity. I was 

also a reminder, not of hope but of loss. I saw in friends and family, a look in their eye. 

Why did he survive? Why did he get better? Why can’t my husband, or my son, or the 

father of my children do what he did?  

When we give in to the urge to see things as good or bad, we reveal more about 

ourselves than the thing we are categorizing. An addict is not good because they got 

clean, or bad because they still use drugs. They’re just an addict. They’re just a person. 

 

** 

 

Sitting in the sun in the broken deck chairs of the smoking area at rehab, my 

father leaned in and spoke to me quietly, “Did you really do all that stuff, Jordan?” 

 

**** 
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 In substance abuse treatment, they show you all these videos of how your brain 

works and how drugs affect you, they want you to go to church, 12-step meetings, one-

on-one or group counseling. They try to cover all the bases, all the types of people who 

might be there.  

They offer every potential but not proven solution: spiritual, psychological, 

physical, all the excuses a person might have for using drugs. They want you to go to the 

YMCA, to play horseshoes in the yard, to eat dinner and breakfast with each other. They 

want you to fill the ice cube tray. They want you to be useful. They really don’t know 

what to say so they say it all. 
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When I was 18…I think I was 18… 
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That summer I sub-leased a 4-bedroom apartment with three of my closest friends 

from high school. We smoked a lot of pot, nothing new there. I’m sick of telling these 

stories, I smoked pot all through high school. It was really great. Really though it was and 

you’ll see why eventually if I write this fucking story correctly. It kept me out of trouble. I 

was afraid of other drugs, but my senior year I ate some mushrooms in a piece of 

chocolate that I bought from a kid in 5th period Graphics Art class. I saw a giant shadow 

swoop over a hockey rink at the YMCA. I drove my Jeep down a country road with my 

very closest friend Joe. I felt like my life was going to change. That sounds so lame. It 

did though.  

 We graduated high school and moved into that apartment. The typical fabricated 

box, kinda low-income apartment, but it wasn’t even ours, we were just there for like, 

two months, I think? Maybe three? Hell if I know. Here maybe I’ll draw you a picture: 

 

 Or I could just write like a fucking writer that everyone thinks I’m gonna be  

cause I fucking talk talk talk talk about it all the time. Three stories. Maybe two. Four 

apartments on each floor, I think. Two on each side. You walk in the door of the 

apartment and, let’s say we’re facing north to go into it: all along the east side are the 

bedrooms, four of them all in a row, Joe B, Jesse, Joe Z, and me. I think that was the 

order. Do you get the idea by now that my memory is gonna be off on some of this stuff? 

Does it matter? Just write the fucking thing Henry. That’s what a bunch of people I know 

would probably tell me. So if all those bedrooms are in a row on the east then on the west 

side is a bathroom, an open air kitchen with a breakfast bar, and a big living room. I’m 
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not sure we had much furniture. At one point we went and bought a kiddie pool from 

Wal-Mart because I had brought all these catfish home from a day fishing with my dad. 

We put them in the double sink until we came back with the pool. It was so dumb. And 

really quite awful by the end of it. Maybe you can imagine.  

 We were 18, we ate mushrooms every weekend and then every whenever. We 

played on a softball team for the local head shop and I hit a home run against my former 

manager from Target who was a real jerk. It was maybe the only time I ever actually hit a 

pitch in my life and I was tripping balls. Jesse was regularly going to participate in weeks 

long medical trials and when he’d get back he would use the money to fill the cupboards 

with booze. Literally filled with cheap bottles of vodka and rum, whiskey and schnapps. 

He smashed a tv to bits with a baseball bat, the room filled with shards of glass and 

plastic, twists of metal. He thought it was ok since it was in his own room; he couldn’t 

possibly understand why someone would be upset about it. “I can do what I want,” he 

probably said.  

I started doing cocaine.  

Joe Z got in the habit of locking himself in his room whenever we would trip and 

finally he stayed in there for days. Eventually he opened the door, told us his father was 

waiting in a truck outside and he was going to live with him in Crivitz. I didn’t see him 

for years and by then his father had killed himself and I had developed a crippling, 

though well disguised, opiate habit.  

 There’s more I could tell you of course but I wasn’t even going to mention all of 

that.  
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I was really just going to write about how I met Amanda.  

 

But God I don’t want to tell you that now.  

** 

 

Henry had begun to smoke Meth. He moved back to his parents’ house and hid in 

the basement, where his bedroom had been since he was in the 6th grade. But there’d been 

a flood in the basement and now nothing was the same as it was then. He was there for 

the flood. He might even have prevented it. At somewhere around 17 or 18 years old, 

likely his senior year and therefore not long ago at all, he had come home from a late 

night at his best bud Tony’s house. He got home at about 3 or 4 in the morning as per 

usual and snuck in the house and probably took a piss or something because the point of 

it is that he noticed water coming out from the cabinet beneath the sink in the bathroom. 

It had been storming all night, which I didn’t mention but that’s fair enough because 

anyone as regularly stoned to the bone as Henry was quite used to such spectacular 

events and had learned to pretty much just ignore them. So getting home in the storm, 

with what little wits left about him, apparently not much as he was rather mystified by the 

seeping water but yet not enough so to do anything about it, lest he be exposed by his 

stepfather for waking him up high as fuck at the butt crack of dawn. So he just went to 

bed. And the whole fucking basement flooded. Probably he woke up to his mother 

standing in an inch or two of water like uh baby we have a problem, and he stepped on 

the soaked carpet and blushed in the face after realizing the error. 
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So anyways Henry was an idiot and he was sick of hiding in the basement 

smoking meth like some depraved little rat at 5:30 in the morning while his step-father 

got ready for work. But really what it was, was that he got lucky and he knew a friend 

and his friend had a solution.  

**** 

 

Nate’s Dad owned a little house on campus that he couldn’t seem to get anyone to 

live in, so Nate and I moved in there. It was just the two of us at first. The house was 

closer to a trailer home than anything else. 506 W Lincoln St, two blocks off campus. It 

was set between these enormous frat-house looking kinda places. Quite literally set there, 

on a concrete slab, the house had been brought there on a truck. Inside, there was a front 

room and then a main room and then a kitchen, all in an open-air line like that from front 

to back. The side walls were also the outside walls, it was very narrow but with two 

stories and the bedrooms were all on the second floor with the bathroom. A front porch 

was built on and also a back room where the water heater was and where eventually Jesse 

(the medical testing guy) would live. One day he came up to my room on the second floor 

and his eyes were wide and he was sweaty and concerned and he said, “I can’t live here 

anymore.” He took me downstairs and showed me these enormous ant looking creatures 

with wings, each one over an inch long. The back room was infested with them. But that 

was after we lived there for about two years. It was pretty rad at first when it was just me 

and Nate. He took the front bedroom which was the biggest and faced out to the street 

and I took the second biggest in the back of the second floor. We were happy. I was what, 
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18 about to turn 19 and he was I think supposed to be in high school still but graduated. 

Or maybe I was late 19 and he was just out of high school. It felt like I was quite a bit 

older. Two years at least which at that age certainly seems a lot. The reason, I think, I get 

confused is that his girlfriend was still in high school and her best friend was too and I 

can’t remember if they were Nate’s age or younger. They came over a lot and his 

girlfriend had a friend and her name was Amanda and she’s really the whole fucking 

point of this story so that’s why I’m writing all this boring confusing bullshit about a 

house and some stupid fucking kids who thought they were cool.  

I hate this. It’s gotta get better right? 

 I’m trying to tell a big picture here. I’m trying to talk about a woman…uh, the 

only woman, the only girl I’ve ever really loved.  

At least I thought I loved her. At least I thought this was about her.  

The only person I’ve ever thought I couldn’t live without.  

I’m trying to write a story about how I got sober ten years later and she didn’t. 

And how I thought or hoped or deludedly fucking imagined that we would live happily 

ever after, after all the terror and all the stumbles and all the awkward attempts of two 

people, too shy to ever love anyone else and how they loved each other. And what a mess 

it was. And how hard to get out it was. And how it never really ended. We just pushed 

and pushed and pushed each other until something broke. And now she’s gone. But really 

she’s right there, I could call her probably.  

I could find her. I know where she is. What she might be doing.  

 But that’s not part of this story. 
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 She came over with Nate’s girlfriend one day. They came over to my house and 

who knows what we did. Smoked weed. Maybe Nate and I played music but maybe not. 

Maybe he snuck off to make out, leaving me with Amanda. There’s no real scene to say 

here. If there was it would be something like this: 

Henry sat on the couch and tried to avoid Camilla’s touch as she passed him the 

pipe. He wiped off the mouth piece and took a deep hit, holding it. Holding it in as he 

passed it back to her. She tried to talk and he tried not to.  

** 

 

 The thing is, when Amanda showed up, I was still in the stages of being utterly in 

love with women I’d never even met, or that I had met but hardly talked to, or that I 

talked to in a completely platonic way. My feelings were rarely, if ever, no scratch that. 

My feelings were never expressed. And I completely avoided the feelings of others that 

were occasionally directed my way. My love was unrequited. And anyone else’s love that 

had been directed my way was shot down with sheer avoidance, shy and final. I’d had a 

neighborhood girlfriend in middle school who I had no feelings for and completely 

denied. We lay together once, outside in the grass, staring at the stars or some bull shit 

and I’m really trying to say that some part of me enjoyed that or felt like it was important 

but mostly I was just scared. Confused, uncertain, unconvinced, I don’t know…un-

everything, just get me out of here. I ran out on her once, when I went over there and no 

one was home and I found her, laying in her mother’s huge bed. She tried to get me in it 

with her. I was supposed to be excited about it. But I felt nothing for her, and I ran from 
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the house. Wasn’t this something I was supposed to be happy about, eager about? I 

wasn’t. And she was nice, and maybe her life wasn’t the best, and maybe she was just 

seeking comfort. So I felt bad about that too.  

 So by the time Amanda came around, I was still a virgin, had hardly even kissed a 

girl really. I’d kissed Stef in the back of a car for a split second, while our friends were 

getting out and then regretted it when they noticed and did what teenagers do. They 

egged us on and made a scene of it and what the fuck, I was never like that.  

 Once in grade school I tried to bully a kid. I wanted to see what it was like. And I 

was immediately checked by a much bigger kid, and never did it again. I ignored conflict 

and awkwardness but others made a show of it and after that kiss in the back of the car, 

though it was warm and eager, I was so terrified of witness’s reactions to affection that I 

avoided it all costs. Leaving situations, abandoning and ignoring crushes advances and 

feelings. It was fucking terrible, for everyone involved, I’m quite convinced of that. I left 

Stef in a tent once when we were camping. Locked myself in my car. I left her there to be 

pawed at by a different friend. Years later I pretended to be asleep while her and Tony 

made out in his room. I’m about 98% sure she spent the night hoping for more time with 

me. And so many years later the same thing would happen with Amanda and a totally 

different friend. Guilt and shame. Regret. Loss. 

**** 

 

 I’m on campus, with this story in front of me, working away on it. It’s late 

Sunday evening and the place was closed a couple days for Thanksgiving. Looks like 
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students aren’t much back yet and the place is empty and still and I’ve got all my papers 

spread out over the whole table and I’ve been farting a lot. There’s no one around to 

notice and I’m fantastic and free.  

Tony texted me, about ten minutes into revising that story about him. Kinda 

weird. He’s still alive by the way. I like to work here in the library. Usually I have to find 

a place to hide so as to get away from all the students. Today I’m just hanging right out in 

the open on the first floor, behind the DVD racks. I used to hang around here a lot as an 

undergrad but I never got any work done, I spent most the time in the bathroom, hidden 

out in a toilet stall and snorting drugs. It’s different now. Sometimes when I go in the 

bathroom now it’s overwhelming. There’s this really distinct smell the urinal cakes have 

and maybe I remember it but that was a long time ago. I probably didn’t notice what with 

all the shit up my nose. I did some writing then but not like this. 

**** 

 

 But that first time I met her, fresh in that new house, on my own like never before, 

thrilled by possibilities and that’s all so dumb but you’ve been there haven’t you? You 

can imagine what that’s like. And Amanda shows up just when I think the world is 

opening up for me, and all the fairy tales: Amelie and Cyrano de Bergerac and The 

Addams Family and every other tragically beautiful romance that I was raised on was 

finally going to come true and I was finally going to find the woman I’d been waiting for 

all those miserable fucking teenage years of sad and lonely life. All those middle school 

dances and skate park flirtations and every girl I’d run from because she wasn’t the one I 
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was waiting for. And all of that was in the past cause now I was free and living my own 

life and suddenly here’s Amanda. And she is not what I’m looking for. So when she 

leaves that first night and Nate finds me in my room and leans in the door and says, “Hey 

buddy, what’d you think of her?”  

 I say, “Oh no you don’t.” 

 And the next day he says, “She likes you dude, she keeps asking about you.” 

 And I say, “Oh no, no way.” 

 But she keeps coming around. And she always has drugs.  

 And Nate and his girlfriend want time alone, of course. 

 So Amanda and I spent time alone, of course. 

 And wouldn’t you know, she’s actually pretty cool.  

 And she runs track and she’s got a nice ass and she’s got these great green eyes.  

 And god damn it she really seems to like me.  

 And she’s always got drugs. 

**** 
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Wait for It 

 

 His fingers stained yellow and cold stiff, Henry holds a cigarette to his lips and 

stamps his feet. His jacket is worn, dirty and thin, he almost never takes it off. He is 

always cold.  

Henry lets the smoke spill from his lips and scowls at the door until Donny comes 

out, acting like he’s got all the time in the world and that’s what he wants Henry to think. 

It only takes a phone call for him to get the crack but he thinks he’s a priest doling out 

Hail Mary’s. Full of vigor and resolve, some shitty savior. Henry’s been listening to his 

crap all night, how Donny used to run merch for a touring jam band, how he partied with 

the Dead, followed Phish, sold drugs to the band. But here he is now, conning a desperate 

junkie over a $50 crack rock in a dive bar kitty corner from the Town Motel. How far the 

angels have fallen.  

 Henry doesn’t want crack, not really. He wants Heroin. Or OxyContin. Or 

Percocet, Vicodin, Morphine. He wants something that won’t make him sick, something 

that’ll soothe the little lizard living inside him. But he couldn’t find any of that. He found 

Donny and his supposed hook up from Milwaukee. Henry resisted for about a drink or 

two, told Donny no he wasn’t interested in any of that, told him he only wanted Junk. 

Then he drank another beer, bought another shot. Smoked another cigarette and played a 

game of pool, leaning long over the table and eyeing Donny and thinking how long it had 

been since he’d had some coke, some crack, some meth. How long since he’d done 

uppers, how they used to be some fun. They used to be some fun, didn’t they? 
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 Donny tells him that he’ll have to wait a bit more, the deal is in the works. He just 

needs the money now, he needs the money first, he needs it now and Henry can’t see the 

deal, he has to just hand it over, hand it over and wait. Just stay there and wait. 

 Outside behind that old bar, staring at the concrete steps, waiting for his saint to 

reappear, Henry can’t help but remember. He remembers looking in the bar, face to face 

with Betty, the bar owner. Remembers her hand roughly on his chest, his back to the 

stairs, his fists clenched. He doesn’t maybe remember all that, actually. He remembers 

her telling him about it: how he was drunk, wild, full of piss, how he was yelling into the 

bar after they kicked him out. How, tipping back on his heels, he almost fell down the 

stairs until she reached out and grabbed his shirt, pulled him up right. How she saw a 

look in his eyes like something unholy, something hurtful. Something hurt. When she 

told him the story, she tried to sound light but he saw her downcast eyes, he heard the 

way she didn’t say everything she wanted to. He was proud at first, of his vitality, of his 

spirit. However he wanted to see himself, some wild animal, some thing. But alone, later, 

he was embarrassed. He was concerned and sorry that he’d scared her.  

 He remembers standing back here with one of his oldest friends, a crowd gathered 

around them, the old friend passionately trying to say something to Henry. Henry 

thinking this is it, they’ll finally fight, he’ll finally get to punch someone. He doesn’t 

actually remember this either, vague impressions, something someone told him mixed 

with a messy sort of half memory.  
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 Donny appears again and they leave. The two of them go to Henry’s place and 

push in the side of an old pop can, poke some little holes in it, set some of the rock there 

and burn it. Donny smokes first. The contraption is not ideal, better suited for smoking 

weed than the loose and powdery rock Donny has provided. Henry sees that it’s been 

broken up already, he knows that he’s being ripped off, he knows this especially when 

Donny leaves after only a few hits.  

 But Henry doesn’t care anymore. He just wants this all to be over.  

 The steam radiators of his tiny studio apartment have been blasting and the room 

is stuffy and damp as Donny goes. Henry shuts the door and takes off his clothes, he feels 

like crawling into a corner, burying himself in the wall, suffocating between the studs. He 

stands in his briefs and puts the last of the crack into the can. He sits down in his 

armchair, sticky and hot. 

His fingers swollen and shaking, he sadly smokes the little rock.  

He waits for it to be over. 

**** 
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Absolution 

 

When I was a boy my father found 

a box big enough for both of us 

abandoned behind the factory 

where he spent each Saturday 

before he brought back the donuts. 

 

Every weekend, he had a new idea 

to think or build or talk about 

when I came to see him and stay 

in his little rented house. I never 

noticed how small it was. 

 

Then sometimes we’d take the shanty 

he built, from that box, out on the ice 

and the fishing never mattered. 

He put a bench in the back and my legs 

would dangle as we sat together. 



127 

 

 

 

As I stretched out and filled in 

so too did the time between visits. 

And I found friends and weed and dope 

so my frame went thin again 

in the hips and elbows. 

 

And now still slight but steady at last 

I move the brick that holds shut the door 

of the barn and step in to see the shanty alone, 

all used up. “They were in here,” he says. 

“Three baby raccoons. I had to do it.” 

 

He tells me their mother’s been dead for a week 

and he worries of what I will think and 

I wonder when everything changed. 

How a man with a home, finally his own, 

sees a son who’s no longer a sinner. 
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Now What 

 

Henry stands in front of the university library. He stands before the windows to 

the old computer lab, now an empty room full of wires and stained carpet. He stands at 

the southwest corner, under the eve, next to the iron venting grate. He stands and he 

stares at old initials carved in broken cement. He stands and he remembers everything he 

wants to. 

**** 
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The Blossoming Rose 

 

When you finally caught that fucker 

and you pull back on the plunger 

and the blood comes billowing up 

my god 

there is no more beautiful sight. 

 

The first time my vein got hit I didn’t get to see. 

Josh did it for me and I was scared 

and looked away. I puked. Oh I puked a lot. 

You get sick for a while at first 

but then you get used to it. 

 

Never eating, never sleeping, 

legs kicking and eyes watering, 

waiting for the phone call and when it came, 

walking across town to catch a fix, 

heaving in the middle of the road. 
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I could vomit with such violence, 

like the little boy inside of me 

was poisoned 

and finally dying, black and bloody, spilling out of my throat 

in spasms of bile and foam. 

 

Coming home the same way, 

carefree and whistling with heavy eyelids, 

I would laugh and laugh at the stained concrete. 

Piles of guts in the street, 

marking the murder like traffic cones. 
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Let’s Not Be Ourselves 

 

Henry is at the coffee shop and he’s all wound up. He doesn’t want to be here, he 

wants to be writing. He thinks that’s what he’s supposed to be doing, what might make 

him happy. He doesn’t want to be around all these people. Why are they here, what are 

they doing? He thinks he has more important things to do than talk to people. But all day 

he had been at home. All day he had thought of writing. He didn’t do it. So he’s here at 

the coffee shop, talking to the one person in the whole place he likes. Henry used to work 

here and now his friend works here and Henry knows that he’s probably miserable. 

“Hang in there buddy,” he says after getting his coffee.  

“I’m fine,” the friend says. “How’s your writing going.”  

Henry looks at him. “I don’t want to talk about it.”  

Henry gets his coffee, his donut, he sits down, he takes out his notebook, he takes 

out his research, he takes out his pen and his pencil and his post it notes. He stares at it 

all.  

 There’s a gap between the chair and the table, a difference that can’t be 

negotiated. Henry is inches over six feet, he’s over two hundred pounds, he’s restless and 

irritable, he hasn’t showered. This fucking chair is too low. This fucking table is too high. 

Henry scowls, gets up, finds a different table. Spreads his things out once again and 

suddenly he’s joined by Kevin, fucking Kevin, Kevin what the fuck? But he’s not that 

bad, Kevin, he’s alright in small doses. Henry has gotten better at this, at realizing people 

have value, at listening to people. Henry listens to Kevin and Kevin wants to listen to 
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Henry and Henry tells him about the project he’s working on, the writing about himself, 

the personas, the different approaches he could take, the wondering about which 

approaches he should take. The talking helps and it helps that Henry knows Kevin is on a 

time limit, a break from work next door. It helps to know that he is not stuck. That this 

transaction will conclude and so it does and Kevin leaves and Henry drinks his coffee, 

eats his donut, packs his things. He leaves the coffee shop behind him, the people. 

 Full of caffeine and sugar, Henry scurries home to work. As he opens the door to 

his building, as he climbs the stairs to his apartment, he remembers this feeling. The 

rushing home, it reminds him of getting high, of having a pill or a baggie or a little tinfoil 

square of heroin burning a hole in his pocket and the rushing up the stairs, the excitement. 

He remembers the race to be productive before the drugs wore off. For a minute he 

misses it but then he’s in his apartment and the race is the same but it’s so very different 

now. Everything is so different now.  

His cats are waiting for him at the door, two young males, not related but adopted 

together. They look like they could be brothers, both a tan/buff white color, both tiger 

striped. But their faces are different. They’re both gregarious, friendly, fit. They’re good 

boys. Henry picks up the smaller and squeezes him. Kisses him. Squishes him. He sets 

him down, picks up the other cat, does all the same. He lives in a one-bedroom apartment 

but he treats it like the small studios he is used to, all of his things in the one main room, 

his bed and chair and table and records and books. It’s all in the one room. What was 

meant to be the bedroom has a desk in it. That’s it. He thought he would shut himself in 

there for hours at a time, working. But mostly he just shuts one of the cats in there when 
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they feed. Fitz, the smaller of the two is also the greedier of the two, he walks with his 

shoulders wide like a bulldog, some strange swagger in such a small cat. He wears tall 

white socks. His face is small, his ears sharp. And Well, the great big baby, just lets the 

little shit eat his food from under him. So Henry dishes up their food, gives Well his plate 

while shooing Fitz with his foot into the small office. He goes in there with him and shuts 

the door, turns on the computer, unpacks his things, stares at it all.  

 Fitz has finished eating and Henry waits to hear through the door that Well is 

done too. He goes out and Well gets a hair up his ass, ducks low, looks at Henry and 

sprints out of the room. Henry follows him and Well bounds about, under the couch, 

around the bed, out of the corner and over the couch and he dives into the tall carpeted 

cat tree in the middle of the room. The cat tree has a top podium, a large open box that 

Well spends most of his time in. He is fluid, muscular, powerful and agile. He turns 

himself into a cream-colored puddle and his eye stares out from the corner of the top box 

in the cat tree, he wants to fight. Henry keeps the cats’ nails trimmed; they have all their 

claws but they are not sharp. He pets Well, feels his ears, his paws, his belly, the cat 

allows all of it when he wants, and bites when he wants. Henry allows the biting, amazed 

by his cat’s inhibition, its sense of what can hurt and what can be accepted. The cat 

chews on Henry’s fingers, looks at him wildly. Henry moves his hand to the cat’s belly 

and squeezes, Well clamps on Henrys forearm, over his sweatshirt. This is part of the 

deal, with long sleeves, the cat bites hard, sinks his teeth in, locks eyes with Henry, bites 

harder. And Henry keeps petting, squeezing the cat’s feet, conditioning it to accept his 

touch, to be open to him. But when Henry moves his hand, reaches for the cat’s face, 
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when Well feels skin, he stops biting, chews lightly, checks in with his owner, his friend. 

He bites a little harder. Henry leans down and the biting stops, he kisses the cat on the 

face. He remembers he’s supposed to be writing.  

 He finally starts writing. 

 

 

I’m fucking lonely.  

 

 

There’s a note in front of me, as I write this, that says: “Why didn’t I stay with 

any of those women?” 

That’s what I wanted to talk about, earlier today. 

Now, ehhhh I’m not so sure.  

I’m just alone, that’s all. It’s not bad. It’s kinda useful actually. 

Earlier, when I wrote that note, I wanted a partner. I was thinking that might be 

nice. And a long time ago I wanted a partner. That’s what I was waiting for. All that time 

I was alone. And of all the things that Amanda and I were or were not, she was a partner. 

I miss her, and the idea that we could have had a life together, outside of addiction. Not 

partners in crime, not secret sources of despair and torment, this private pleasure we’d 

come to depend on, no not that but the other thing. The thing that supposedly some 

people have, the good thing, someone to grow with and learn with and blah blah blah. 

God it seemed like we were gonna have that. For a minute there. And now, I just don’t 
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really want it with anyone. Like what the fuck dude? All of the women I’ve been with in 

the past couple years offered something and what was it about them that I didn’t want? 

What was it that I couldn’t stomach?  

Shit. This is terrible. This is what you’re writing about? You should have just left 

it at that one sentence, that first sentence. That would have been poignant. This, what is 

this? I don’t know. This is ah, this is, this is kinda drivel. What would be better? What 

would be more clear? What would you read? What if it was about Henry?   

    

 Henry had been with one woman, most of his life. They had been on drugs, most 

of that time. But he wasn’t on drugs anymore, and he wasn’t with her anymore. And 

before that, he wasn’t with anyone. It took a long time, to let someone in. And now, now 

he was sober, alone, doing quite well in some respects. Looking to improve in others. 

He’d started his life over and was learning how to do things that should have been 

learned a long time ago. You see Henry was back, he’d returned from somewhere very 

far away, somewhere that he’d gone at a young age and had not planned to come back 

from. He never had to learn things like dating, setting up doctor’s appointments, 

establishing lines of credit. But he was learning those things now.  

He’d already learned how to live without drugs, without blaming things on people 

or situations, he’d learned how to play his cards, so to speak. And now Henry, 30 years 

old, was with Allison, 20 years old. And he couldn’t fucking handle it. The first new 

person, new girl in his life. The first woman to get to know the new Henry. But he wasn’t 

ready, the glue hadn’t set yet. So when difficult things came up, Henry shut down. And 
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when she pushed, when she tried, and she really did try, he lost it and he got upset. He 

didn’t know how to talk to her, how to tell her his feelings, his emotions, his triggers and 

traumas, he didn’t how to work through them with her, how to share these things like 

partners should do. He didn’t know how to tell her that he was insecure, that he couldn’t 

keep an erection because he only knew how to fuck when he was high. He couldn’t tell 

her that he really liked her but didn’t see a future, that he was just trying to learn about 

himself, about women, about how to make relationships work. He didn’t know how to 

tell her that he didn’t love her, that maybe he didn’t love anyone, that maybe he never 

had, that maybe he didn’t want to. He didn’t know how to admit that love was as foreign 

of a concept as sobriety, that he was only starting to see what these things might mean. 

That he thought it was all bull shit. That he’d never seen a happy couple. 

And so he got mad. He yelled.  

He stopped, filled with shame, terrified that he might still be the person he was 

before. Horrified to see that miserable man again. So he stopped seeing Allison, told her 

to go away. He stopped seeing anyone. He was alone again, afraid to let anyone in again.  

Afraid to be afraid again.  

*** 

 

 You need to talk about what’s wrong with you. Why you have to be alone, what 

an idiot you are, how you thought you wanted all these things. How you swing wildly 

between bitter loneliness and stoic pride, how you’ve trained yourself to be ok alone, to 

thrive even. Through years of self-exile, through long nights hiding in your room with 
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your drugs, longer days sick in bed, the longest weeks sober and waiting for something, 

waiting for someone, waiting for something. How you’ve conditioned yourself since 

sobriety. How all of your goals, your self-will, the fire inside of you—how it all depends 

on a certain loneliness, fear, insecurity—without that, what will I have?  

Will comfort rot me, spoil me? How can I lose my loneliness? The one thing I can 

count on, that I can control. What will I have without that? 

 I had plenty of chances since all that, with Allison. The letters she used to write 

me, the drawings, the thought that she would make it work with me, no matter what. 

FUCK. Dear God.  

Since Reneé with her cooking, her confidence.  

Since Beth and her daughter. The desire to be a family. To build something. To 

step in and save them, to be that guy.  

Sandy. Oh Sandy. A partner in travel and activities. A person with similar 

interests and the nicest vagina I’ve ever been inside. I could have just lain there, inside of 

her, hard forever. 

Jenny must have offered something. Comfort, calm. Ease of nature. I saw her the 

other day, she looked beautiful, smiling and laughing. I wanted to cry.  

Jane with her guarded but enthusiastic sexuality. Her desire to be understood. Her 

ability to stand up for herself, to say the things that make other people uncomfortable.  

Oh dear Marie, why couldn’t that have worked? The fairy tale. Why did you want 

it then reject it? I fell in love with her for a minute there. More than that. But then what? I 

had already accepted that I couldn’t have her, that she wouldn’t be with me. I’d made 
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peace with that and then there she was, saying let’s try it. Saying she had feelings for me. 

But then what? Was it too late? Then what…it was just gone. You motherfucker…you 

fucking…man… 

What the fuck?  

What the fuck is wrong with you? 

They were all so nice to you.  

**** 
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 I lay in bed. I lay in the dark. Desperate. I can’t sleep. I don’t toss and turn, I just 

lay there, on my back, in the dark, eyes open. Lord. Oh lord. Jesus. Somebody. Please 

just give me something. Anything. Something beautiful to say. Oh lord please. I have 

nothing. I have nothing else. Please give me something. And let it be beautiful. Let it be 

worth all this. I repeat these lines over and over and I see it coming, a light through a 

tunnel, like a train in a black and white film. Like lights in a coal mine. Like some sort of 

relief from some sort of suffering. Like fresh air. I see it coming and I’m soft and calm 

and I feel it, it’s going to happen. I’m going to have it. It’s gorgeous and it’s coming to 

me and I keep praying oh lord please. Just let it be something good. Something beautiful 

to say. And it’s there, I see it take shape and I know it’s good and I know it’s for me and I 

know that this is what I’m here for. To witness this thing. To write about this thing. But I 

could sleep now too. It could just go away. If I just lay here and I keep thinking this way 

and feeling this way, soon, I could fall asleep. It would be beautiful, and I would be 

happy, in the dark.  

But isn’t this what I was asking for? This thing, this thing that I can’t describe, 

this thing I’m trying to tell you about. Isn’t this what I’ve been waiting for? I have to get 

up. I have to tell you about this thing and now here I am and is this all it was? It was 

nothing. I don’t even know what it was. I guess there’s really nothing there. But there had 

to be. I know it.  

There was something there.  

**** 
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I’m sick of reading memoir. It’s frustrating. All these writers writing like they 

know all these fucking details. All the time, like they know everything. Like they 

remember it all so clearly. I did this and he was there and then we did this at this time and 

the weather was this and I was wearing this like what the fuck dude: how am I supposed 

to believe any of that? And why do people only mention ethnicities when they are not 

white. Why does this seem mildly racist? How do I navigate all this? I have to talk about 

my circumstance, my class, my privilege, how I was hardly marginalized but still ended 

up lost. How I had to try and get out of my lower-to-middle-class, white, cis male, 

suburban, generic-fucking-raised-on-white-bread with the promise of college and love 

and children and every fucking Andy Griffith moral-fucking-piece-of-shit, Leave-It-to-

Beaver, who-cares-if-I-live-or-die, boring-ass existence. The false promises, the 

expectations and projections of young, divorced parents, parents who never went to 

college, who grew up poor, in the sixties and seventies, parents raised by parents who 

believed in some bullshit that my generation never saw any evidence of. Not a fucking 

scrap. How the expectations were impossible, how the system just doesn’t work like they 

thought it was supposed to. How I had to try and find more than that.  

 

And I have to acknowledge that that wasn’t even me. That was someone else. That was 

Henry.  

******** 
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There’s something really incredible about the way Henry was living. The way he 

was raised. Some sort of phantom, passing between worlds: between parents and step-

parents and step-grandparents. Between groups of friends, floating from one type of 

person to the next, from one drug to the next. Somewhere in the middle class, somewhere 

in the privilege and purgatory of a Midwest white male mindset. Every opportunity in the 

world at his fingertips and the comfort to not take advantage of any of it. He lived an 

exceptionally unnoticeable life. Enough success to seem competent, enough failure to be 

fallible.  

 There were things that the people around him didn’t realize. Not that it was all 

their fault. He was a nice kid. Polite, Caucasian, middle class. Who doesn’t believe a 

shithead like that?  

 It all just slipped away, slipped by and suddenly he was somewhere else, ten years 

later, sitting on the edge of the bed he was using at his grandfather’s house, shivering 

from the bad dope he’d just shot up. He’d written himself a note. That’s it, I give up. You 

win. He’d thought it meant he was gonna kill himself but he ended up in rehab instead. It 

seemed so sudden. Actually it took a month so it’s not like it was easy. It’s hard to 

pretend you’re trying to get clean. All the bullshit you can say. All the ways you try to 

feel better, to get by. Shooting up anxiety meds cause you just want to feel a needle. To 

see blood. Smoking dope that doesn’t do anything. Drinking your step father’s beer that 

he hid in the garage because he told you not to drink anymore because you have a 

problem. Yeah no shit, and you’re surprised that moving a full case of Hamm’s to the 

other fucking room didn’t stop me from drinking it.  
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At some point it’s easier to just give up. 

**** 

 

There were lines that Henry had to cross, there were always lines but this time it 

was a big one. How he got clean was this one final line. He had hustled his Grandpa for 

some money and got ripped off anyways and if he was gonna score again, he’d have to 

really pull some shit. This was the final line, the one he might not come back from. He 

was sure that a person can only get so desperate, so hopeless, before they start doing the 

sort of stuff they’ll never shake off. He was pretty sure that’s how it happens, how you 

get lost for good. He was right there. 

And I guess he wasn’t gonna do it.  

** 

 

So I got the money, right? From Grandpa. And now, I’m not even sure if I went 

and got the stuff out of the pawn shop. Maybe I just left it there, knowing full well I’d 

take it back immediately. I guess it depends how sick I was. Did I need to use right there? 

Or was I gonna drink that day and just get by? Was I on Subutex or Suboxone or 

something? Had I been getting by on scraps from the twins? I can’t say. I remember 

bugging the shit out of everybody. That’s probably a thing. Driving people crazy begging 

for this or that or any kind of alleviation. I just got so sick of being sick all the time. 

Never being high, always needing something from someone, always depending on 

people. 
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But it wasn’t always like that, it wasn’t always so desperate. There was a real 

appeal, at one time. There was the first line, the first decision to buy that weed from 

Shitty Mike in driver’s ed class in ninth grade. Not the first time I’d smoked the stuff but 

the first time I bought it, took it home. I remember pulling it out of my pocket, hiding in 

the back of the bus, leaning against the wall, the cold frosty metal creeping through the 

arm of my jacket, the frost on the windows, the thought that this was really something. 

Some vague awareness that this might change things. And I remember all the other lines 

too, all the steps, every one pulling me further away from the life I was born into, closer 

to some vague destiny. That sounds…I don’t know how that sounds. I don’t think I want 

to say it like that.   

**** 

 

Henry knew that this time things would really change. Maybe it was too late, 

maybe it wasn’t a choice after all, but he found a way to feel like it was. He was knee 

deep in art school, split between studio courses and literature studies. Learning about 

impressionism and abstract expressionism, romanticism, and a lot of other fucking isms. 

And he started reading mimetic fiction. Stoic, cigarette smoking, bizarre and domestic, 

the drunken arguments and existential calm of Raymond Carver’s lonely men. The 

gunshot to end all suicides in Salinger’s “A Perfect Day for Bananafish.” Henry was also 

learning about which drugs to take for which project, learning how to hide in plain sight, 

how to time his bathroom breaks during lecture so as to keep a good drip of coke down 

the back of his throat. He’d smoke meth in the toilet stall, sneaking off every hour in a 
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three-hour pit lecture, blowing the strange smelling smoke down his shirt. Wide eyed and 

sweaty he’d sit in the tiny desks, trying to draw straight lines in his notebook over and 

over. He’d never not been stoned, had started smoking cigarettes to mask the smell of 

marijuana, sneaking outside whenever it was acceptable to take a hit and have a smoke. 

He was still a little delusional about opiates, not quite realizing his last couple bouts with 

the flu were early-onset withdrawal symptoms. He’d been dabbling with painkillers, had 

access to heroin and was buying small one-time bumps of the stuff from his friends. He 

was only snorting it. He was only doing it once in a while. But then somebody borrowed 

him the book, the Burroughs’ book, Junky. Then it was all over. Then he had found a way 

to make it a choice. For “Junk is not a kick,” Burroughs says. “It is a way of life.” And in 

this way of life, Henry saw something he’d been missing. He saw a basket to put all his 

eggs in, a bluff to call, to move all in. He saw a life that could be interesting, worth 

living, worth talking about. He saw a way to be more than he was born into, a chance to 

get some distance and perspective. He saw a way to learn about himself and maybe he 

could make it back. Maybe he’d finally have something good to write about.  

**** 

 

It’s a warm, busy, June day. It’s Thursday and there is a concert down at the 

amphitheater on the river. Waterfest has started for the summer. I really don’t give a shit. 

I worked all day. It was a productive day, a fine day, nothing wrong. I had a strange 

sensation from noon to one, a sort of content-ness really. Happiness almost. With what, I 

don’t know.  
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Later my boss would mention that he felt it was a strange day.  

I agreed and started to relate, then stopped myself. 

I drove my truck to work today, all five blocks away. When it was over, on the 

way home, I had to stop and wait for a boat to come up the Fox River while the Main 

Street bridge was open. It was a sort of a sail boat, though its sails were bound and it 

must have been motoring. A loud voice came over the air when it passed through, “Next 

time you come through you better get on the radio,” it scolded. Or something like that. I 

was mad that I had to wait even though it was only a few minutes. Mostly I was just mad 

because the truck in front of me took its time when it probably could have hurried 

through before the gates went down. I was waiting behind it at a stop light, waiting to 

turn left off of Sixth and head north on Main Street, over the bridge. And the light turned 

green at the same time that the bridge started to ding and the gates started to go down and 

if he would have hurried, rather than hesitated, I could have sped into the other lane next 

to him and I could have made it through.  

I wasn’t even in a hurry. I didn’t have anywhere to be.  

** 

 

 I just masturbated, before writing this. I seem to do that a lot these days, is it any 

different than in the past? I have no interest in over-pursuing sexual relationships. It’s 

easier, cleaner, more efficient to just rub one out, to just be done with it. This is not 

something I look forward to, it’s not why I hurried home. But once the urge takes, then I 

just deal with it and settle in. It’s a part of a process, to accept the idea of staying home I 
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suppose. Then I take off my briefs and put on my boxer shorts and I am home, that’s it, 

it’s over, just relax. I have no interest in joining these people around me. No interest in a 

social life. Just forget about it. 

 

 Oh god why am I talking about masturbation. Gross. And a bit ago, someone’s 

vagina…at the risk of it sounding like that’s all I valued her for but no, someone could 

project that upon me but no, oh no, there’s so much more. I said there was more than that. 

Did I not say enough? Fuck it. Who do I owe anything to? I can write whatever I want.  

I can be whoever I want. 

I can’t work selfishly to make sure I sound this way or that. Fuck me. I don’t care 

what you think or how I look or or or how it, all seems. What are my motives? What are 

your motives? Why are you reading this? Why should you judge me? How dare I judge 

myself in the eyes of another. How dare I do that to you, dear friend, dear reader, dear 

invisible god who gives a shit. Lord help us we are so lonely. There is no comfort.  

**** 

 

  “Fucking Hell,” Henry muttered to himself. “Why are these people trying to be 

friends with me.” God what the fuck leave me alone I don’t want to hang out. Do I? 

“When you’re not busy with…whatever it is you do.” You don’t know me! And 

what I do!  

Hahaha, he was such a prick. One minute lonely and martyred and filled with 

solitary stoicy. Something at the edge of sorrow but too full of pride to be true.  
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And then there were friends, ack. Gross. And now these new people. New ones 

showing up here and there. Asking what he was doing next week. Asking what he was 

doing tonight. Jesus Christ leave the man alone. “I don’t know.” He really doesn’t! The 

poor fucker can’t even remember what he did last night sweet Sunday Christmas dinner, 

how the hell should he know when he has time. There’s never time. There is no free time, 

nothing is free. Every second is earned and fretted over, suffered and sweated through.  

 “What do you do in your free time?” lol jesus. What fucking free time.  

 

**** 

 

 But of course, there is time. He just doesn’t know how to deal with people. He’s 

still working out how to manage himself, how to become something bigger without being 

consumed by obsession, he’s still scared. He’s still an asshole. He has no escape 

anymore, no way out. Without the drugs there’s no longer another world for him, another 

place. Somewhere to get distance, perspective, to be free. There’s no longer a way to be 

apart from it all, without going anywhere. He used to lay around, waiting for drugs, 

waiting for something. He used to feel safe in this world of predictable misery. But it’s 

been taken from him. He’s lost it, everything he knew, it’s gone and so now he must 

build a new world. Now he must write about it, struggle and strive to live between the 

worlds, to be free of the suffering but to wallow in it enough to remember feeling 

something. He misses always feeling something.   
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 So he has his writing. And he has the movies. Alone, he goes to the movies. Once, 

twice, sometimes three times a week he goes to the theater, depending on his stress, his 

need to escape, his pocket money. He used to scrape up change and con small bills for 

dime bags, for pints of vodka, for pinched and cut down bindles. Four quarters could buy 

a pool game and with a little patience that could turn into a free pint or a shot of whiskey 

and a shot of whiskey could turn into another pool game and maybe a bowl smoked and 

soon enough the sun came up and the black had faded and Henry would return home, 

slightly buzzed, grateful to have passed another night. Now he has none of that. Now he 

must go it alone. Now he must find a new way to pass the time, to just get by. 

 He was writing earlier, but got consumed, got lost, forgot why he was doing it. 

Frustrated, challenged, he went to the movies. But he’s back now, and he’s writing again, 

and his little cat comes and visits him at his desk, and he puts his sweet little self in 

Henry’s business and it’s cute for about twenty seconds until the cat sits on his mouse 

and highlights a whole page of the story and steps on the keyboard and deletes it.  

“You need to stop,” Henry says. “Or I’m gonna squish your face.” The cat doesn’t 

stop. He squishes its face, kisses it, throws it out of the room. He closes the door and 

rewrites the page.  

**** 
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Saturday Pancakes & Hash at Perkins 

 

I’m trying to think of something to say: 

clear and defined but hard to build 

like medial triceps. 

I’m sitting with a bad haircut 

and a bird in my throat. 

 

An old man maybe or a mystery 

but not in the good way. 

“What’s his deal, he’s weird.” 

But when she looked at me just now 

I swear she held my eyes. 

 

There’s a rabbit that lives in the narrows 

and just when I think he’s moved on 

he panics and bursts 

from the stones that are piled beside 

and between the buildings. 
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Always Looking 

 

 He almost killed himself yesterday, no wait, Monday. And by almost, I mean that 

he thought about it. Really, honestly considered it. He was trying to finish the project, 

finish the work, trying to satisfy the parts of it he’d been ignoring. The parts that serve 

the public, the academy, whatever. The stuff he struggled with. He hadn’t been so 

frustrated since, well since the last time he had to do all this bullshit. So he laid down in 

his bed, he laid down again. With his hat over his face, with his shoes on. The book was 

written. Somebody could find it, do what they want with it. He didn’t need this degree, 

didn’t know what he’d do with it anyways. Didn’t want to explain to his Dad, to 

whoever, why he didn’t care about any of this. Why money didn’t matter, a career, a 

family, none of it matters. He saw himself walk into the kitchen, draw the only sharp 

knife from the drawer. He’d pictured this before, years ago. He forgot how much he’d 

considered this in the past. Couldn’t understand how long it’d been. How time moves. 

How we move. We just keep moving. And suddenly we are somewhere else. 

He saw his cats, standing on his body, standing in the blood. He got up. 

 

 Now it’s Wednesday, the project is almost done. Henry has five years sober 

today. 

 He didn’t give up, he stopped crying and pouting and pulling his hair. He’s doing 

his best. Who gives a shit. His balls hurt. The scarring on his epididymis has inflamed, 

stress for sure. Same with the scalloped edges on his tongue, which have been there since 
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the holidays. He puts on a pair of briefs but they make the testicle hurt worse, goes back 

to the boxers. He goes to leave the house, finding a box with his mail from a small 

college press in New York. Four copies of his first unsolicited publication that he ordered 

last week. He doesn’t know why he ordered them. What the fuck are you going to do 

with those Henry? What are they for? 

 He drives a half mile to campus, pulls into a driveway, backs up almost into a 

parked car, seeing it only at the last minute. He pulls forward into a spot, gets out and 

walks with his sore nuts, straddle-legged like a cowboy, to the union. It doesn’t hurt too 

bad. He gets to the alumni lunch just before it closes, finds a young woman working the 

table.  

“You’re here for the alumni lunch,” she says. 

 “Yes,” he says. 

 She hands him a ticket. He goes in, finds the food, a series of boxes with skimpy 

sub sandwiches sliced in half. There’s an old man standing in the middle of them with 

plastic gloves on, he’s talking to a couple. They don’t seem to notice Henry, who takes 

his time in surveying his choices. Roast beef and cheddar, hmm that’s unusual, one of 

those I suppose. Then there’s this kind, or this kind, or this…the old man takes notice. 

 “Can I help you,” the old man says. 

 Henry looks at him. He’s not sure what he means. There’s really nothing to help 

with.  

 Henry looks around. “I don’t think so.” He takes another sub, some unknown 

meat and cheese combo. Maybe the old man wants the ticket, Henry realizes now that it 
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was under the paper tray he’s holding, that maybe he seems like a free loader, a loafer, a 

scoundrel. He hands the old man the ticket. “There’s cookies over there,” the man says.  

 Henry finds the cookies, finds the soda, there’s only Mountain Dew left. He is 

amused by this, and he’s thinking about being an undergraduate now, all that time ago. 

When he couldn’t leave the house without being stoned, and then how he couldn’t snap 

out of his high without a Mountain Dew. How he brought them everywhere, to class, to 

work, to family gatherings. To anywhere that caused him anxiety. Get stoned, drink a 

Dew, shoot dope, drink a Dew. He was thinking about it anyways, being an undergrad, 

how he failed the last class he needed to get his bachelor’s, had to go back and take 

another class. How he wondered if he’d done that on purpose. How he slept through his 

graduation ceremony, woke up to his step-father, in his house, at his bed, telling him 

they’d been waiting in the auditorium for hours, that the ceremony was almost over. 

Asking what the fuck was wrong with him. Nobody really knew what to say. How 

afterwards, he went out for pizza with his cousins he rarely saw. How he just wanted to 

get high. How he knew he was gonna fail that class anyways. How he had come this far 

and never told anyone how he really felt, what he really wanted. How he didn’t know 

what they were supposed to be celebrating, how could they know so little about his life? 

Why couldn’t he tell them?  

 

 There’s no mayo, only mustard, so Henry takes his sandwiches and his cookies 

and wonders whether he should sit down. He finds the alumni card table, finds the info 

about alumni email, talks politely. “Can I have this pen,” he asks after writing down his 
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info. He scours the tables for goodies, takes some post-its, some kind of other thing he 

doesn’t know what it does. He’s proud of himself that he doesn’t take all the shit, not the 

cheap pens, those pens are trash, that other one was ok, not this one though. He finds a 

bag of chips that someone left behind, picks it up and squeezes it, feels that it’s 

unopened, puts it back. He looks around. He picks the chips up again and holds them to 

his ear, gives them a shake, takes them. He makes one pass over the advertising tables, 

he’s aware now that he’s prowling, dressed mostly in black, his sneakers untied, his eyes 

down, he hopes no one will talk to him anymore. There’s too much to say. He reaches his 

hand behind a poster board and takes a mint. He keeps walking, almost makes eye 

contact, smiles and nods, keeps moving. He’s not sure what else there might be. He nears 

the end of the tables and sees a bowl of candy bars, takes one. Holds it out before the 

man, “Thank you.” 

Henry gets to the door of the auditorium and stops and looks around one more 

time, he’s not sure for what.  

**** 
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