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Abstract

In the Non-Light is a collection of personal essays. A few of the essays are elegies
to loved ones who died from overdoses, suicides, and illnesses. Other essays look at what
it means to be a woman in the world of dope and crime where the female body is seen as
a commodity. Each essay works together to reveal how some people are drawn to both
the darkness and the light, and end up having to stay in between. | do this through
personal narratives of my life and my relationships with others. Whether it be in the gritty
landscape of Memphis looking for a hit or in the Holy Land of Israel looking for God,
this collection searches for how to deal with the heaviness of life. The answer is to keep
living. Whether it’s a conscious decision or a predetermined fate, this collection is about

survival.
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Introduction
Revolt has different meanings. It can be a noun or a verb.
One is denotative—
As a noun

1. an attempt to put an end to the authority of a person or body by rebelling.
As a verb

1. Rise in rebellion
Then there is the philosophical term of revolt coined by the existentialist Albert Camus—
When one encounters that life is meaningless, despair sets in. Camus says that there are
three options when dealing with this despair.

1. Suicide (self-explanatory)

2. Transcendence (this life doesn’t matter, all the meaning is in the after-life)

3. Revolt (Revolt is encountering the futility of life and continuing to live anyways)
This manuscript is about revolt.

At thirteen years old, I was sent to the guidance counselor’s office for a poem I
wrote. The middle aged and male counselor was perplexed by me and my sadness. My
father was drunk. A perpetual state. My oldest brother was sick from AIDS. The poem
was my lament about those things. The guidance counselor was in too deep and so he told
me not to walk out of the movie. The movie being my life. That it wasn’t over. He
couldn’t find anything to say to fix my problems or meet my needs. He probably felt
inadequate and came up with a cheesy metaphor. Or maybe he was wise. Maybe he had
studied Camus. He was telling me to revolt. Don’t walk out of the movie meant don’t kill

yourself. He didn’t even tell me to hope for better things. He simply told me to keep



living. At the time, | did not know about revolt or that it would become the theme of my
life.

In the Non-Light is a collection of personal essays examining a time in my life
revolving around addiction. A few of the essays are elegies to loved ones who died from
overdoses, suicides, and illnesses caused by addictions. Other essays look at what it
means to be a woman navigating the dark world of dope dealers and crime while the
female body is only seen as a commodity. The non-light mentioned in the title is the
liminal space one exists in while trying to move forward but still hinged to the past, like
being sober but still having a deadly and progressive illness but no insurance. Never fully
able to cross over from your past, unable to move fully into the light, but continuing to
live anyways, always. Each essay works together to reveal how some people are drawn to
both the darkness and the light, and end up having to stay in between. I do this through
personal narratives of my life and my relationships with others. Whether it be in the gritty
landscape of Memphis looking for a hit or in the Holy Land of Israel looking for God,
this collection is a search for how to deal with the heaviness of life. The answer is revolt.
Whether it was a conscious decision or a predetermined fate, it has always been revolt.

This brings us to revolt in the dictionary sense. Revolt as a verb and noun. The
writing of this manuscript is an act of revolt. Creative Non-Fiction is controversial. |
encountered this controversy personally. My undergraduate poetry professor consistently
told me to stop writing about myself. Don 't confess. In a poetry workshop while studying
abroad in Spain, a poet wouldn’t even critique my poetry because it was confessional.
Professors of fiction at my graduate school have intimated to me that Creative Nonfiction

doesn’t require talent because it’s confessional. I even had a peer in graduate school say,
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when hearing that | had yet another publication, “I should write CNF so I can get
published too.” There is an idea that personal writing isn’t legitimate. That it doesn’t
require talent. Writing Creative Nonfiction is a revolt against those voices. These voices
are not just in my little circle, they exist out in the writing communities. Yet one look at
Bluets or The Argonauts by Maggie Nelson, The Way We Weren 't by Jill Talbot, Don 't
Let Me Be Lonely by Claudia Rankine, and any memoir or collection of essays by Abigail
Thomas shows that this genre is 0ozing with not only talent but a deep philosophical
interiority. Notice the authors are all women. Dare | say that Creative Nonfiction is where
the Kristevian feminine genius thrives? Yes, | dare.

But there is still more revolt. Writing about addiction is now tired. Writing
teachers lament on social media about their students wanting to be Denis Johnson or
William S Burroughs as if only white privileged men can write about addiction. As if
these white men have revealed all there is to know about drugs and therefore the topic has
been retired. | am a woman writing about addiction. | get messy. Veins drip open. | am
not a secondary character like Kerouac’s girlfriend. I’m the central voice. There’s vaginas
in these pages. This is revolt—daring to open my woman mouth and let my drug story
sing out.

The manuscript is split into four sections. Part I, The Beginning, contains short
essays about the beginning of drug addiction and reckless behavior. This is when | first
started answering [’appel du vide, the call of the void. Part Il, The Fall, are the essays that
deal with the actual addiction. They show the pain. The depths one goes to in order to
keep going but they also focus on the people who were in it with me, either as a willing

participate (like Louis in Crippled Birds) or my father who had his own darkness to bare.
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Section 111, The Dead, are essays about friends who lost their lives from drug addiction or
mental illness, along with essays that reveal more about my own journey with addiction,
and the aftermath of addiction (like having hepatitis C and then undergoing a clinical trial
to be cured). The last section, Recovery, are the essays that show life after addiction.
These essays examine being clean and sober but still looking for the light. The way the
loss, disease, and addiction continue to cause struggles. All of the essays are about
survival. Sometimes there is a consciousness of continuing to live in spite of all the
despair. Sometimes revolt seems predestined as if something outside of me makes me
continue.

In this collection, the idea of light and fake light recur. I play with the idea of light
versus dark and how things that seem to be light are actually the dark. Things, like
heroin, like men, that make you feel better but only bring more pain. Of course, the
search for God, thinking he has been found only to watch him go again. Some of the
essays, at times, become more poem-like than essay like. The poet and writer Jim Carroll
is another recurring theme. He influenced not just my writing but my life, both in
addiction and in recovery. He wrote about similar themes. My father recurs, and the
events surrounding his death. As well as the loss of my brother. And of course the drugs
but drugs are never the main attraction. These essays are not just about me and drugs.
These essays are about people and what it’s like to be human and to not understand how
to make it in this world. Buffy the vampire slayer said, “The hardest thing in this world is
to live in it. Be brave...live.” I lived. But a lot of people didn’t. This is my homage to
them. My homage to the side of human existence that most don’t ever see. That most

look down on. This is an ode to Jim Carroll, to Felicia, to Kate, to Cory, to my father, my
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brother, and to the existential crisis of life—the experience of the absurd as Camus called

it. This is about living in the liminal space, in the non-light. This is revolt.



l. The Beginning

I moved to Victoria, British Columbia when | was nineteen years old. | rode the
greyhound from Memphis to Seattle and then took a ferry. | only had a little money

and a backpack. This was before the drugs took over, when I was still searching for

what would soothe me.



Victoria Love #2

We left the moving pictures of the mental hospital, a community project started
by a former patient to bring the so called sane of the neighborhood together with the so
called broken in the glow of celluloid. 25 cent popcorn and soda shimmied on our
breaths. The liquor store was across the street, and so we loaded up as much as we could
with the little money we had. We weaved our way through the streets of Victoria, passed
the basketball courts of Fernwood, where punk rockers pretend to be athletes. The sky
hung like a bruise as we wound our way through alleys, passed The Empress, and chased
crows on the lawn of Parliament. My hair flapped in the breeze from the buzz of black
wings that lifted around us and then swooped to the sky like a swirl of smoke above the
emerald grass. Buskers played Irish lullabies. A young man strummed a ukulele and a
young woman called out with the flute. The Georgia Strait blew youth over our bodies,
misted our skin. Memphis was far away. I’d escaped a dirty city of guns, and ghettos, of
live fast and die, without feeling the whiskey hands of a poet, or any of the fantasies from
books that filled my head.

I had met Johnny at a party underneath a fire escape. The hipster girls whispered
warnings my direction. Johnny was local, an art school dropout living on the dole. He
painted my dancing silhouette on brick buildings, colored red to garages, pressed my
movements to back entrances of rooming houses. The sun wouldn’t go down until 10. We
stole a bottle of La Fin Du Monde, and raced back to my house, over cracked pavement,
up rickety stairs to my room. He kissed me on an egg-crate, atop wooden boards. He told
me he was going to Italy with the Vietnamese man he’d met on the streets of San

Francisco. | smashed the bottle we were sipping from, shattered lamps. He howled and



cracked mirrors. The house creaked and swayed. We slept that night on a bed our
destruction had made, our limbs stuck together by blood our cuts let run. He mumbled in
his sleep, warning me of the red ants marching through his dreams. In the morning, he
drew our three-week history of broken glass, colored it, and folded it into his suitcase. |
tore our pictures and burned his drawings. He went to Italy and caught rubella.

I lingered in front of the ink he’d left on light posts, slept with our cracked bottles.
| swayed with liquor until the next one came along, the one whose legs were nimble on
pop rock and beer, the one like Johnny, but not Johnny, who would rush toward nowhere
with me and whisper his hands across my body. | was a long way from Memphis with no

desire to go home.



Winter

Sara’s apartment was too hot, radiators blasted out steam and heat, and we pushed
all the windows open to let the Canadian winter in. She painted a portrait of her ex-
boyfriend’s new girlfriend, the innocent one with blond hair and blue eyes who liked the
thrill of dating a musician. We made care packages of pictures and mixed tapes to send to
Vincent Gallo. We listened to audio of him insulting Faye Dunaway.

My period was late. This was when | read Anais Nin and | wanted a Henry Miller.
Sara said but you picked Johnathon. He would fuck the snow.

Sara mixed drops of pennyroyal in water and handed it to me. | chugged it like a
shot of whiskey and thought about Memphis, home, and the message left on the
answering machine by my father, drunk, slurring his words. Kitty, it’s your daddy. His
accent thicker, slowed down even more by the alcohol. I’'m gonna air mail you home. My
roommates had laughed. I laughed, too.

Sara and | whispered about other guys and their girlfriends high on heroin or
anorexia. My period came in the night and we never knew if it was just late or if there
had been a spark somewhere deep inside that the pennyroyal rooted out.

*

Johnathon and I shared a room and a turntable to play records on. He painted
pictures of us dancing, two figures, a hole in one’s hand and the other figure with a hole
in the heart. We drank and fought and forgot the fights until we did it again. This time |
flung glasses against the wall, then candle vases, bottles, anything that would crack and
break. Why are we fighting, he laughed, and then I laughed, and we found new things to

smash. I didn’t mention the pennyroyal.



We wore layers, long johns under pants and under shirts, shirts under hoodies
under coats, and toques on our heads because toboggans were sleds. We ran down the
front steps and out into the streets. We wandered into a karaoke bar but were kicked out
because we tilted too quickly and broke things. In the icy air, we hung on each other for
balance and warmth. A mechanics shop had painted over Johnathon’s graffiti on the
garage and he ran full force into it, knocking his head and falling backwards. The clink of
a bottle skidding across concrete. | sat down on the curb and waited. Not worried,
because the drunk never gets hurt—the times my dad lost teeth, knocked out by cops, but
still smiling, or passed out on the front steps of our apartment but still breathing, my
friend and I stepping over his body. Johnathon came to, grumbling | was here, pointing
toward the faint outline of his art beneath the white paint. He retrieved the bottle. |
examined his head for bruises or blood.

He kissed me. The street lamps flicked light across puddles, thin layers of ice, and
heaps of watery snow clung to one another. A dusted white landscape of titled houses
painted blue or pink or green, all chipped and peeling with splintered fences closed
around the backyards. The sky dark but twinkled with stars, stars long burned up and out,
with their light still living as it traveled through galaxies to reach us. Like I traveled to
Victoria to get to Johnathon with gin in his hand, to get to the snow, to be in this moment

in the shadows, as my breath slipped out to the cold air and faded in the night.



1999
After Victoria | moved to Portland with a Memphis friend. Lost. Young. Beautiful without

even knowing it like all youth are. This is when I first did heroin.

Hanna had bright orange dreadlocks like fire hanging from her scalp and the word whore
branded in her right wrist. She had a beauty that couldn’t be tarnished by the drugs she
took or the lies she told. Her skin stayed smooth like the color of soft cream. | was 21,
she was younger, 19. Every drug | ever did, I did it first with Hanna.

*
We went out drinking. Guzzling as much as we could as fast as we could. We took
showers together with punk rock boys and fell down steps together and had blackouts.
When there were no boys to be conquered, we made out with each other in bathrooms, in
bathtubs, me touching her pale skin hoping it would crack open and let me slip it on for

size.

Portland rained and rained and rained. We lived in a room in the back of the basement of
her brother’s house. We painted the walls red. I got a job at ROSS dress for less. Hanna
worked cutting glass at a frame shop and talked about becoming a welder. She wrote
letters to William, the punk rock boy in the popular punk rock band who had left her to
go to San Francisco. She thought if she wrote the right words then he would make his
way back to her. I kissed boys. | stayed out all night drinking Zimas and snorting coke

with skinheads. The sun came up and people went home but | wanted more.



We met other girls who shot up. And soon | found heroin. Bruises on my arm appeared.
I still didn’t know how to shoot up so Hanna did it for me. I could mix the dope but
couldn’t puncture my skin, not yet. The slow ache sending warmth to all parts of the
body, the crescendo in the back, on the verge of pain, like the split second before orgasm,
and the way it breaks and spreads down the back like a smooth drift, like love inside a
warm place. Like the womb some said. But | never wanted to return the womb, such a
guy thing to desire. The nod was a new world where | could exist and be ok.

*
Hanna and I stretched out across her brother’s queen size bed while he was at work at
Starbuck’s. We listened to Tori Amos but promised not to tell anyone. Hanna had a
stepdad years ago who first gave her cocaine. Hanna suffered more. She told me this as
Tori sang about Jupiter. There was a man who had hurt her. Hanna showed me scars over
lips and told me how box cutters hurt if used the right way and girls bleed if peeled the

right way.

Halloween came. Hanna and | went to a house party in the South East of Portland. |
dressed as an evil fairy, pumped full of beer and heroin. She did my make-up and | wore
ripped up night gowns, a mauve-ish pink slip with a black slip over it. Black wings
across my back, the straps hooped around my arm. She was the bride of Frankenstein.
Aaron Cometbus was playing drums in the living room while Eggplant from Blatz sang

and played guitar. | stumbled past bodies of crust punks and college students. A crowd



gathered in the kitchen, all pushing and shoving, taking turns to look out the window.
Hanna was in the backyard, spread out on a trampoline, a man on top of her. And people
watched through the window, giggling, judging, and grimacing at her moans. | found a
place to sit down. The drugs and alcohol, everyone a fuzzy outline.

*
We drove home in her truck around the winding streets, lost, drunk, the Stooges playing
over the speakers. Hey do you feel it when you touch me? (she’s a whore) There’s a fire.
This was our song. Broken girls who spread their legs and gouged their arms to keep

from feeling.



. The Fall

In the Spring of 2000, | returned to Memphis. | hoped to stop the drugs but | soon found
them.

Being on drugs loses time. Occasionally there is a marker. But it isn’t it about the order.
It’s the experience.

Here, 1 will try
2000-2005—drugs
2005-present—sober



Where Do You Go From Alston Street?

Peanut hands me three white pills. She says it will help. She says better than
nothing. We sit on the stoop outside her place. She is a small black woman around forty
years old. | am a twenty-two-year old white woman. When we get high together inside
her rundown apartment, splintered wood as walls, don 't drink the water, no heat or air,
and sometimes electricity, she says this is my needle, don't set yours down, I got AIDS.

The sun is out and the trees twist green around fallen down rows of houses and
four-plexes. Her brother, Junebug, behind us, a bottle of champagne in his hand, lives
upstairs. He sells heroin but uses it, too, and smokes crack. When he smokes, he thinks
my glasses are microphones sending our conversations to cops. He thinks my bracelets
are bugs. 1 stick out on Alston Street. | tell myself I can leave any time and never come
back, unlike Peanut, stuck on Alston Street, hooking on corners, drowning in bathtubs
when the AIDS virus has weakened her body and the dope is so strong.

Peanut says the pills are clonidine. | hear Klonopin, an anti-anxiety med.
Memphis is dry. No one has any dope, not even the Mexicans. All the dope tracks with
nothing but sick junkies scratching fevers and picking at bone. It will ease the sickness
she says. | pop them in my mouth. I get in my car and drive away from Alston, back to

the white side of the city.

Clonidine is for blood pressure and twenty minutes later mine bottoms out. I pull
the car to the shoulder of the road. It’s rush hour traffic and cars clog the expressway. My
body slumps on a patch of grass glowing green in the sunshine. Did I hide the needles

and pipe? Cars honk as I drift off to sleep. I dream I’m in my dad’s pickup truck and we
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wind our way over gravel roads. Tires skid and kick rocks. My dad’s window is rolled
down and Luke the Drifter sings about the bad girl who lives down the street. | open my
eyes and see paramedics. One snaps smelly salt under my nose. What did you take? And
I’m singing again with my dad on an old country road. Little girl, he says.

*

I’m on a gurney under fluorescent lights. An IV sticks in the back of my hand,
attached to a tube to hydrate me. My mouth is chalk. My lips stick together and I can’t
swallow. A nurse says nothing to drink or eat. | think they’re punishing me because I'm a
drug addict. A psych nurse appears and | say things like rehab serenity house I need help
and she writes it down nodding. I don’t know it, but my mom’s in the waiting room
waiting to see if they release me. But since | don’t know this, I tell the psych nurse I have
nowhere to go. My car’s impounded and it’s late now, I’m not sure how late but time has
passed since | left Alston. The police found me on the side of the road and they called the
ambulance and the ambulance brought me here. This is the MED. It’s the poor people’s
hospital. That’s what Elizabeth’s mother called it, the beginning of the summer after
ninth grade, right before my brother died. | had on my bathing suit and a towel around
my waist. | asked for the phonebook. | wanted to check on my brother. He was at the
MED. Honey, he can’t be there, that’s the poor people’s hospital. And | dripped all over
her carpet, yes he is, he is dying of AIDS.

| say | have to go to the bathroom. I pull the gown around me, where are my
clothes, and I wheel the metal stand that holds the bag of saline that drips through a tube
that is attached to the back of my hand. In the bathroom, I put my mouth to the faucet and

drink up. My brother died in this hospital.
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Plexiglass holding room. Nothing to break and use as a weapon on oneself or
anyone. Little plastic recliners the slightest shade of purple are spread out in the small
room, all facing the plastic mirror where nurses sit on the other side. I'm waiting for the
psych nurse to tell them what to do with me. I’'m back in my own clothes, my blue
sundress with the cigarette hole in the right side and rust colored stains in a spot above
the hem. Sometimes when I’'m high I forget to wipe the blood off my arm and it smears
across my dress and it’s there permanently now. The dress is too big, like a sack across
you my mom would say and tell me to never visit her at work in that dress again. It used
to fit, it used to pretty and clean. The room is cold and | ask for a blanket through the
plastic but no one looks up at me.

Over to the side, there’s a bathroom with no door. I drink the water out of the sink
and worry they mix soap in with the water because there are no soap dispensers and my
mouth tastes all wrong. The clonidine left me chalky and dry and the water isn’t enough.

Finally, a student doctor visits me and takes me from the plastic room into a
normal room with a real vase with fake flowers. | pretend to be dopesick but I’'m not yet.
Anxiety creeps back in and deep within me there’s an opening and the pain’s ready to
travel up and howl through me. I need something to seal the crack before it spreads. He’s
young. He looks at me like I’'m human. The lines of his cheeks soften and pity spreads
across his face.

When was your last fix?

Last night, around 10.

Last night? Four hours ago?
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No, the night before. Before I last slept.

Ok. He motions for the nurse. Watch her, he tells her. Then walks off down the
hall and rounds the corner. I’m not sick, not yet. Peanut was right, the pills would keep it
at bay but moment by moment my body twists and tells me the sick will be here soon.

He comes back with a cup of water in his hands and waves off the nurse. He pulls
a small package out of his pocket and pops two pills out the back of it. Percocet should
help. I swallow them and want to kiss him. In a few moments warmth will glide through
me, it won’t be like heroin, but it’s better than clonidine.

*

The county mental hospital is where | end up for 72 hours of observation. Six Oh
Three is what it’s called. The police transport me from the MED to Memphis Mental
Health Institute, called MMHI for short. I'm placed in a room with three beds, one
shower, and two other women. One’s a spunky young thing who vibrates and rattles off
about medication. You need Haldol with levictal and maybe Thorazine. | want
Methadone, meppergam, trazodone like the rehab | went to a few years earlier when |
was still on my dad’s insurance. Though once I did shoot up Thorazine out of
desperation. | also took acepromazen for dogs out of desperation—I curled around the
toilet while my heart shook and my insides were static like an off air TV channel.

My other roommate’s nodded out in a wheelchair with a broken pelvis and
pumped full of morphine. She stays that way all night, sometimes grumbling to someone
in her nods. I toss and turn and my legs ache and my back hurts. I want to sink my teeth

into her veins.
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The medication line is long. One woman calls everyone Momma, including the
men. This isn’t like rehab. In rehab, the men and women are mostly separated but in here
we are all together. A heavy set woman rushes over to the momma caller and leans in
close to her face. I'm Brown Sugar and I'm your momma now. The other lady cries.

I can smell Brown Sugar and it isn’t sweet. It’s days of refusing to bathe and
change clothes. Later that day, they drag Brown Sugar against her will into a room with a
drain. Her clothes are stripped off and she’s sprayed down with a hose.

While the line slowly moves, a man rolls around by himself in a wheelchair. His
left foot touches the floor and propels himself and the wheelchair forward. He’s too big
for the wheelchair. Almost seven feet tall, around fifty or maybe sixty or maybe only
forty years old. It’s hard to gauge age when life’s been hard. He sings gospels in a deep
guttural voice. My jumpy roommate sees me watching him, sees me swaying to his
music. That’s Frank. He’s a murderer, you know.

I finally make it to the nurse’s window. They hand me a huge horse pill.
Potassium. | have trouble swallowing. Another pill. Effexor. At the MED | said the
methadone clinic gave me Effexor. I hadn’t taken Effexor or methadone in months. |
don’t know why I even mentioned it. I swallow the pill. The nurse tells me to wait. She
comes out of the office with a syringe in her hand. Ativan. She injects it into my hip. It’s
not heroin and it’s not mainlining but I will take it.

Ten minutes later, it isn’t so bad here.

We’re shuffled from one fluorescent light filled room to the next. Doctors we

never see designate which groups we will be in. I’'m in one about how to remember to
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take your medicine. | have never been diagnosed with anything that actually requires
medicine yet I have been given medicine because I’'m a drug addict and no one seems to
know how to help me. Here’s a pill. Swallow. It will make you feel better. But it never
did. Anti-depressants turned me into a zombie. I don’t even know what Effexor is for but
it makes me kind of sleepy and 1 like anything that slows me down and blurs the lines.

Brown Sugar’s in this group. She eats an orange. Her nails dig into the rind and
peel off the skin. The man in the white coat tells her that she can’t have food outside of
the cafeteria. She lifts a crescent moon of orange and crams it into her mouth then smiles
with the guts of the fruit all over her teeth. The man next to her raises his hand and speaks
before being acknowledged. He talks about leaving notes to remind himself to take his
medicine. The man in the white coat tells Brown Sugar to throw away her orange, there’s
no eating in the classrooms, he says.

She says I'm Brown Sugar. This sends a ripple through the room. Voices chatter.
Some laugh. The man in the white coat tries to regain control. I sit quietly. A little scared.
I’'m in a mental hospital against my will with others who are here against their wills but
they, unlike me, have diagnoses like bipolar with schizo-affective disorder, borderline
personality, and don’t leave after three days.

The room buzzes. People are shouting. The man in the white coat raises his voice.
The man next to Brown Sugar, the one who needs notes to remember his meds, snatches
the rinds off the table and then grabs and pulls what’s left of the orange out of her hands.
He walks over to the door and tosses it all in the trash. He returns to his seat. Everyone

shuts up. Brown Sugar says damn.
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My mother drops off clothes and cigarettes for me. I’'m happier about the smokes
because no one here really wants to share. Smoke breaks are spaced out through the day.
During those times we are led outside to a huge paved area with tables, benches and
basketball hoops which stay empty and cast shadows across the concrete. Ward Four
West shares the area with us. They are a little bit crazier than my ward, Four East, but not
nuts like on Five. | sit on the ground and lean back against a light pole. A tall thin man
with curly brown hair pinches the filter of his cigarette. He talks to an older woman who
nods and says yes, Yes, yes.

He’s having a party and he wants her to come. His house is out in the country
somewhere or maybe Cordova which is a suburb but feels far away. His party will have
beer and music, lots of music and dancing. The woman nods yes, yes, yes. | want to be
invited to his party even if it’s pretend, even if he doesn’t know the right location.
Outside of this place I don’t have anyone besides my mom. Maybe Brendan but he has a
girlfriend and he only likes me because | do drugs just like he does drugs but everyone
knows how I do drugs so he keeps our friendship a secret. | had friends. Jenny and
Tiffany | met in college before | dropped out but they moved to Japan. James was my
friend until | repeatedly stood him up because | was off copping dope. Cherry is dating a
guy, an artist who rarely drinks and never does drugs except pot but that doesn’t really
count. [ try to bat my eyes at the guy with the pinched cigarette but he won’t stop looking
at the older woman with a double chin and receding hair. There will be philosophy there,
too, he says. And she says yes, yes, yes.

My last Ativan shot kicks in and the man with curly hair becomes two men with

curly hair but more like conjoined twins whose contours blur together. I look around the
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courtyard and everyone’s doubled. | close my right eye and cup my right palm over it.
With my left eye, | scan the people sitting on benches and tables. All smoking. All
folding into themselves and then unfolding again. | take off my glasses and do it again. |
switch eyes. One of the guys from my ward sees me and says and she ain’t crazy, just a

drug addict, then laughs.

It’s exercise time. We stand in the day room in our regular clothes. We always
wear our regular clothes. I’m told it isn’t so on other wards like Five, but that we are in
Four East and it’s the laid back ward. I imagine skin and bones in faded blue scrubs and
shuffling feet in slippers above our heads. A lady comes in the dayroom. She walks in
circles around the dayroom, around the tables, the stiff sofa, and the plastic chairs. She
tells us to fall in. We all follow her around the room. We walk in a circle for twenty

minutes. She says good job and then leaves the room. This was our exercise time.

Growing up, | read books like I Am the Cheese, The Catcher in the Rye, One Flew
Over the Cuckoo’s Nest, and | fell in love with the struggle of class and crazy (though
Holden was rich and disillusioned but I did not pick up on that then). I watched the old
black and white film The Snake Pit starring Olivia D’Havilland. I locked myself in my
room and pretended to be in a mental asylum undergoing psychoanalysis and electro-

shock therapy. I also read Junky and The Basketball Diaries and watched the movies with
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the same names and pretended to be a heroin addict, burned bottoms of spoons and faux
shot up with ink pens.

| call my mother to complain about the tedious conditions and to make sure she
understands that [ don’t belong here. She says, It’s like those movies and books you

loved. You should be excited.

The cafeteria looks like a school’s cafeteria. A young black man stands in front of
me in line. Every few seconds he says Carlos tried to suck my dick. Fucking bitches and
hoes.

The guy behind me says Damn, Carlos done fucked you up.

The line inches forward and | hear it again, Carlos tried to suck my dick. Fucking
bitches and hoes.

Once we get through the line. I follow him and sit across from him. He’s a pretty
man, high cheekbones, and delicate hands, light skinned with blue eyes brighter than the
sea. His hair is pulled back into tight braids.

Hi.

Hi.

What is your name?

Rayvonne.

I’'m Kitty. Short for Katherine.

He sits and eats and stares like he is somewhere deep inside himself and he
doesn’t know how to get out. If I ask a question, he answers it but offers nothing else.

How old are you?
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Twenty-three.
Me, too. Do you like it in here?
No.
Me, neither, | say.
Then we sit quietly across from each other poking at the food on the
plastic trays with our plastic forks. He drinks chocolate milk and | drink tea but really
want a coke, almost as bad as I want heroin. Rayvonne slugs back his milk and doesn’t

mention Carlos again.

Day three and I stand in line for meds and when I finally get to the window, I'm
only handed potassium and Effexor, no nurse comes out with a syringe to poke in my hip.
My 72 hours should be up. I tell the nurse | want to leave and she says it’s up to my
doctor. A doctor | have yet to see. She points to the double doors, the ones that lock and
you have to be buzzed back in. She says she’s right outside those doors in her office,
she’ll let us know when it’s time.

But I've never even met her.

The nurse shrugs. It really doesn’t matter.

My stomach is upset, | lie. I'm still sick.

You can’t have anymore Ativan she says then offers me Pepto.

*

In the dayroom, I sit on the edge of the off white sofa and keep an eye to the

hallway watching the double doors. My hands shake. My brain shakes. I’'m thinking of

ways to get out of here which is really thinking of ways to get high. People mill around
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this room. Brown Sugar sings Whitney Houston’s Greatest Love of All and the woman
who calls everyone momma holds a doll and dances. Frank roves around in his
wheelchair shouting bible verses in a deep voice. One of my roommates sleeps in her
wheelchair and the other one tells a woman I don’t know about Haldol and how it makes
her tongue stick to the roof of her mouth.

A middle aged man sits down next to me and introduces himself as Jerry. We
have polite conversation. He’s coherent. We talk about Memphis, about the weather,
about the high schools we went to. He makes jokes about the other patients and I laugh.
Then he turns his head to where no one is and says /'m not talking to you. I done told you
to hush up and let me talk. Hush up. He pauses, waits for the air to respond, and then
turns back to me. Sorry about that, he’s so rude.

*

I’m discharged the next morning without ever seeing a doctor. The front desk, the
gatekeepers of the main entrance, give me a voucher for a cab. The cab driver can only
take me to the address the hospital gave him. It’s a long drive to my mom’s. Down
Poplar, near the homeless drop in center, | see a man laid back on the grass, a forty-ounce
beer in a paper bag leans against his thigh. | want to be him. I want to let go and leave it
all behind and sleep on the grass with a forty ounce and not have to worry where my next
fix is from. Not have to worry about withdrawals or cars in impound lots and mothers
who will get cars out of impounds lots, mothers whose hearts get broken every day,
mothers who kick you out at times and you worry where you’ll sleep and if it’ll be safe. 1
once heard a man say that the first time he slept in an abandoned building that he was

scared but then eventually he got used to it, he adapted. | want to be there. All the way
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there where I don’t have to worry anymore about being me because by that point surely

the me | am now will surely be gone.

It’s nightfall and I sit in Peanut’s small apartment on her threadbare burgundy
couch. The electricity is on and the lamps shine and the TV, knobs as dials, hums images
across the screen. | drag on my cigarette and flick ash toward the tray on her cluttered
coffee table. | dip my syringe into my water glass, her glass is on the corner by her leg.
She says this is my needle, don 't set yours down, I got AIDS.

| tell Peanut after you gave me those clonidine, I got sent to MMHI.

She laughs but then says why do you keep coming back here?

And | say because | am just like you though my age and skin color make it hard

for me to believe it’s true.
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With Broken Hearts

My father drives us down old gravel roads, over the slopes of North Mississippi,
past chipped paint mailboxes with ghost numbers, and broken down homes with broke
people inside. I’'m fresh off a four day dilaudid and crack binge. He thinks he can remove
me from the horrors of Memphis and from the scorched lungs and pin pricks in my skin.
Inside the cab of his worn out truck, stink of nicotine and ash stuck to the dashboard,
Hank Williams Senior twangs out our heartache as we sing along. Me off key, voice
smooth. My father in tune, voice like the unpaved roads we roll over—such a beautiful
dream—voice like the whiskey snuck into his Coke, the can nestled next to the gear
shifts. The music makes us forget the hands of his father which bruised his mother until
he hit his old man in the head with the butt of a shotgun. Each note, each wisp of smoke,
each breath of song exhaled from our lungs, unties us from the stench of barley that
passes down our blood line like an heirloom. The wind creeps in through rolled down
windows and covers my scars, the abscess in the pit of my arms, and what | had done to
score. The country roads give way to cotton fields which give way to marshes overgrown
with broken limbs and tree tops poking out from the black water. His hunter’s eyes see
deer in every field and his hands shake on the wheel. | count electrical wires and light

posts as the truck swerves into the barely dusted night.
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Cracked Light
We will call you R, light of my life. No, that’s what my dad called me.

I
The word spoke me to your arms. Out of the car, away from the liquor store, to the coffee
shop patio. You sat with a woman as | sat down breathless, barging, and begging. You
sent her away, a frown on her face. You were thirty-three, ten years older than me. I shouted
about the drink and you guided me through the street to the bookstore, to the art section to
seduce me, to curl me away with paint and canvas into your bed. My glasses on the
nightstand. I wear only your body like it’s mine made perfectly, every seam a fit. We
stayed that way, only that way, until you left me naked between sheets and pinpoints
appeared on my arms, pin holes in my eyes.

I
My father died somewhere in the middle, right after Christmas. I didn’t visit him because
of you, because you asked to see me on Christmas. Now I can’t even remember if I saw
you on Christmas, your breath in the air in the parking lot of the meeting with cigarettes,
paper cups and drunks saying amen serenity now and your sweater was blue but everything
is blue now like my father’s body when it was found the next day, not the day after
Christmas but the day after he died, the 29" of December. You broke up with me the night
of the 28" over the phone. We talked a really long time while | stared out the window at a
big rubber ball half deflated, one size mushed down, the air all gone. I tried to move it with
my mind and thought how it’d be easier to push it away than to pull it toward me and I told

you it was a metaphor. You said | know.
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I
You had the flu and gave it to me. | told people at the meeting in midtown he gave me the
flu, like it was syphilis or tuberculosis or something permanent to wrap around me. | said
your name though it was a secret. | was a secret you had caught, tucked away, hidden from
the eyes of AA, from the sober women who judged your 3 years against my 2 weeks. |
collapsed on your couch and you ordered us take out. You pressed me down, your heat my
heat, sweating out the fever.

I
| wrote in my journal while you painted. You never painted me but took pictures of skin
exposed, little bits of me. I couldn’t breathe unless you were touching me and when your
fingers traced my hip the air burned over. Your hands folded my legs and kissed my navel.
| let you in places no one had been and no one else would ever go.

I
You stole me from your friend, Chris, who | dated for two months. He always told me
everything you said about me. | pretended to be disgusted. One night at a meeting you
followed us out to the parking lot and I wouldn’t kiss him because you were watching,
because | wanted to be kissing you.

I
| worked at Kmart, in a red smock, behind the deli, in a hair net, and you came in, smirked,
took photos, and screamed where’s my Kitty which is what my mom called me, my
grandmother called me. It was under those fluorescent lights where Chris told me he was

fired for dating me because I hadn’t been out of the treatment center, the rehab where he
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worked for very long. Dating me was against their rules, and he smiled at me in the middle
of cheap clothes and told me we must have been seen together at a meeting and he didn’t
care because he was proud to be with me. But soon after, | was hopping out of cars and
running to coffee shop patios where you sat waiting for me not even knowing | was coming
but still waiting patiently to take me home with you.

I
My dad’s body was found in his kitchen. He had been there overnight. Alone in the kitchen.
It was cold. The end of December. | knew the day before. | called and called and left
messages on his answering machine. | wonder if he heard me, if he knew | was calling, if
he knew that I loved him. I left work early on the 29™. | walked home in the rain and spoke
out loud to my dad. I asked him not to die an alcoholic death. We all thought he was abusing
pain pills but he was dying and | was too caught up with you to see it, to see me, to see
anything beyond the two of us. My stepmom who was on her way to being ex step mom
showed up looking for his wallet/pills/credit cards but my brother had pocketed/flushed
them all.

I
| sifted through the grey and spoke out loud, one foot in front of the other, daddy do not
leave me, | repeated over and over. The sky dropped water on my feet, splashed with each
step, and I didn’t have a car but was going to go to Mississippi to find my dad in his house
with his television on, resting on his lazy boy, and the cat named Annie without a tail in
his lap. Everything was going to be ok. You had dumped me the night before and | knew
he was gone. | knew | had let him die alone.

I
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My mother and my aunt came in the door. My mom let me live with her since | was staying
clean. Almost three months. | had stripped off my clothes into boxer shorts and a t-shirt.
My hair still dripped and I wouldn’t stop talking. Noise spilled out of my mouth forming
words to block out the words that were coming to stop the reality of this gray, everything
now so gray. Sounds formed more words. | needed to go to Mississippi. My Aunt said
Kitty and | shook my head no no no and she told me my father was dead. Glass broke
against wall, my body broke wall, chips of paint flecked off like dust, like a dropped bomb,
and the dog was at my feet jumping up, grabbing legs, trying to pull me down and soothe
me. There was still sound but no words from my mouth. My lungs emptied beyond
language and | called you screaming and you called me baby.
I

Before the light there was darkness
Always the darkness that pulled me to the light to you to other things I liked to do
In the needle there is a light in the dark that brings more dark that brings false light
Are you the light? The one they speak of?
Everything starts with light But that isn’t true
The word said let there be light

Exploding light of a big bang
Meditation begins with light Breathe in a soft white light
Out of the canal babies blinded by fluorescent light
The word spoke me into your arms. The word was with God in the beginning and ripped
through a woman

Are you the word that is the light and why is it so hard to keep you?
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I
Sometimes the meetings were at night with candles on the table and the overhead lights
dimmed. You beside me and no one could see. | needed to make you love me, to make
you stay, my hand over your zipper easily slid down. My hand did things to you in the dark
while people spoke miseries or triumphs in fallen states, fallen bodies. I knew we wouldn’t
last, already half in the shadows.

I
The funeral came and the funeral home filled with people from my family, people from the
meetings and you were with me thy rod and thy staff. You gave me a button that said wanna
make out in the parking lot. I clasped it on my purse, hugged my aunt and strangers, and
then it was time to see the body. You hung back away from my family. | walked down the
narrow halls with lush burgundy carpet, a color not like blood but like wine, thick wine to
cover the pain, to lessen memory. My air left and my legs ran back to where my mother
stood with my sister. I collapsed at their feet. I didn’t know how I was supposed to look at
the body, how my dad had become a body, a thing, a vessel depleted of light.

I
Then we continued. Back together again. Me unable to breathe without you. Me trying to
stay sober, working steps, calling my sponsor who called you a defect but understood what
it was like to be so consumed with another person. You were not consumed with me.

1l
My dad told me about a time he got drunk on whiskey, holding a gun. He sat alone in our
East Memphis apartment, my mom and | gone, left, run off by the stench that stayed in his

breath. The room was dark. Only a sliver coming through the window from the street lamp.
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The barrel of the gun to his head when he saw the light fall across a picture of me and so
he didn’t do it. Bullet holes in the ceiling instead of his head. He called me the light of his
life.

I
We sat in a coffee shop. | knew it was over. The false light called to me. | sat across from
you in a booth. A red stain on the edge of my cup. We didn’t talk. I wanted you to look at
me. Goddamn it, look at me, my mind screamed. You finally said something. Something
insignificant. I couldn’t think of anything but the way my body felt when you touched me.
| looked through smudged glass at birds traipsing through the grey sky. | heard inside my
head You won'’t always be like this. And this you was me and I smiled a little because I
knew it was true though I didn’t know how long it was going to take.

I
You touched me in all the right places, traced all the right lines, my breath was your breath,
you were my breath. My legs, your legs, you were my body. Heart to empty chest. The
sheets tossed and tangled around us, our valentine’s presents to each other on the floor near
the door. Then you said / can’t do this anymore. You meant be with me. You meant fuck
me. You meant love me. You broke up with me again. | wrapped the sheet around me and
grabbed my clothes off the floor and hurried into the bathroom. Bare feet on cold tile, |
shivered, my pantyhose tangled in my shaking hands.

I
I had no car. You drove me home. | stared out the window and said things that forgave you,
things that let you off the hook, lies that I hadn’t really felt anything for you at all. T felt

my light going, it took the air as it left.
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I
A woman you dated before me befriended me, decided that | was her AA project. | thought
she was going to help me but she only talked about you and insulted you. I didn’t hate you.
I still wanted you. I knew her anger meant she still felt for you. I didn’t like you being
connected to another woman, to another woman’s pain. This made mine less special. It
made me wonder if there was ever light or even a spark or was it all a trick of the eye.

I
Eve wasn’t allowed to see God in the garden. She heard of the light but never saw the
light except through man, his rib to her rib, her whole body his flesh
Then she saw the light
Before the light was darkness In the darkness were imitators of light Sometimes the
darkness shined so bright she couldn’t see it wasn’t the real light It talked to her and she
smiled
The fake light feels like the real light. Feels warm. Teases her and the garden doesn’t
seem enough anymore with its lush flowers and bees that buzz around She thinks of her
reflection
she feels pretty  she feels loved
because this way the light is inside her
Eve hears the whispers like her own voice inside her head
Eve is rolling up her sleeves
A spoon over a flame
A needle with the light inside touches her arm and slides in

She doesn’t care that the garden is falling and that God is gone and left her cursed
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Her skin glows.
It isn’t Eve, it’s me

and it isn’t God, it’s you.
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Crippled Birds

1.

He turns around, reaches out from the shower, and pulls me to him. The water runs down
his head and splashes my skin. We stand beneath the showerhead; a waterfall rinses us,
his arms around me, and my head on his chest. A pink mark swells in the pit of my arm.
We taste like heroin. | want him to steal cars for me to ride next to him and make love to
me in a cold water flat, listen to the drip of a broken pipe, next to unhinged doors as

wisps of light drift around our bodies

2.
I am 25 when | meet him in an AA meeting. | have thirty days clean coming back in after
a hard relapse. Louis sits off to the side. When called on, he speaks about pot and video
games. He asks if he can buy me a milkshake after the meeting. | say no because | have
plans with my girlfriends. Another guy in AA warns me to stay away from him, ze’s
done grand larceny. I don’t even know what that means but it sounds cool.

Two days later, in front of the whole meeting, he asks me out again. My cheeks
burn and I nod yes and quickly sit down next to him.

“So do you have a sponsor?” I ask.

“Yeah, Chris F.”

“Oh, good, he smoked a lot of pot, too. I guess that will be good for you.”

He laughs. Pot is not his problem.
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3.
“We can go anywhere,” he says. I choose somewhere close by, somewhere bland. I’'m not
sure if I like him. I choose IHOPs, where he works as a server.

We sit in a booth and his co-workers stop by to say hi, all calling him Danny. He
leans in and tells me about warrants in Memphis. “For petty things, no big deal,” he says.
Danny is his brother’s name. He has Danny’s ID. Danny lives in Florida.

He tells me his story. His father is in prison down in Florida. He has been there
since Louis was two years old. Louis isn’t a pot head stoner. He’s a down and dirty
junky. He’s traveled cross country stealing cars along the way. He loves to read Jack
Kerouac and travel around getting high. | suddenly want to go with him, anywhere, it
doesn’t matter—careen recklessly into the dark—a gravitational pull toward him. The air
is thin. His ache calls to my ache. His loneliness tugs at my own. He is broken just like
me and | want to be broken with him. | throw my hand up to motion “stop.”

“This is gonna be bad” I say. He smiles.

4,

He orders a beer. | struggle to keep my eyes focused. We sit at a table for two next to the
exit door inside the pizza café. | order a coke. He is handsome in the smog that rolls
through the air and dims the lights. Everything is soft and nothing hurts. There is a knot
in my hand. I missed the vein. I shouldn’t this be high. I was on my way to the meeting
when I saw him walking down the street. Now | am here. My head hits the table but |

don’t pass out. We laugh. He strokes my forehead. We don’t know if anyone is looking at
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us, wondering why my forehead smacked the table, wondering why this girl can’t control

her body. Nothing exists anymore except for us.

5.

He calls me at work. | am in a red smock and all my hair is tucked up inside fishnet. The
K-Mart fluorescent lights beat down on the deli counter. I lean on the wall that holds the
phone, twisting the cord with my fingers, and listen to his voice. He wants to see me

when | get off. | hang up, walk out of work, and don’t look back.

6.

We sit on rocks on the river bluff. The Mississippi rolls on, reflecting the sun up to our
faces. Children throw rocks and scream when the water splashes. Louis holds a syringe,
leans forward to hide it with his body, the needle probes a vein, blood trickles in, and he
pushes the plunger down. He hands it to me. He stands. He is tall and lean. He once
played football. He was once a marine. He blocks the wind as I hold a lighter under the
spoon. | push off. He sits back down. A strand of my hair flaps in the breeze, he catches it
and tucks it behind my ear letting his fingers linger. “You take up space,” he says. |

understand. The rattle inside. The feeling of aloneness. Emptiness. He takes up space too.

7.
We shoplift. Every day. Simulac baby formula. DVDs. A chainsaw from the corporate
hardware store. Whatever we can sell to ghetto stores, pawn shops, and the Disco Round

where the owner buys DVDs still in the plastic. We hide the stolen goods in my mom’s
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living room. We live at my mom’s while she is out of town. I wake screaming, night
terrors, panic and yell things, I don’t know what things, yelling about life, my life. The
words come out cluttered and hoarse. This is where he is supposed to become afraid of
me, and then leave me like the last one did and the one before. | am unlovable and it
wakes me up and sends electric volts through me, sears the skin, like a bad shot of coke,
like a girl who has been hurt but the memories are too hard to bear. He grabs me from
behind, puts his arms around me, pulls me to his chest and onto the bed, and says “shh,

Kitty, it’s ok.” He holds me and I cry

8.
I call my AA sponsor.

“We are going to California.”

“What’s in California?”

“We can live on the streets.”

“You read too much Kerouac.” Which was partly true, though it was Jim
Carroll’s The Basketball Diaries, when | was sixteen, that made me first want to do
drugs.

“I am happy,” I say.

“I can’t do this,” she says, “I feel like I did when Gib died.” Gib was her sponsor
who had recently died of cancer. Gina had sponsored me for the past year. | had three
months, then slipped, then four months but my dad died and I had to go do it, then thirty

days and I met Louis. “I failed you,” she says and hangs up the phone.
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9.
Somewhere in Arkansas, Louis tires and | have to drive. We have been doing dope for
weeks. The highway stretches out forever, no curves or turns, just a straight path of
asphalt with white lines. It’s late afternoon and the sun casts water shadows along our
path. My eyes want to close from lack of REM sleep and too much black tar. Signs
announce a nearby exit. | grip the wheel and widen my eyes. The exit approaches and |
let the car drift to the right and then onto the exit ramp. The ramp curves and the tires
squeal. I forget I’'m driving and just glide—it’s nice and warm in the stream. A stop sign
swims the other way and a horn echoes, a horn like when | was a child and would do my
arm up and down as my father drove us past a truck. Louis wakes up as we come to an
abrupt stop inches away from the brick wall of an old gas station.

“What the fuck?” He asks.

“I have to pee,” I say.

“You don’t get to drive anymore.” He thinks I did it on purpose. Later he says you

might decide to end it all and drive us into a brick wall.

10.

We sleep in the car next to a Toddle House in the parking lot of a truck stop. The bright
light of sun hits my face. I am slumped in the passenger’s seat, knees hitting the
dashboard. My eyes flutter open and | see the keys in the ignition. | remember a guy who
once was arrested for DUI while sleeping in his car parked in front of his own house. The
cops told him that if the keys had not been in the ignition then it would not have been a

DUI. I reach for the keys but my arms are so heavy and my eyes won’t stay open. My lids
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slide close and | dream | am a jelly packet, like the ones inside the toddle house. | am a
grape jelly packet and am being ripped open, purple oozes out. My lids go up and my arm
reaches for the keys. My fingers brush the ignition and the keys clink. Louis halfway
wakes and pushes my hand away from the ignition. I reach for the keys again, “the cops,
jelly packets” slur out of my mouth.

“Goddammit, you can’t drive,” and he pushes me away with force.

11.
There is a porch swing. In Memphis, at his cousin’s where he stayed. After the shower
before the river. A couple of days before | walk out of work. He went a week without
calling me. I drive to his cousin’s. He is on the porch. On the swing. It creeks. “Why does
it always have to be on the guy’s terms,” I ask.

“It just does,” he says.

And | remember a punk song, / want so gently to remove your mask, it’s hard

enough to find water here.

12.

Somewhere in Texas, we are out of dope. Louis steals a case of beer to compensate. We
steal everything—gas, food, a cooler and ice for the beer. | guzzle three beers to fight off
dope sickness. | become silly, talkative. I stroke his hair and rub his arm. Where is my
Louis? The man next to me looks serious. Annoyed. | sway in the seat and twists knobs

on the stereo. | pick up the notebook that sits under my seat. Louis has written where
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have you been my blue eyed son on one of the pages. “Where have you been my darling
young one,” I sing.

“I don’t want to do any of that,” he says. I sit and sulk and stare out the window.
The landscape is flat and dry. It is miles of nothing but dead armadillos.

I try again. I lean over to him and kiss his neck. “Stop it,” he says. I take off the
bracelet he stole for me and drop it in his lap. He rolls down the window, holds the
bracelet out, and let’s go. | watch it float over hard earth, sift through tumbleweeds, and
fall out of sight. Bruises on my arm swell and our dopesick bellies moan along with
coyotes at the lost sun.

“It’s a hard rains a gonna fall,” I sing.

| continue to drink.

He steers.

I ask, “Do you believe in God?”
He takes his eyes off the road, looks straight at me, and says “There is no God.”

We are all alone.

13.

I’m dopesick in Albuquerque. Ice sits in my joints and I sweat vinegar in the dry air, the
air that sits on my chest and it is hard to breathe. The beer wrecked my stomach. It’s dark
out. I am curled up in the backseat. We are parked on a street in front of houses with flat
roofs. Houses | want to call adobe, like they could all be in a Mexican villa, but sidewalks

run in front of these and the sky is blacked out by the lights of the city. Louis couldn’t
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get comfortable in the car and is now in a sleeping bag under a stranger’s porch. He
makes bird sounds to let me know he is still there.

“Louis,” I whisper out the car door and toward the house. “Louis.”

“Cuckoo,” he calls back.

“Louis, I’'m sick. I mean sick.”

“Cuckoo,” he sings again and I hear a giggle. He is a crippled bird. This is his

place in the world.

14.

| want money. | want a hotel room so | can bathe. I want heroin. | want him to love me
again. We are in Santa Fe. | wait in the car while Louis is inside a book/DVD/music
store. He comes out empty handed.

“They don’t have shopping bags like the one in Memphis,” he says.

| pop the trunk and get out of the car. | pull an oversized purse out. | walk toward
the store, looking over my shoulder I say “be there when I walk out.”

I am dirty. My shirt sticks to me and the smell, the smell of sweating out curses
and beer, surely overcomes the place. My hand sweeps over DVDs. Blockbusters,
classics. No cults, not when we will have to go to a pawn shop since we don’t know the
game here. Pawn shops sell mass market. Pawn shops want mainstream.

| step out of the store, DVDs in my bag, the alarms going off behind me, and he is

there. I slide right in the seat and we drive off. But it isn’t enough. I want to go home.
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15.
Outside of Santa Fe, Louis tells me to let him off in Denver and that | can drive the rest
of the way to California by myself. He remembers a fight that never happened. He swears
I hit someone. I don’t know what he is talking about or who I would have hit. I know
after New Mexico we will no longer be allowed to pump our own gas and it will be
harder to steal. | think of Denver and him leaving me. | want to go home. | tell him I am
going home. We decide to separate. He stops the car where the street splits off. He
stands, facing traffic, peeing. I don’t want him to leave. I don’t think I can make it back
to Memphis.

He gets back in the car and he is Louis again and says he can’t let me drive back
to Tennessee without him. So we turn around and head back. | realize | have one last
paycheck waiting on me at K Mart. We speed through the night. At sunrise, he lets me

drive for a little while so he can sleep.

16.

We spend my check in one day. My mom is back in town and we sleep in my car in a
field, pulled off the road, hidden behind trees, somewhere near the Walmart. Louis calls it
a watermelon patch but I never see a watermelon. We sit in the car, such a perfect day
whispers from the speakers—a cd he stole for me. In the light of the dashboard, his hands

are on me, his lips slide into mine. | taste his tongue, and breathe his air.

17.

We go to my mom’s house to do laundry.
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“You’re so high,” she says. And I am. My pupils like pinholes, tiny, as the iris
swims around. My voice is breathy, calm, at peace, happy—this is how my mother
knows.

She tells me | can stay if I leave him. The tears well up in her eyes as I slide the

last bit of clean laundry in my bag and hug her goodbye.

18.
He tells me to pull into the parking lot of a diner. He only wants to check something out.
I don’t know what this means. He tells me to keep the engine running. He tosses his
green tote bag over his shoulder and walks down the hill next to the diner, to the hotel
that sits at the bottom. | roll down the window and watch the cars buzz by on the freeway
to my right. I turn on the radio. People move around inside the diner, lifting forks to their
mouths, and | am jealous. | want pancakes and coffee without the worry of being chased
down in the parking lot for not paying. | see Louis. He runs up the hill. I shift into first
and swoop over to him. The door is open and he is in the car, “Go.”

| shift through the gears, heart pumps, legs like jelly smoosh the pedal, and we are
on the interstate. Louis hunches down in the floor board on the passenger’s side. “Slow
down,” he says. “Don’t speed,” he says and counts money—six hundred dollars, more
than when we steal and faster, too. I drive straight to South Memphis. To Ronnie, the
dope man. I don’t say a word. When Ronnie asks what’s wrong with me, I shrug.

We go back to our field. I squat in the tall grass trying to pee but I nod out and fall
over. Louis stands nearby trying to go and he rocks like a breeze and tilts but never falls.

We finally curl up under blankets and sleep next to the car. In the morning, as the sun
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comes up and | wake up freezing, I realize a woman will have nightmares of his face. |

never knew six am in early June could be so cold.

19.

“Three minutes,” Louis says. Three minutes is all he needs to rob a place. We are in
Mississippi just past where Memphis ends and Southaven begins. | sit in the parking lot
of the hotel adjacent to the one that Louis is walking towards.

He enters the door. He walks up to the young white woman. It’s always a young
white woman. He won’t do it if it’s not. Young white women tend to not fight and just do
as told. He slams his hand on the desk between them. “Give me the fucking money or I
will shoot you in the face.” His other hand is in the green tote bag grabbing air. There is
no gun but he has to make her believe it is there, in his hands with his finger on the
trigger. One time he messed up. He picked out a beauty supply store with a black woman
behind the counter. She screamed “Oh lord,” and ran to the back and hit the alarm. I had
to drive through a sea of blue lights and sirens screaming, the cops racing towards the
place. | realized then that it wouldn’t be do you know why | pulled you over? License and
registration please. It would be get your hands where | can see them, out of the car, down
on the ground, with a dozen guns aimed at my head.

I can’t see her. I think I can see his back but I am not sure. It’s been two minutes
and twenty-five seconds. | put the car in gear. The seconds tick as I drive out one lot and
into the next. Three minutes and | am at the exit that leads to the interstate. Louis hops in

the car and hunkers down below the dash. | drive us back to Tennessee.
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20.

We stay at the Parkway Inn. We walk from the office to our room. The sun is setting and
a breeze blows around my naked legs. | am wearing a sundress. | feel pretty. It is too big
on me now and there are cigarette burns and bloodstains in the fabric. A man leans on a
car and ask Louis how much for me.

“She’s with me man, she’s my girlfriend,” Louis says and pulls me closer to him.
| nuzzle my head into his arm and like that he said it, that he claimed me. He unlocks the
door to our room.

There is a Plexiglas mirror above the bed. I lie on my back in the bed and watch
my body distort above me. We mix cocaine with our heroin. When | move, it looks like a
smear of flesh across the warped glass. He takes off my clothes and then lays behind me,
my back to his chest. | feel his heart beat through my spine. Everything is soft here, no
edges, only slopes of skin. His, mine. He is what I have waited for my whole life.

At 5:30 am, the channel five traffic helicopter is hovering over the interstate
which is nearby. Louis thinks it is the police and that they’ve come for us. I tell him to
stop. To calm down. He grabs my keys. He says he is going to lead the cops away from
here to keep me safe.

“If they get you, you make me out to be a monster. Say I wouldn’t let you leave.
That I made you do drugs. Roll on me. Tell them every place I have robbed.” This is
what he has always told me to do if we were to ever get caught.

He drives away. There are no cops. | sit on the edge of the bed and wonder if he

will ever come back. I sit patiently. Quietly. I lie back down and try to sleep. I can’t. |
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stare at my freak show reflection looking back down at me. I’m not sure how much time

has passed when he returns.

21.
He robs a greeting card boutique. It’s more money than usual. We load up and get a room
at the Southern Sunshine Inn on Bellevue just past Parkway. The walls are concrete. We
shoot up. He wants more coke and I want more heroin. I give him what’s left of my coke
for what’s left of his heroin. It’s a fair trade.

| sit on the toilet in a black t-shirt and my panties are around my ankles. Heroin
makes it hard to pee. | sometimes sit for an hour and only a small drop trickles out. | nod
in and out which makes it even harder. Louis pulls up a chair and watches me. I’m not
sure what is going on. I am hoping he wants to be kinky, or something intimate. | dream
of his hands on me. In my nods, he runs fingers down my naked skin but in reality, it’s
been a minute and | need to remember what he feels like, what he feels like with me.

“Where’s the coke?”” He asks.

“I gave you all my coke.”

“No,” he says.

“Yeah,” I say. “We traded.”

“Take off your shirt.”

| stand up, my legs caught in my underwear, and | grab the hem of my t-shirt and
pull it over my head. He smiles a little. I think maybe he is playing. I stand in my bra
waiting for him to reach out and pull me to him. The hum of heroin pulses in my skin and

I wait for him to touch me. “Take it off,” he says. He means my bra. He’s still smiling. I
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reach around back to undo the strap and he yells “off, off, off, off,” over and over. My
fingers shake and I can’t work the snaps. I yank my bra up over my head and fling it to
the ground. “Let me see,” he says. I raise my breasts up with my hands so he can see
beneath them to make sure there isn’t a piece of paper with coke in it, pressed between
breast and chest.

“There is nothing there,” I yell. I run out of the bathroom, ankles tangle up, and I
fall to the floor. Naked, exposed, tears. He throws a blanket hard at my head. I pull it
around my body, my body that I now don’t want him to see.

“What did I do,” he asks.

“What?” I look at him and he’s backed away and stands in the doorway by the
toilet. His face is soft and his eyes are lost.

“What did I do to you?”

“It’s ok. You weren’t Louis. It wasn’t you.” I stand and walk over to comfort him.
It’s not me here either. I don’t know who we are but the AA meeting is far away and [
don’t know how to get back to the river.

‘What do you mean I wasn’t Louis? Who was 1t? Where was |,” and he runs out

the door.

He returns later with more drugs. We do them. | feel my mind leave. It floats

through the skull and rises out the skin. | see it leaving me. | watch it go and there is

nothing | can do.
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22.
I am on the bed. Louis’s belt is around my leg. He holds the syringe that sticks in a vein
just below my knee. My arms are raw. My arms are a bruise with flecks of skin here or
there. He pulls the needle out and tightens the belt. “What was that,” he says, like he
heard something. “I don’t know,” I say. He thumps my leg. He thumps the needle and
slides it back into the vein. Blood trickles down my leg. Blood trickles on the sheets. He
moves the needle around, deeper, and then shallow. The red seeps in and he pushes the
plunger down. | close my eyes. | am not there, | am somewhere else. Somewhere in the
dark, in the warmth, it’s always summer here, and I let it fill my lungs, and drown me.
My eyes stay closed for a while. There is no time. No space. | blink and I want to fix
again, do another shot.

| poke holes in my arms again. It hurts. Blood clogs the needle and | squirt it all
into the spoon and set a flame to the blood to un-coagulate it. I suck it back up again. |
am not going to waste dope. Then we are on the bed again, his belt around my calf. It’s

not as good this far away from the heart.

23.
Louis digs through the trash.

I nod out in the bed, under the covers, like I am sleeping, but my body no longer
does that. “What are you doing,” the words tumble out.

“Looking for my weed.”

“What?” He hasn’t smoked pot in days. Not since the last hotel.

“My pot. I know I have some.”
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He digs around for a little bit longer and then he gets in the bed. “I’'m sorry you
lost your weed and couldn’t have your pot moment.” I try to be nice in my near coma. [
try to form words that make sense. The room is dense and drips all over the place. I'm
here, Louis, somewhere over here. | will give anything to feel him again. | wish | knew
what day it is.

“What did you say?”” He sounds angry.

“I'm sorry,” I say. I am stuck to the bed, my head is stuck and my eyes won’t
open.

“Fuck you, Kitty.”

This shoots through dope and raises me up. He paces the room. He yells.

“What is happening,” I ask.

“Sorry you lost your wee wee and couldn’t have your hot moment.”

“Louis, I didn’t say that.” I hold in laughter. I hold in fear.

He runs around the room and I sit on the bed. He makes no sense and all the drugs
are gone. All the money is gone. He charges toward me and I jump up on the bed and
reach for the lamp but it’s glued to the nightstand. I scream, “Don’t you fucking hit me.”

He doesn’t hit me. He doesn’t touch me at all.

24,

We drive around in my car. | keep waiting for him to drive us to a place to rob. But
instead he says he is going to go stay with his Aunt until he can get into treatment and
that I should call my mother.

“I wish you the very best,” I say.
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“Thank you, Kitty, I appreciate that.”

“What? I don’t fucking mean it.” I sound like a demon.

“Woah, you fooled me,” he laughs.

“You can’t leave me. I’'m gonna call Ronnie and say I’'m ready. I’ll be a
prostitute.”

“That’s on you. I'm telling you to call your mother. I'm telling you to get help. I
can’t do this. I can’t keep you safe anymore.”

| scream and kick the dashboard. I plead. | whisper sweetness. | beg, please don'’t

leave me.

25.

Two months later, | sit in a small room at a square table with two chairs, each on opposite
sides. There are more tables and chairs just like this one. | am clean and living in the
single women’s lodge at the Salvation Army. I have a job at Perkins Family Restaurant. |
am about to move into my own apartment. | am visiting Louis in Mason, TN at the
Federal holding facility. While I did twenty-two days in a state run rehab, he robbed five
banks. My legs shake. I wonder if I look pretty.

After | leave, we will write letters while | stay clean and date other men, sober
men. We will fight through letters. He will write, every great binge grinds and burns
itself out and so two have we. | will promise to wait on him. | write about us getting
married and having kids and living a boring life. He will be moved to Michigan and then
Louisiana and I will “google” map it and promise to come see him but when he gets out,

it will have been a couple of years since | have written. We will talk on the phone. I will
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feel the pull and hear the hurt in his voice that | abandoned him but we will not see each
other. This moment, in Mason, is the last time.

He walks through the doors dressed in what resembles beige scrubs. He looks
handsome. He towers. He picks me up and spins me around and kisses me, the way | like
him to, the way I need him to, the way my body called out to him all those nights, and he

finally answers with this kiss.
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When god is a man inside my mouth
| prefer to steal—Dbetter than a stranger touching my body. If you look up first thief in the

Bible you’ll find Eve—she stole fruit that belonged to God while she belonged to Adam

A thief is better than a whore
but sometimes my body becomes property
| give myself over to men
a back room
Echols street
Memphis
Missy and I sit on the floor  two young women  bruises over arms men call her
Baywatch after the TV show because she is pretty with blond hair She’s not voluptuous
like Pam Anderson She’s under 100 pounds skin like glass but doesn’t break
not even when the cocaine
makes her seize a pain between her legs a memory of motion
a crackhouse chipped walls that no one can see through
women in the corners with parts

of men in their mouths.

When I was little | believed | was the prettiest girl in the whole wide world
My daddy told me so He sang it to me
Daddy’s baby, daddy’s girl

Prettiest one in the whole wide world
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Firecracker tells me to take off my shoe

a piece of crack has fallen in it but hasn’t fallen in it just like snags in carpet

naked women smoking lint

Her fingers dig in skin and fake leather smoke stinks like turpentine

Uncle Jesse (he isn’t my uncle) old man with pot belly and Firecracker sucks his dick
right in front of me

right after me

Rahab—insolence, pride. Or rahab-N, the god has opened/widened the womb A
woman

with an elastic womb for seed

for cock

for men not babies to fit inside

The harlot of Jericho called by God and redeemed by God She hung a red rope out of
her window

Red Light

The blood of Christ

She’s listed in Matthew as an ancestor of Jesus

Does this mean Jesus loves me?

50



When 1 left the treatment center with the young blond woman. The counselors begged her
not to go. Told her I was a real junky. Told her I could be dead inside some shooting
gallery in less than a week. She and I left on foot. Mexican men bought her and took her
to a hotel. I refused to go, still in denial of what | had become so | walked around the
slums next to downtown near St Patrick’s Cathedral. An old short man followed me
around. | snuck looks over my shoulder. He's protecting you another man said and
offered me a hit but a hit is never free. My angel hung his head, walked away, and then I

was on my back looking up into trees, blinded by eyes that blacked out the stars.

Rahab, harlot of Jericho.
The whore of Babylon—did she have a name?
The hooker who washed Jesus’ feet. The one often confused with Mary Magdalene but

Mary suffered from demons not dicks.

What does a prostitute look like?
Dolly Parton, all glitz and feathers in the Best Little Whorehouse in Texas
whore with a voice of an angel.
Or
a classic Catherine Deneuve in Belle de Jour in silk and lace and loving a man with silver

teeth, slick and cool. A handsome man. But the men in the dark houses were not like him.

Or
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when | was nineteen and drove in circles on the 1-40 loop around Memphis. Dead and
Gone, my favorite punk band, cranked over my speakers You 'll never get out of this town,
you'll never get out. | saw a woman waving down cars, holding her arm like it was
broken. | stopped for her. She got in. Some man had broken her arm at the Rainbow Inn,
a place with rooms by the hour. She didn’t want to go to the hospital. Her white shirt
swallowed her skinny body and her blue jeans soured by sweat. She said the word rape.
She said the police said a gal like me couldn’t be raped. She held her right arm crooked
in pain. | took her to Brooks Road. To the road near the airport where women walk
around and sell themselves for cheap, for money, for crack. To the place she knew.
Once there was a storm.
The Star Motel crumbled in on itself
All the hookers and their tricks escaped
the crushed hourly rooms
and all lined the parking lot not sure what to do
It wasn’t a tornado but a wind storm winds topping a 100 miles per hour
The city nicknamed it Hurricane Elvis
The Christians believed it was God’s wrath

that He smote the hourly motels that day.

Or
Is it me? When the man bent me over and said don 't tell anyone about this
The house on Holmes the driveway curves

to the back behind the house
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hidden

the wind blows

and leaves sweep

the concrete red leaves brown
ones that crunch

under my feet | said | wanted to go but once paid for there are no returns.
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Getting Sober

--2001 (I think)

Twenty-two years old and in a treatment center. The other women are older and rougher.
They chain smoke and some have lost teeth. The rehab is a house, an old Victorian in
Midtown Memphis on Vinton Street. A five-minute walk from the hole, which is a
clearing between houses and run down apartments on Sevier Street off of Greenwood.
This is where the dope man meets me. | try to not to think of the dope man. His name is
Ronnie and I think we are friends. He is a middle aged black man with braids. He wants
all the young junkies to like him, to see him as a person and not just a dealer.

The counselor says that | am in the romance phase. The beginning phase where
you are in love with your drug of choice. She is right. I am in love with heroin and not
just heroin, but the needle, the whole ritual. I miss the feel of a tourniquet—seat belt scarf
telephone cord shoelace belt— around my around arm, the thump of a finger across a
vein. The water from the needle plunging into the spoon—bottom of coke can bottle cap
anything metal—stirring, then the flame underneath. A small rolled up piece of cotton
and dip the needle in. Blood dripping down the crevice of my arm. Then the feeling, god
what a feeling, the explosion across my back, the taste in the back of throat, but then all
the pain, every ache, every bad memory is gone. Life doesn’t hurt anymore. I’m in love
with it all. I read Burroughs and Huncke and all the junky writers. I loved Neal Cassidy
the most. The real life Dean Moriarty in On the Road. He and Allen Ginsberg were
lovers. | want to be all of them. Live freely. Wildly. Fuck the world. The women with

teeth gone look at me with sad eyes. They try to tell me how the freedom is a lie.
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In group the women talk about turning tricks. They tell outrageous stories of
running out of motel rooms with wallets in their hands and a pants-less man chasing
them. Or of showering in rain puddles because where they live, the water is off. Or of
the men who took their teeth with a back hand across the jaw. But they don’t talk about
heroin or crack or whatever their drug of choice is.

After a week I leave. I walk to the hole. I can’t handle being caged in with a

bunch of old women.

--2003 (I know because in order to not violate my probation, | went to rehab)
I'sit in the lobby of Memphis Recovery Centers. It’s nicer than the last. I’ve been to
treatment a few times (all state funded), always leaving after a week. This is the nicest
one so far. It is long term, six months to a year. The sign on the wall in the foyer says,
Rest here. | want to rest. My body hurts and is slightly yellowed. The dopesick is coming
and I will sweat and smell like garlic and death even though I will shower twice a day.
My counselor is a black man. He calls me his racist client because | am afraid of
black men. He says it lovingly, teasingly. He knows something was done to me by a
black man. Something awful. Something [ am not ready to talk about. But he still doesn’t
let me off the hook for believing all black men. But I know not all black men because |
like him. Andrew is his name. He has eleven years clean from heroin and all substances
including alcohol. He calls me “Kather-ren.” The staff won’t let me go by Kitty which is
what my mother calls me, my grandma calls me, because they insist it is my street name.

Andrew agrees it is ridiculous but still he follows the rules and calls me Katherine in his
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own way. He talks about the ritual. The smell of dope cooking. The blood rushing into
the syringe. I believe he knows what it’s like to be me. I trust him completely.

He tells me to write my autobiography. He doesn’t know that I love writing and is
a bit taken back when I hand him over twenty hand written pages starting at the date of
birth. I explain the complex nature of my family. My sister is from my mom’s first
marriage and is five years older than me. My brothers are both from my dad’s first
marriage. Bob is sixteen years older and Joey is fourteen years older. Bob is dead now.
From AIDS. That’s in there too. The woman who picked on me, whose girls my dad
coached in softball. She would say, “hey little orphan girl.” I haven’t even gotten to my
drug addiction yet. Andrew says, “Katherine. I didn’t say to write me a book.”

“You said autobiography. Autobiography is your life story,” I say.

“You’re writing me a book. All the other ladies wrote a page.”

“I’m a writer, “I say.

“Yes, you are. Now go finish it but don’t write me a book, Katherine.”

| do well and move up phases and am granted more freedom. After three months,
| get day passes. But I use them to go meet the young man from the men’s ward who also
has day passes. He isn’t cute but it doesn’t matter. We meet downtown and take the
trolley around the riverside loop. We jump off near Channel three drive. We walk
through the woods and down to a clearing next to the Mississippi River. I fuck him.

The guilt of breaking rules gets to me. I can’t look Andrew in the eye. The staff
decides to move me back a phase and revoke my day passes. A female staff member
comes into my room, the room with six beds where all the crackhead women sleep. I’'m

the only junky here. She tells me I have to pee in a cup. | start pulling the few clothes |
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have out of drawers and throwing them into my little duffel bag. She goes and gets
Andrew.

In his office I see the pain on his face. I won’t listen to him and he knows it. He
knows if I won’t listen to him then I’'m not listening to anyone. That I am gone and he
can’t stop me. I don’t think I’m going to use. I just can’t stay there anymore, cooped up,

trapped, chained to so many rules.

--2004 (after the cross country crime spree. This is July)

I am inside New Directions. Ten toes down, stuck in Orange Mound, looking for
affection at New Directions, the clients and staff chant at group. | am the only white
person and once again | am racist but Andrew is not here to call me out on it. | call my
mom and a woman, Gina, who sponsored me in AA for the very brief time | went, and
whine about this place being ghetto. My mother doesn’t respond. Gina laughs and says,
“You should feel at home. The ghetto was good enough for you when you needed to
cop.”

| have left Louis, or rather he left me, and I had no choice but to come here. |
couldn’t stay out there alone. Even my dope man urged me to go to rehab. All my dresses
too big. All with holes and blood stains. My bra a rag barely stitched together. My arms a
bruise of collapsed veins. Louis had robbed stores while I drove the getaway car. | write
letters to him daily. Letters where | confess my love but | never send them. Letters like
the ones I will write him when | get out and he is in prison.

| share a room with a little old black woman, Joanne. She is maybe five feet tall.

She is in her mid-sixties. Her son has put her here. She smokes crack and really loves it.
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She doesn’t understand what the problem is. A man in her neighborhood who she likes
brings it over and it makes her feel young again. It helps her clean the house. But she
spends all her money on it. Then she gives away her pussy for it. My mouth drops open
when she says that. But [ mean really, we all do. All women with a bad addiction do. It’s
hard not to when your body is something that can be bought and sold.

Joanne and | count the minutes until we get to go out back to the courtyard. I want
to chain smoke and she wants to feel the sun on her face and watch the young men play
basketball. She says that Ray makes eyes at me. And he does. We write poems back and
forth to each other. Ray slips me the folded up paper in the line at lunch and I slide it
back to him in the line at dinner time. These aren’t love poems. We both love poetry and
need a little poetry inside these walls with us. Eventually our counselor finds out and we
are able to pass the poetry openly. But at the end of each week, we have to share our
poems to the group.

This treatment is only 21 days. | make it the full days. On the day | get out, Louis,
the man | wrote love letters to, is all over the news. He is wanted for bank robbery. By

night fall, he is arrested. I go to live in a homeless shelter.

-2005

| stay sober 8 months. 8 months to the day. But there is a man named Mark. He is
tall and thin with green eyes that sparkle like algae in the sea. In these 8 months | have
moved out of a homeless shelter and into my own apartment. | have a job waiting tables
and my best friends, Heather and Genevieve, work there too. But | want Mark. Even

though his sobriety is precarious. I don’t care because he is odd looking but still
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handsome. And tall. I like tall. We have nothing in common but his eyes make him look
deep so | believe he is deep though he never gives indication of it. | move him into my
apartment. | let him use my car. He never comes back on time. One night the police call
me to verify that he has permission to use my car. | beg them to let him go and to not
impound my car. He arrives home but still I don’t kick him out. He makes love
beautifully, slowly, touching all the right places inside and out, and this | confuse with
love. He fixes his old truck and goes missing in it from time to time. Then it breaks
down. I pick him up and bring him home. He kisses me goodnight and | got to bed. At
3:00 am I wake up and the 12 dollars cash | had is gone. My last pack of cigarettes is
gone. | run to the door and fling it open looking for his truck. It takes a minute for it to
register but then I remember his truck is broken down on Madison. My car is gone.

A day passes. Two days. Three. I can’t report it stolen because I know him. I have
to send a certified letter to his last known address (I use his parents’) and receive
confirmation that it was delivered, I can then go downtown and report it stolen. I don’t
really understand the rationale behind it but I do it. Two weeks later, the warrant for his
arrest is finally issued. I wait. Still no car. | take the bus and hitch rides with Heather. A
girl named Sandy is newly sober and needs a place to stay. I don’t know her but there is
something attracting me to her. I tell her she can stay with me. Plus she has a car.

Then I wake up on March first. | have exactly 8 months sober. Longest | have had
since before | started using. And | feel it. The rattle. The state of abandonment. The howl
inside me. It rushes up causing me to shake. I know I should pray and then go to a
meeting. Sandy is on the couch. I now know what I sensed from her. Why | let her stay. |

feel wild and set loose. | go to the bathroom and decide to get ready to go to a noon
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meeting. | think that | should drop to my knees and pray to God, this higher power we
talk about in meetings. Instead I look up at the ceiling and say “Fuck you.” I come out of
the bathroom and tell Sandy, “It’s time to go cop.” She doesn’t argue. She grabs her keys.
She has been waiting.

Within an hour I am high. So high. Sandy barely feels it but I tell her it was my
money. If she wants to be fucked up then she can get some money. I’'m so high. The skin
itches. Nose itches. | have to vomit. But | keep crying. | can feel it all. The car gone. The
betrayal. I say aloud, “8 months.” I call the dealer, Ronnie, again and we go get more and
more and more until around 1 am, he cuts me off.

In the morning, my eyes open to terror. | get ready for work. Before | walk out the
door I tell Sandy to be gone before I get home. She says, “But we don’t have to get high.”

I'say, “I have to get high. Go save yourself.” Because I know me. The things I do
for dope. Sandy hasn’t done those things yet but she will. I don’t want to be the one who
gets her started.

I go into work. Genevieve watches me, she knows something is off. I finally show
her my arm. The fresh bruise and tiny little hole still open. She cries and throws her arms
around me. I don’t think I will stay sober. I think it is all over.

After work, Sandy and her car are gone. | sit on my couch and sit on my hands. |
don’t want to call sober people because | am afraid I will call Ronnie instead. My mind
tells me to call Ronnie. That he is so close that he would deliver. I sit on my hands, my
fingers falling asleep. Heather and Genevieve start calling. I don’t answer. I think that if

they love me then they will just come over. Thirty minutes later they are banging on my
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door. I let them in. I show them the spoon and the syringes in my closet. Heather takes it
all outside. She smashes the syringes and throws it all in the dumpster.

I don’t believe I will stay sober. Every day I plan to call Ronnie. Every day I
somehow fall asleep at night without calling Ronnie. I don’t talk much anymore. I go
through the motions. Work. Meeting. Home. Bed. This is my life. Heroin let me down.
Maybe if | try it again, it will work. Maybe this time it will get to the rattle. Calm it.
Soothe me. I'm going to call Ronnie. But I don’t.

Then it’s early April, one of the last of the cool days. I’'m a month clean, again. |
walk to the corner store to get a candy bar and a coke. The wind is blowing. My hair
whips around. Green leaves bloom on the trees. | step over cracks in the sidewalk as the

clouds move around the sun. I suddenly realize that | am free.
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II. The Dead

Time crosses over. Lapses together. Different periods of my life entwining. This is my
song of mourning.
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Splashes of Light

In the hospital, there’s a parasite in Bob’s head. It worms around tissue and bites
little holes. Four point restraints hold him to the bed. His legs kick but the straps over his
ankles keep him from running away.

He thinks he’s somewhere else.

He thinks he’s on LSD and dancing through the streets of Mardi Gras.

It’s almost Fat Tuesday. His heart has transported him to where he wants to be.
His body shakes, his thin skin stretches over bones. Sounds mutter out of his dry lips. Our
dad holds his hand and whispers to him. | linger by the door. I, too, shake. I, too, want to

run away.

I’m fourteen years old. This is 1992. There’s no cure for AIDS, no medicine that
works. He has toxoplasmosis. More than likely he got the parasite from petting a cat. |
cannot get it. My immune system is not compromised.

*

Toxoplasmosis--a parasitic disease caused by the protozoan Toxoplasma gondii.
The parasite infects most genera of warm-blooded animals, including humans, but the
primary host is the felid (cat) family. [remember Tommy in the film version of
Trainspotting? The curly haired one? The nice one. The one who got AIDS. The one who
died from a worm in his brain, a worm from the kitten he had to replace the girl who
broke his heart. But Bob never had a cat, or I think his roommate did, or maybe, I don’t

remember.]
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Short hair, white long sleeve shirt, holes-in-the-knee jeans, leaning on a brown
late model car, late for back then. Is this real? | think so. The time he picked me up from
school when dad was in the drunk tank, his watch stolen, gone, said cops took it. Bob
waited, parked next to the curb in front of my junior high school.

| want to remember my brother.

The feelings of love.

Tiny snippets here and there. A flash of him with long curly

hair. Pressed ROTC uniform.

It’s a photograph. I wasn’t there.

Or maybe,

it was when I faked sick. And Mom made him take me to my grandmother’s. The
inside of his car, dusty, traces of the sun spilled through the windows. The arm rest with
upholstery missing and tiny scissors with feathers rested in the handle. He drives. Arm
extended, one hand on the wheel, the other by the window, flicking the ash off a
cigarette. His head slightly pivots and he says something to me. The audio’s blurred.
Voices under water. Memories I can’t remember.

Or, 1 am on the back of a motorcycle, in a blue sweatshirt wearing a helmet on my
small head. But this is my sister. She told me this story. Eventually there are fish in a

bathtub but I wasn’t there. I’'m to0 young to have these memories.

Memory
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1. The faculty by which the mind stores and remembers information.
-- the mind regarded as a store of things remembered.
She’s losing his memory
2. Something remembered from the past; a recollection
--the remembering or recollection of a dead person
Happy memories of his young days

[a parasite in his memory, eating holes in mine.]

Bob tears his esophagus. He vomits blood all over Café Roux where he works as a
waiter. My dad tells me this. I don’t know what caused this to happen. I don’t know he
has AIDS, not yet. I think it’s strange that his esophagus would tear and I worry that mine
will, too, without warning. | feel sorry for Bob with his weak sphincter.

I now wonder if he worried about the blood.

Did he try to clean it up on his own and panicked if anyone came near it?

Or did he have to come clean and tell everyone that he had AIDS?

Or did he keep it a secret and watched as a coworker wiped up the blood?

My mom would have poured a bucket of bleach over the blood, a whole bucket
for a tiny drop. Bob had his own glasses to drink from at our house, Mom made sure of it.

*

Toxoplasma gondii may cause an infection known as encephalitis.
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Encephalitis— an infection of the brain which can lead to coma and death. The
first signs will be severe headaches that won’t go away, fever, fits, confusion and perhaps
difficulty in seeing, walking or talking. Dizziness and vomiting can also occur.

[Bob told me that the fever wasn’t so bad, it had him dancing down Bourbon Street.]

| dance in the den to Poison’s album Look What the Cat Dragged In. | am spastic.
My arms out as | spin. | jJump around and then bend forward and swirl my brown hair
around Metallica style. | am ten years old. This is the house in Frayser, the poor suburb of
Memphis. Yet, it’s a big house. The den is off the kitchen but separate from the rest. The
tiles are green and off-white. My feet leap from one square to the next. This is where |
dance. This is where | get into the groove. | notice the door is slightly open and Bob
peeks in. I stop. Tim is with him. Over Bret Michaels, | hear Bob say, she is growing up.
She really needs a bra. And | am terribly embarrassed that he noticed my boobs. | am
only ten, but yes, they are there, and growing larger every day.

I run to the bathroom and barge in on my older sister, Lanie. She is brushing her
teeth. I jerk my shirt off and twist the white bra around me and fasten and then twist it
again to bring the cups around to the right side but I can’t get it on. I'm all tangled and
panicked. Lanie stops and says what are you doing? And | whine but it’s incoherent but

she somehow understands and helps me get the bra on.

There are three stages of memory.
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Encoding— the present, before it becomes past, is changed into images, sounds, or
meanings in order to be stored for later.

Storage—tucked away in the mind.

Retrieval—untucking it, or recalling.

Some come in clearly but most drift in and out, distorted faces, a smear of orange and
pink. Sometimes there is only a feeling.

Like when | woke up screaming. Five years old and in a hospital room. My tonsils
had been taken out and the raw feel of my throat made me scream. My brother was in the
room. | can’t see it. Yet, I know he was there. | know he spoke to me, calmly, sweetly. |
feel his tenderness when I remember this moment yet I can’t recall the images other than
fluorescent lights, a door ajar, and me in a hospital bed with my mouth wide open
howling. I see this as someone else in the room and not from my own point of view. The
pain in the throat and then softness, a soothing light. I know Bob said something to me,

offered me ice cream, something to make my cries stop. But I don’t see it.

[A.D.—There is another stage beyond encoding, storage, and retrieval. Call it action. Call
it resurrection—
| went out looking for him.]

Electric lights throb in a broken rhythm to the sound of the Eighties humming out
of the jukebox. Smoke rolls through fishnets past stiletto heels. | sway to alcohol and the
sound of gay men. | am twenty-one years old. BJ is in front of me wearing a black

cowboy hat, vest and chaps, decked out like a leather clad villain in an urban western. He
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sniffs and says, Bob Moore. There is white residue under his nose. | hope he shares.
David looks like a yuppie in his blue golf shirt and khakis, tears stream down his face and
he says it, too, Bob Moore. | have found people who knew my brother.

JWAGS is notorious in Memphis, notorious for drugs, fights, and after hours
drinking. Most straight kids who frequent this bar are looking for drugs. Straight guys
give out blow jobs in the bathroom to get their quick fix of cocaine. | want alcohol and
drugs but I can go to plenty of other bars or the streets for my addiction. I am looking for
someone, anyone, who knew my brother. I’m there quite often and I chat up all the men
that look like they may be the age Bob would be if he were alive. | always say his name
to these strangers, no segue. | walk right up with my black short hair and smeared
eyeliner wearing some tattered dress that I think is punk and I say, did you know Bob

Moore?

Eleven years old.

New Kids on the Block posters on the Wall.

The two Coreys.

The Monster Squad.

The Lost Boys.
This is long before Buffy. Before I needed a superhero, but that isn’t true.
This is the time of Madonna, of female sexual autonomy and gay rights. | play

CDs and | wonder. | think of things | am not supposed to know about things Madonna
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has revealed to me. I’'m sure Bob is gay. He always brings his roommate over. His
roommate is Tim. He’s tall and thin like Bob and nice looking but not quite as handsome.
He also brings Tim over on Christmas morning, around three or four am. He’s
definitely drunk or high or a little of both but I didn’t know that then. I think it’s a treat, a
nice surprise, almost better than my parents pretending there’s a Santa Claus. He bangs
on the door and we all get up. He gives us our gifts. Mine is a sweatshirt that looks like it
has a button down shirt underneath it but it is one layer made to look like two. The
bottom part of the faux button down hangs below the sweatshirt hem like a short dress.
Bob says, the sales girls tried to sell me the bottoms that matched but I told her my little

sister thinks she’s Madonna.

We are in the kitchen. Our parents are at work. | plead for him not to take to me to
my grandmother’s. He reaches for the phone mounted on the wall behind him. | sit on the
floor and play with our little dog Spot. He isn’t spotted. Bob leans back on the table, or
maybe he leans on the frame of the doorway that leads to the laundry room. This room
will be important later. There will be purple and tears. Bob calls my mom. Yes, my mom.
We have different moms. He is from my dad’s first marriage. We are sixteen years apart
in age. When | tell people this, they seem to think it lessens the story, a half-brother not a
real brother. | was born into this. He is my brother. It is all | have ever known.

He tries his best to convince my mom that | am truly sick and do not need the
agitation of my grandmother, Mimi. My mother, knowing that | am faking because | hate

school, insists that | need the care of my grandmother. It is a punishment for leaving
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school early. Junior High is the worst. No one talks to me. Bob hangs up the phone. He
has to take me to Mimi’s. Mimi likes to talk about sex which later in my life is quite
amusing, but not so as a 12-year-old. Mimi is also a bit racist, the bigotry of her time still
lingers. Bob smiles and says, when she starts talking crazy just say—Mimi, | am dogging

the whole football team and my favorite is the one who is as black as the ace of spades.

My obsession is not limited to gay bars.

At restaurants, if the server is an older gay man, I’ll ask him, too.

A server at a family restaurant knew him. All I got out of him was | remember
Bob moving to Queens with Icky Vicki and he was mugged on the subway. I don’t know if
he means Bob was mugged or if it was Vick. Before | could ask, he scurried off to refill
waters and deliver hash browns. | remember Bob moving to New York, | remember him
coming home. Icky Vicki was maybe Vick. He had a little brown dog, no, Bob had the
dogs-Petey and Abby and another one whose name I can’t recall. In those last days, Vick
cooked dinner for everyone. Vick held Bob’s hand on his deathbed. Iam not sure of that

either. But Vick was there when he died.

Inside JIWAGS, David hugs me and tells me how much he loved my brother. BJ

laughs and says Damn girl, I thought you were just here for the coke.
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1. Toxoplasma gondii. (tok'se-plaz'ma gon'de-T') is an obligate, intracellular,
parasitic protozoan that causes the disease toxoplasmosis.

Obligate—capable of functioning only in a particular condition or by assuming a
particular behavior.

Intracellular—occurring or being situated inside a cell.

Parasitic— Pertaining to, of the nature of or caused by a parasite. Term that
describes organisms living in or on other organisms from which food is obtained.

Protozoan— belonging to a group characterized for being single-celled, mostly
motile and heterotrophic.

Heterotrophic—~Pertaining to the utilization of organic compounds as source of
carbon.
Those are the definitions.
I’m not sure what any of it means.
Obligate Intracellular Parasitic [Killer]
Protozoan Heterotrophic  rhymes with homophobic [end rhyme]
Hetero homo.... normative

As a child Bob played football. He and Joey, they were close in age.

| have another brother named Joey. Bob gave him a Madonna CD. Being an eleven-year-
old girl in 1989, | listened to it. Inside the CD case was a small insert. The Facts about
AIDS. The way it is and isn’t transmitted. Maybe it was part of the Madonna CD or
maybe it was Bob communicating to Joey, but this was when | knew. | knew he had

AIDS.
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Dad is in jail for public intoxication or maybe it was DUI. Either way he is stuck
in the drunk tank to dry out. Bob and I pick up Jeff, his best friend. Jeff lives off of
Madison in a rickety guest house. There is graffiti on a nearby wall. Bob and Jeff read it
aloud. Die Fag. Suck a Cock Fag. This is Gay. They both chuckle at the last one. Bob
drives us to the impound lot to retrieve our dad’s car. We pass a billboard of New Kids
on the Block. I went to their concert a year earlier. Our dad was drunk when he picked
me up. My friend’s dad was on time and offered to take me home. I refused and waited
alone in front of the Mid-South Coliseum. The parking lot almost empty. The security
guard made his way toward me when my dad pulled up. We swerved the whole way
home. [Sometimes memories overlap and fold into each other]

Bob told me to call him if that happened again. But now | am over NKOTB. Bob says,

look, it’s your favorite. And | say, I don’t like them anymore, they re a bunch of fags.

When | am five, I answer the phone. It’s Bob. He wants to talk to Dad but Dad
refuses his call. [ am confused. I don’t know why anyone would refuse a call from Bob.
Mom gets on the phone. A month later Dad is talking to him again and everyone pretends

that nothing has happened.

| follow David and BJ into the restroom. BJ sits on the toilet and pulls out a bag

filled with white powder. He passes it to me. Sweat rolls down David’s face mixing with
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his tears. He leans forward over the sink and examines his pores in the mirror. The light
tries hard to shine, flicking a dim glow. I lean against the wall behind David. It’s hot and
stinks of sex and shit in this tiny bathroom. BJ snorts. | want stories about Bob. | want
them to tell me that they remember Bob talking about me. A familiar taste drips down my
throat and euphoria washes over me. I can hear Pat Benetar’s Invincible coming from the
bar. | close my eyes and listen to the rapid beat of my heart.
*

My mother comes home and she is wearing her purple silk shirt. Our little dog
Spot circles around the room. | am twelve years old and think | am fat because |
developed boobs and hips while the other girls are still flat and narrow. My mom is tall
and slim. She was a flight attendant in the Sixties. A type of beauty | will never quite live
up to. Her purse is in her hand and then she sets it down on the stovetop. She squats and
pets the dog. Then | say, I have something I want to ask you but I don’t want you to get
mad at me. [This seems strange now. Worrying she would get mad at me. Back then we
were Southern Baptist. But we weren’t conservative. My dad was a Democrat and very
much a lower middle working class man. My dad was also unemployed, drunk, and in jail
at this moment.]
The doorframe is behind her, she stands perfectly centered. The kitchen table is to her
right and beyond it is the big window that reveals our big backyard that slopes down to
the woods. Most of my childhood homes back up to the woods. She says, ok.

| ask, Is Bob gay?

And she says, I don’t want to tell you with all that is going on.

And I cry and say, and he has AIDS
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She nods. She puts her arms around me. The shoulder of her purple silk shirt is

slick with my tears and snot.

Protozoa. Parasite. Splashes of light on an MRI. The brain. The most complex organ.
The brain is how we feel
or how we perceive to feel,
how we remember, how | am able to remember,
if we are brain dead, we are dead.
If I think, therefore | am.
Descartes thought the brain held the soul inside the pineal gland. If the parasite,
protozoa, the paisley lesion—paisley when the imaging is in color—the worm, this thing

in my brother’s brain, makes it inside the pineal gland, what will happen then?

| am nine years old and Bob says, you always wanted me to kiss you like a movie
star.

Gross! | scream.

You were five. You didn’t understand. I'd just pick you up and, he makes Kissing

sounds and then kisses me all over my face. | giggle and run away.

My mom looks nervous when he kisses me. She throws away any cups or utensils

he uses. | am given his waterbed. She scrubs the plastic mattress with Clorox.
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Bob probably got it in the early Eighties. From Randy who wore a gold chain and
worked in the greenhouse. He and Bob owned a plant nursery. This was back when it was
called gay cancer. Randy was tall and thin with a moustache and his shirt was always
slightly unbuttoned. He always showed my mom gold chains and tried to get her to buy
one. Bob always told him to stop. I don’t really remember that. My sister tells me it many
years later. I remember riding a pony at his house. It’s Randy’s son’s birthday party. Bob
holds the reigns and leads me through the neighborhood. I have two views of this. The
one that drifts into my mind first—tall trees lean over a side street and a girl [me] on a
brown pony is being led by a man with thick brown hair[Bob]. Then the one that | have
to squint and focus and untuck with effort—I am on the pony as sunlight falls through the
leaves of the trees and shines across his hair. In both, | see only the back of his head but
never his face. There is a house on Jackson Avenue with overgrown grass and a chain
link fence. Anytime | pass it, | think of their house and the pony ride. My sister tells me

their house was on Getwell Road. Randy is dead. He was the first to go.

David and | follow BJ out of the restroom, pass the bar and out into the patio area.
We sit at a partially rotted picnic table. No one is talking but I don’t care. | am with Bob.
His friends. I think this is the night I’ve been waiting on. I say, Is Jeff in Nashville?

BJ shakes his head, He'’s dead.

David cries, again.

| ask, Little Jeff?
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BJ says, you say your Bob'’s sister, then you think I don’t know what Jeff you re
talking about. If we are talking about Bob, then I know which Jeff.

How?

Same thing. Same thing as all of us.

| lean forward and press my head on the wet wood unable to feel the pain from
the splinters reaching into my skin because of the coke, booze and memories.

*

We briefly live in North Carolina when | am eight and nine. One night my father
answers the phone in his underwear. Bob is in the hospital with swollen lymph nodes.
Dad gets dressed and leaves to drive to a nearby city to catch a plane. My grandmother

pays for him to fly to Memphis.

In 1987, at the end of his second term, President Ronald Reagan finally publicly
addresses the AIDS pandemic. At that time, 36,058 Americans had been diagnosed with
AIDS and 20,849 had died an AIDS related death. Related meaning that AIDS Kills the
immune system and then you die from something like pneumonia [or a tiny little worm

from your pet cat].

My aunt Judy says, | thank my God daily for President Reagan.
Since she believes in God, | ask her, why did God let Bob get AIDS?
And she replies, the wages of sin are death.

I am no longer sure how | feel about God

or Aunt Judy.
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Dad picks me up from school in his little silver Chevette. He wears a black jacket.
He is sober and got out of the drunk tank that morning. But we don’t talk about that. I tell
him that |1 know about Bob. He nods. Light passes through tree limbs, cascades through
the windows, and slides across my dad’s face. This is the first time I see my dad cry. He

says Bob was worried that | would be ashamed of him.

Bob lives in the apartment attached to the back of his mom’s house. My dad and I
go visit Bob. The door opens. Bob. Tall. Lean. Shrinking. His lips are chapped. A black
and gray sweater in his hands. He folds it and sets it on the bed next to his overflowing
laundry basket. This isn’t right.

It’s the utility room with the washer and dryer. Thick heat lingers.

Or it’s his small living room.

The sweater drops from his hands. The gray and the black folded. Set down. He
smiles. He speaks. | can feel the difference. He knows I know. But we don’t talk about it.

We let it grow between us.

My dad has moved us to an apartment in East Memphis. It is smaller than the
house we were in but the neighborhood is nicer and the schools are better. Along with his
job as a deputy jailer, he does security for the apartment complex and we get free rent.
Bob comes over. He brings his little brown dog, always a little brown dog. Perhaps he

read Chekhov but | know he prefers Jackie Collins. He comes over and sits in the
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reclining chair. A storm stirs outside. The lights flicker and go out. Mom lights a candle
and sets it on the coffee table. Bob has fallen asleep in the chair. She drapes an afghan
across him. The neighbors knock on the door to see if we, too, have lost power, and
somehow the little dog gets out. Mom and Dad grab flashlights and rush out into the
storm to find it. I sit on the loveseat and stare through the flame.

His cheeks are sunken. Candle light dances over the caves beneath his eyes. Thin lips.
My parents return with the dog. My mom chatters away. Dad pauses and stares at Bob.
Mom shuts up and stares at Bob. We all see it. We see him slipping away. We know it

won’t be long now.

| date a boy from a private school. He decides | am no longer cool. His friends
call and say that my brother is a faggot and that AIDS is gonna kill him.
The church we attend says the same thing but in a slightly politer way. Dad stays home
on Sundays or he goes fishing, but he no longer goes to church. I don’t want to go

anymore either.

It is July, four nights before my fifteenth birthday. My friend Beth stays the night.
We are in our night shirts and baggy boxer shorts. We are watching The Shining, | think.
| am not sure. | know that | was watching Paper Moon on New Year’s Day when I first
got my period but I am not sure of this.

The phone rings and I answer. It’s Bob’s mom. I wake up my dad who has fallen

asleep on the couch. He takes the phone from me. After he hangs up, he says we knew
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this was coming. And | know he is telling that to himself. Beth hugs me. Awkwardly.

Neither of us have on bras, and our boobs press against each other’s.

Bob was arrested once. Two jocks jumped him while he was coming out of a gay
bar. It was a gay bashing. Bob won the fight and then he was the one taken away in
handcuffs. At this time, he was already in and out of the hospitals. Our dad knew the
judge and got his sentence suspended. | am not sure if | remember this but | remember
my dad telling me this. We were in his living room, in his little house, the one only a
street over from the cemetery. He said it was affordable. | knew he moved there to stay
close to Bob. He is buried there now, too, one row back from Bob, caddy cornered

almost.

The sun is coming up. BJ and David are still here but gone, somewhere else, to
some sea of cocaine and their own memories. When | was a baby, Bob moved to Florida.
Two weeks later he moved back. He said he missed me too much. He babysat me. My
sister said he did blow off the coffee table in our living room. Is this why I do it? | dream
of this living room with brown shag carpet and thick dark mirrors around the wall with
crinkles of gold and it is bi-level with steps like in a Seventies’ sitcom. But I don’t think

that is right.
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| get up from the picnic table and make my way through the bar. The jukebox belts out
top forty hits from the Eighties, but only the bartender is left. | swagger out the door to

the orange streaks rising in the sky.

His funeral is huge. The procession goes for miles. Two popular girls from my
high school, who have barely ever spoken to me, come to the funeral and sign the guest
book. | stay outside most of the time, on the porch watching cars drive down Union
Avenue. My niece is there—from my other brother. She’s only five. She twirls on the
porch in the bright sun in her pretty red and white dress. It’s hot. The end of July in
Memphis. It is easy to be with her. Easier out here than inside. Inside there’s a memory [
do not want.

Everyone’s talking about the shirt he has on.

A button down with swirling colors of orange and pink.

It was one of his friend’s shirts he had borrowed and never gave back. The story

is that he said, you can have it back it when 1 die.

Forgetting.

The process of forgetting has variables. There may have been a problem with the
way the information was encoded. If information is not recognized as meaningful or
important [like when you don’t know your brother is dying] then it won’t be recorded

accurately and you are less likely to remember it. Another theory of forgetting is that
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memories decay and eventually disappear [bites little holes until nothing is left].
Rehearsing information helps to keep the information intact and not disappear over time.
| dig through memories. | have a vague recollection of being told that he has a
patch on the AIDS quilt. I have searched and searched the website but haven’t found it. I
google toxoplasmosis--medical jargon, definitions, the CDC, and Wikipedia. | read
essays by Koestenbaum, the book And the Band Played On, essays on the AIDS
pandemic, Strub’s memoir, and poetry collections about those lost to AIDS, yet I still

cannot find him.

The sun dips down behind the flea market building and sends pink and purple
hues across the sky. If we dare to reach out, we can catch the color. The metal swing
sways in the rare June breeze. | am stuck on top of a Ferris wheel with my sister and
Bob’s girlfriend. I cling to my six-year-old sister, the wind blurs my eyes. The whole
contraption creaks, bolts turn longing to release and fall to the concrete. Steady hands
consumed with fear of regulations and lawsuits did not build this machine. It’s 1979. 1
can see Bob down on the asphalt. His arms wave and his fingers point. | hear him yelling
at the man in overalls that runs the wheel. | wait. The three of us wait. | know Bob is
going to jump onto the first swing and climb the wheel to come get me. I telepathically
call out to him. My big brother is going to rescue me. | am two years old. Bob still dated
girls.

[ don’t really remember this.

81



Blue Rats

Punk Rock Girl —1995

Felicia. | remember you. After the Promise Keepers threw rocks at me and tore protest
signs out of my eighteen-year-old hands. You sat on the porch, a roll up cigarette
between your fingers and said they wouldn’t have taken your poster if [ was there. The
forty ounce rested between your thighs.

Felicia.

Or the time | was afraid to change gears and the car stalled out repeatedly. And you said
I’'m not your dad. I'm not going to yell at you. I don’t care if you mess up this car. |
drove without mistakes.

Felicia.

She weaves in and out of memory, sometimes shining and other times dim but always
burning. Punk rock with hair cut close to the scalp and a jailhouse tattoo of a star beneath
her right eye. She lived with other punks on a street with beautiful houses. The one next
door had a pool in the back yard and a white picket fence in the front. The house they
lived in, the punk house, was back off an unpaved driveway, white paint chipped away to
gray and rot, two stories swaying in the breeze. | met her when | was eighteen and still
living at home with my mother. She grew up in a trailer with a mother lost on alcohol.
My mother was afraid of her, the way she looked, something gone in her eyes. We gave

her a bike and a futon. Our way of apologizing for the world.

The End of Spring 2013
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The month of May had been a triumph—I’d quit smoking, graduated college, and
took up running. I believed everything was going to be ok. Thirty-six years old. That
summer | was to shed pounds and become healthy—including my blood. I didn’t have
insurance but the clinic | belonged to sent my records to a place that did pharmaceutical
trials for the treatment of Hepatitis C. There were preliminary appointments. Blood work,
EKG, blood pressure, weight, temperature.

| was 22 years old when | found out | had it. One of my junky friends got a letter
from the blood bank informing him that he could not sell blood anymore. A few days
later, | went to the health department and got tested for HIV and Hepatitis C. | was HIV
negative. Hep C didn’t really mean much to me. I thought it somehow sealed my fate as
a junky, like I was officially in the club. I glamorized it like everything else. Until, eleven
years later, I met Richard. | was five years clean and back in college when we fell in love.
He didn’t have a past like mine. He could drink and go on living. He never touched
drugs. | suddenly became aware that | had a disease, a virus, a dirtiness in my blood that
would one day kill me—slowly, through the liver, or the heart, or the immune system

after the liver was dead.

Day One—Lab Rat

Nurse Carol hands me one pink pill. There are no injections of interferon, the
poison drug that hurts people, topples them over and chains them to bed, eyelids too tired
to open. These drugs are new and called the miracle cure. This is the study drug. Two
drugs combined in one tablet. Sofosbuvir and Ledipasvir. Neither drug FDA approved.

“When was the last time you ate?”
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“9:30”

She looks at the clock. 10:30. She hands me three blue pills. These blue pills
make me blue, make me swim— in navy, thick liquid, too heavy for my limbs—and lose
my way. I drown in the blue of the ribavirin. It isn’t immediate. The first day my head
gets stuck in fog and my body loses energy, not all, just a little. One pink, three blue in

the morning. Three blue at night.

Big Girls Don’t Cry
Felicia. One night, at the punk house, Rachael, a squatter punk and Felicia’s best friend,
was in town. She was tall and looked like a model but with purple hair. Her walk was
slightly masculine and her voice graveled out a Nawlins accent. She hated me. She hated
all that was still clean inside me. She wanted to scrape away the delicacy of my skin and
make me bleed, like she thought she bled. | wanted to tell her about my dead brother, the
one who the church said was burning in hell and that AIDS was the wrath of God. Or my
drunk father. And how I always felt ugly and less than, less than her and all the girls with
loud mouths who spit fire into the night. Like her. Like Felicia. But I didn’t cover my
wounds in filth and fuck boys in shit stained abandon houses. Not yet. Back then, I hid. |
sat quietly. To hurt me, Rachael fucked Lee, the boy I liked. | walked past the room, his
room, the room where | slept next to him most nights. There was no door but the lights
were off and | could hear the motion. | ran out the door.

| sat in my car, the headlights on, in the gravel driveway, and the shadows of the

tree crisscrossed in front of me. | wanted to be more like them but | was afraid. Felicia
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came out the front door and ran to my car. She got in the passenger’s side. “Fuck her!
Fuck that ugly bitch!” Felicia’s voice filled the car and rattled my insides.

“I don’t even care.”

“Bullshit. Fuck her. She needs to fucking leave. I am going to kick her out of my
house.” She rolled down the window and lit a cigarette or maybe she pulled on her beer,
but she rolled down the window and looked like a tough girl. She didn’t want anyone
being mean to me. “Yeah. I’ll be back.” She went inside.

I don’t know what happened, what snapped in her mind but ten minutes later she
came outside with her huge hiker’s backpack demanding that I take her to the interstate
and drop her off. She was going to leave Memphis, hitchhike her way out of pain. “I have
to get out.” A tear dripped down her face and her lips shook. I learned that night about

the cop in New Orleans.

Initial Viral Load- 9 million
Week One- 53
Week Two- HCV undetected
| find an online forum of others in the same trial. Other lab rats but most of them
are grateful and only on the pink pill which means side effect free. The study is
nationwide. 600 people split into three groups.
Group one—12 weeks. Pink Pill only.
Group Two—38 weeks. Pink pill only.

Group Three—=8 weeks. Pink pill plus the dreadful blues.
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The people on the forum sometimes give advice like to eat a meal with the
ribavirin but mostly they don’t want their bubble of hope broken. I continue to post
anyways. | am hoping the ones on the ribavirin will chime in. Finally, two appear. By
week two, the three of us have insomnia, itchy scalps, and sores in our mouths, but the

virus is gone.

Ribavirin

On ribavirin, I’'m close to the body, stuck in the body, behind pain and heart rattles.
Every night at 9:30, I believe I'm dying. Not slowly, but right then, at that exact moment,
my life force is being wrenched out. There’s something on my leg. On the right calf. I
noticed it two weeks ago. | showed it to Richard. He said it was probably a bug bite.
Now, it is bigger. A growth on the muscle. It isn’t the only thing. Bruises on my knees
and red welts on both sides of the shins. | have visions of blood dripping instead of tears.

| wait for my eyes to bleed.

We Accept You
Felicia. We went down to New Orleans. Felicia had pressed charges against the cop who
raped her. It was time for the next step. Rachel and | had made up and she came with us.
She said my innocent face would get us lots of money spare changing in the French
Quarter. Felicia drove drunk most of the way.

Rachel’s mom lived in New Orleans and we stayed with her one night. Her mom
looked like an art teacher and drank cheap white wine out of a cheap wine glass. She

cornered me and said “What are you doing with them? You don’t look like one of them.”
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I shrugged. I thought about the bullet hole in the ceiling of my dad’s apartment
and the picture of my brother that he liked to carry around when he was drunk, which was
daily. He said he almost shot himself but a light had danced through the window and lit
up a picture of me on his bookshelf. He fired into the ceiling instead. I wasn’t like my
friends in high school with their proms and safe rebellions. There was anger in me ready
to explode. | wanted to explode. | wanted to not care anymore and just let go.

Felicia called her advocate (the one assigned by the courts) to find out where she
needed to go. The lady insisted that Felicia tell her where she was. This freaked us out.
We didn’t trust cops or grown-ups anymore. We walked around Jackson Square and

drank whiskey out of two liter soda bottles. We eventually drove back to Memphis.

The Facts

The Center for Disease Control’s website states that approximately 3.2 million are
infected with Hepatitis C in the United States. It also talks about the liver and the
immune system and of course, the blood. The virus comes in through the blood and only
the blood. It’s very intimate, sharing needles, like little girls pricking their fingers and
rubbing the tips against each other’s. Connected for life.

Pamela Anderson announced publicly that she caught Hep C through a tattoo
needle. According to Wikipedia, Natasha Lyonne is infected. Alice Notley wrote In the
Pines while undergoing Hepatitis C treatment—I didn’t understand those poems, until

now.
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Silence Can Kill a Shout
Felicia. She was asleep in a squat in New Orleans. [ wasn’t there but I imagine it. [
picture a huge warehouse with cracked glass windows and splintered panes. The inside is
mostly hollowed out and sectioned off by rotted wood. Homeless kids sleep on top of
blankets next to empty beer cans and syringes. Felicia is on the second floor. Her friend
Wolf is next to her. They sleep, a drunken sleep, as the moonlight shines through cracks
in the frame and lights up their faces, the sallow skin stretched over bones. A couple of
cops bust in on the first floor and kids scatter like bugs. One cop heads upstairs. He sees
Wolf and jerks him up into handcuffs. He overpowers Felicia.

| see this. But | like to change the ending—Wolf breaks loose and rips the cop off
of her before he has time to do anything. The cop scrambles down the stairs. Felicia
walks over to the window and looks down to see the cop directly below exiting the
warehouse. She pushes a brick over the ledge.

But this isn’t what happened. He penetrated her. Reinforced her place in the

world with a hand on her neck ready to snap if she squealed.

Blood Clot

Nurse Carol doesn’t listen. I hobble into her small office which reminds me of a
storage closet. I sit in my usual spot in the chair in front of the window. The fluorescent
lights buzz overhead. She looks at my legs and says “the medicine doesn’t do that.”

But it does. | stare back through the film of gray between us and listen to the
pound of my heart echoing off the walls. Two days later | make an appointment through

the clinic to see my regular doctor who isn’t a doctor but a nurse practitioner.
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“Thrombophlebitis.” Dr. Wallace says. Mr. Wallace but | have a real need to call
him doctor.

“What?” I say through tears. I cried all the time but no one seemed to notice.

“A blood clot. A superficial one.”

My blood clot doesn’t care about things that matter. When I bend my legs it feels
like it’s going to burst through the skin. It’s an angry clot.

“In a superficial vein, like a varicose vein.”

“I don’t have varicose veins.”

“You do now.”

“Can running cause it?”’

“Yes. Go buy some compression hose. Wear them to work and to run in.”

“I can’t run anymore.”

“Running 1s good just wear the hose. There’s a store that sells some with designs
like stripes and polka dots. You’d like those.”

“Why would I like those?”

He leaves the room. My knees hurt and have bruises on either side. Both knees,
both sides. I thought I had injured myself from running. I thought I had runner’s knee
even though I stopped running two weeks ago. The last time | ran was after work in
Richard’s neighborhood. The ground moved the wrong way and each time my feet hit the
pavement | thought I’d collapse and never get up. But I had done so well. I ran for over a
whole month. It felt good, healthy. My lungs grinded out the tar from the cigarettes and |

ran, for the first time ever, | ran. But now that was over.

89



A woman enters the room. “We are sending you to Baptist Hospital for an
ultrasound of your leg.”

“I thought it was superficial.”

“Yes, but sometimes it is caused by a deep vein thrombosis.” Now my clot had

depth.

| drive to Baptist. My mother meets me. It’s quick. A lady in a lab coat rubs goo
all over my right leg. I cry. “What if there’s a clot?”

“I won’t let you leave the hospital if there’s a clot.”

I like her. She takes this seriously. But there is no clot. There isn’t even a varicose
vein.

“So it isn’t thrombophlebitis?”’

“No.”

“Then what is it?”

“I don’t know.”

Clenched Fist and Screaming

Felicia. Some of the punk kids called me Bruce’s backdoor woman. I snuck out
the back door of the apartment he shared with other punks above a dry cleaner store. |
didn’t have sex with him. We only fooled around. I was a virgin and too afraid of losing
it. He told people different things. A week later, on Halloween, Felicia and | found him
passed out in her roommate’s bed. It was the one room with a TV and we were in there

watching it. Bruce woke up and called me names. “Flounder,” he said. I didn’t know
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what that meant but he thought it was the greatest insult ever. | yelled things back at him,
trying to act tough and unafraid like Felicia, like most of the punk girls. He jumped up
and then came toward me. He shoved me hard. My breath left. | thought he was going to
pummel me. Felicia was on him. Her fist hit his face over and over again. Then she
stopped and grabbed my hand. We ran out of the room and down the stairs away from

him.

Week Four

Where did it go? The virus? It drifted out as the blue roared in. It slithered. | can
see it around the edges of the house, out of the corner of my eye. Dark blue goo oozing
down the wall. I always wondered what it looked like. I imagined yellow and brown but
now it turns into the color of the sea at night, too dark to look beneath. It runs from room
to room, perched on top of dresser mirrors, ready to jump back in to me. Jesus, | trust
you. | hear it slide on its belly. Jesus, I am touching the hem of your garment.

It hurts to walk. I soak in a hot bath. Steam rises, fills the air, and shields me. |
pray for apocalypse. | pray for Jesus. | ask if he is real. | pray for him to come and make
the world end. My cat walks on the edges of the tub and I wait for her to fall in but she

never does.

Slits
Felicia. Late one night, | found her with sliced wrists lying in the bath tub. Droplets of
blood shined around the porcelain. Her eyes fluttered. | screamed for one of her

roommates. My arm extended up over my head and slightly back, then my hand swooped
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down and smacked into her face. She hadn’t quite reached the vein and she lived. I
washed her blood off my hands and joked that we were blood sisters. Our blood wasn’t

infected back then.

The Body Will Eat Itself

| am on a table that slides in and out of a CAT scan. The room is dim despite the
fluorescent lights that flicker overhead. This isn’t real light or soft light, it just takes away
the dark of the room. A woman stands next to me with a clipboard in her hand. My bra
crumples black on the floor, a thin robe covering my torso, and the stiff ache in my legs.

Mr. Wallace diagnosed me with erythema nodosum. An auto immune disorder.
Basically, after the meds killed the virus, my immune system turned on itself and began
to attack my legs. The bruises, the bright red nodules, the unidentified growth on the right
calf, my body is doing this— my body is a traitor. He ran blood tests and did an x ray of
my lungs. Two nodules. He sent me to the hospital again.

The woman in the lab coat holding a clipboard says, “You circled that you didn’t
know if you were allergic to the dye. Why?”

“I have never been injected with dye.”
“Oh, ok. We are going to use dye.”
She tries to start an IV. I won’t let her.
“I’m on medicine for Hepatitis C.”

“Yes, the doctor knows.”

“But I am not allowed anything unless the study doctor approves it.”
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“The doctor here, at the hospital, he knows what medicine you are taking and says
this is fine.”

“The medicine isn’t FDA approved. No one knows what will happen.”

She glares at me and breathes. She softens her voice, “I will inject the dye through
an IV. You will feel warm and feel like you are going to pee. For 30 seconds. Then it’s
over.”

I dissolve into the table, tears flow that won’t stop. I am sure | was already crying.
But now, I lose it. | want to hop up and run away but my bra is on the floor under a chair
and my legs don’t work right anymore. My legs swell and ache and I hold onto walls to

walk. I don’t want anything else in my body.

The People Who Died

Jim Carroll. Musician, poet, and writer. Heart attack from the way Hepatitis C ravaged
his body.

Allen Ginsberg. Poet. Genius. Liver cancer from Hepatitis C.

Ken Kesey. Writer. Liver tumor from Hepatitis C.

Lou Reed. Musician. Liver disease aka Hepatitis C.

Dwight. I never knew his last name. He went to twelve step meetings and said mmmkay
at the end of every sentence. He was nice. He turned yellow. Then one day his funeral
arrangements were on the dry erase board.

Taylor. He worked with me at a Perkins restaurant. He was a bus boy and carried a black

plastic tub from table to table clearing off dishes. He always felt it was beneath him. He
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was over six feet tall and handsome like a movie star. His sobriety didn’t last long. He

fell asleep one night and never woke up. His liver stopped.

Girl with the Starry Eyes

Felicia. | ran off to the West coast of Canada to live with my favorite punk band
and Felicia hopped trains to California and then Alaska to work in a fish cannery. She did
this quite often. We lost touch with each other but found heroin. And heroin brought us
together again in her warehouse apartment in Midtown Memphis. Both of us infected
separately with the same disease from the same affliction. | was proud that | was finally
like her. She had moved the dope man in, the same dope man | used but he was really just
my supplier and | paid with cash. The further down I slipped, she always stayed a few
steps ahead.

She almost left me again. Her lips blue, a syringe dangled from the curve of her
arm, her body curled like a baby, cold as the icy blue water | threw in her face. Another
friend was there. | called 911. We dragged her across the hardware floors, white t shirt
soaked to her skin, splinters pricking her back, to the shower. It wasn’t working. We laid
her flat out on the floor. “Do you know CPR?” The woman on the phone asked. “Do you
know CPR?” I repeated to the air, to the other person in the room. He put his mouth over
hers.

The ambulance came and took her away. The medic told us the police would
come. We hid dope in air vents and I flushed Felicia’s syringe down the toilet. She came
home a few hours later, clothes still damp, and she stomped around angry because we’d

finished off the drugs.
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Then, I got sober and didn’t see her except sometimes, late at night, driving home
from work, there she was, walking down the sidewalk, hair long, and shuffling electric on

crack or some other drug that steals sparks.

Reiki

The room is cold and dark. I am on a massage table, a pillow under my head, a
blanket draped over my body. Heather, a reiki practitioner, guides me through what she
is going to do. She says it is all energy. This makes me cringe. This goes against my
beliefs. The medicine still pumps through my body. | have stopped working and this is
the first time | have left the bed in over a week. | am living from one dark room to the
next. The pain has crippled me. Heather begins. I’'m still as her hands float over me.

She starts with the head and | see light as cold runs down my spine and into my
legs. | think of Jesus, the hem of his garment and the ragged woman with the dirty blood.
He healed her without medicine. Without the blue. | see the blue float in swirls around
his body but I can’t see his face. I can never see his face. And then Heather moves her
hands down my body. The throat where the pills go down, the right shoulder where the
liver hurts, then the crook of the arm...that’s it. That’s where it entered my body. That
dark room that held us, me and Missy. Missy the prostitute who comforted me after that
man tore me in two without my permission. She took care of me, the way she knew how.
All she had left was a needle loaded with cocaine, a drop of her blood inside, she couldn’t

hit the vein so she offered it to me.
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“If you get HIV or anything, then you will know it was me.” And I took it, there,
in the pit of my right arm, back when I still had veins that worked. Heather’s hands

continue down and the blue twists me through memories.

To Be a Statistic

Felicia. | didn’t find out until almost a year after. A friend found her obituary on the
internet. She contacted the preacher. He said “between the alcohol and Hepatitis C, her
liver couldn’t take it anymore.”

Her obituary said she went to be with the Lord. Next to it is a picture of her as a little girl.

This is not an Elegy is an Elegy
My dear F,
I should be asleep but the poison won’t let me. This bed curves and sags from weight.
The sheets taste of ash and sweat from memories of when we were young and believed
that somehow, someday, we would just walk away. My body tosses with souvenirs,
years away from the cause of this tough skin. | escaped death and cracked bones and
hard earth to be here. No longer mangled from the sugar of the streets— my legs kick
out the fever, a different fever, a blue fever. Secrets with voices telling me, it will rise
again, unexpected, coil around my veins, and choke out my new insides. Can you hear
the whispers, are you floating with them now?

Lights from passing cars cross the ceiling, fragmented into splinters of shine. 1
see your eyes, blue with black stars. We sang together, breath blew out our mouths into

the air, loud sounds that echoed. You said we’d start a band. I'm sorry I didn’t stop when
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| saw you walking down Madison, eyes big as an owl’s. Lost, homeless. [ wasn’t sure if
any of you was still in there.

I relive the concrete and the scraping of steel to the flesh, the images of the dead
who feel nothing now, knowing it would one day be over. Are you glad it’s over? |
remember your voice and how it was taken from you. All those years, | thought you
were tough but it was to hide the fear, to hide what they did to you. The cop in New
Orleans, the dope dealers. I’'m sorry we never got revenge.

| am scared of the awful disease that withered you, shut down your insides. |
want to grow old for you, walk in shoes that tread the highways, breathe in train rust and
sunrises, fall in love with the ocean again, the blue again, the cool water that heals,

take the cure, stay alive.

At my next appointment, Nurse Carol offers for me to stop the ribavirin but I don’t.
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Phantom Pain

My father lived in the drunken boat, shot off his shotgun, dreamed through the
eyes of whiskey, breathed tar and fumes, and popped Loratab in his Lazy Boy. He fished
and drew stories of big ones covered in slime. Entrails dragged the boat through the

rough waters.

In the end, he lost his leg to the monster swimming at the bottom of the bottle. In
a fight, in a black out. He concocted a tale of hero, of southern man, of rescuing a damsel
in distress. He says a man was beating a woman and he jumped in to intervene. The man
crushed his ankle. My father woke up in a motel alone, no recollection of the night

before. His imagination and leg in a fever.

The doctor took the leg. It didn’t take long for the body to follow.

My father sat in his kitchen, fed his bobtailed cat, heard the cry from his ghost
appendage. My voice echoed from the answering machine. Scenes of fatherhood—
the cab of a pick-up truck twanging out Hank’s songs under rambling skies and we knew
every word, sweat stuck to skin in a dusty diamond telling me to pitch hard and fast hey
batter batter, late night TV turning into dreams of John Wayne and Don Corleone, the
sunrise on our way to Florida with his wife and two girls crammed in a Chevette holding
breath to get to the ocean

—slipped from his hands.
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He died alone, my father. Pruned of limb, of family. My voice echoed from the

answering machine.
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Missing
*Reunion

Angel lives in Bryson Towers in Midtown Memphis. | drive up to the wrought
iron gate and enter the code she gave me. The gate opens to a steep but short incline and |
swerve my car to the right where there are parking spots. My hands shake.

Inside the building, I ride the rickety elevator to the tenth floor. I’ve been here
before, twice. Once when my friend’s boyfriend lived here. She and I would come over
and smoke outside on his balcony and watch the cars drive by on Poplar, the main
thoroughfare in Memphis. The other time was when my friend Gigi lived here with her
girlfriend Amanda, who later transitioned to Tommy.

I knock on the door. | stand back so she can see me through the peep hole. The
door swings open and Angel greets me. She’s a tiny woman with short gray hair. She has
on a white t-shirt with a tiny tear across the chest and blue jeans with holes in the knee.
My brother, Bob, flashes before me, outside of my Junior High, leaning on a car, waiting
for me. Calm and cool with holes in the knees of his jeans.

“Girl, come on in. I saw on Facebook you don’t drink sodas and I didn’t have
enough time to go to the liquor store but I got you some tea if you want it.” She points to
a bottle of iced green tea next to an ashtray with a half smoked joint in it. Behind the
coffee table is a bed. Her living room is also her bedroom.

I sit on her couch with my back facing her balcony which overlooks Midtown
Memphis including most of the gay bars where they used to raise a ruckus in their
younger days. Unlike Angel, Bob never grew old. Most of his friends never grew old.

Her apartment is small. There’s framed pictures on the walls. Framed pictures stacked on
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a cushioned chair. Men smile inside these frames, men hold hands with other men, smile
at other men. Sometimes a younger Angel is in there, too. She motions toward the photos
and other nick knacks and names the men in the photos and the men to whom the items
originally belonged. Her apartment is a mausoleum and she’s the keeper of memories of
young gay men. She hands me a photo album. “That’s Bob’s photo album.”

Bob is my brother. Is. Unless death makes it was. He died four days before my
fifteenth birthday. I cancelled my birthday party and had a girls’ only sleep over instead.
One girl was sixteen and drove us down to Cal’s Cut Off which was an actual street that
curved through a cluster of trees on the edge of East Memphis. One little yellow house
protruded from the trees. Its porch light always on. We cared more about the urban
legend. Kids died rounding that corner, or so we’d heard, and their ghosts haunted the
woods that wrapped around the street. | was surrounded by death, real and make believe.
The make believe scared me, excited me, and covered up the hurt from the real. Later in
the night, we all sat in my small bedroom and tried to convert the one Jewish girl to
Christianity. We talked about Jesus, lashes, holes in the skin, blood dripping down a
forehead, and of salvation. Didn’t she want to go to heaven?

My mom says that Bob proclaimed Jesus Christ as his Lord and savior while he
lay on his death bed. She also thinks that this means he denounced his gayness. Like
impending death made him no longer like the feel of male skin against his, skin with hard
edges and musky scent. After being so sick, I’m sure he missed the comfort of loving
someone, loving a man. He died in the MED, the county hospital, on July 21, 1992. He

was only thirty-one.
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| found Angel through social media. A gay bar from the Seventies and Eighties
was having a reunion party and | came across a picture of Bob and Jeff. Jeff was his best
friend. I knew Jeff. | saw him and Bob sashay as they walked past men in dirt caked
construction worker clothes. Jeff moved to Nashville after Bob’s funeral. The caption
under the photo said In Memory Of Bob Moore and Jeff Adcock paid for by Angelic
Murray. I can recall stories of Angel. Bob lovingly called her Pangela Dyke. | messaged
her. | asked if I could interview her for my thesis. I’m in graduate school working on an
MFA in creative writing and my thesis is partly about Bob.

Now, there’s a photo album in my lap. “Bob’s album,” says Angel. I open it.
There he is. Brown hair and brown eyes. High cheekbones with a strong jaw. The men in
my family are lookers. In one he’s holding hands with a young man. Tim. Bob’s
“roommate” is what my parents called him.

I pause and pull my phone out of my bag. “Do you mind if I record you?”

“No,” she says but slits her eyes at me. I press record. She closes her eyes. “Let
me see. Oh, I know.” She grabs her phone, presses a button, and says “Look up panel on
AIDS quilt.” With her other hand she points to a sketching in a brown rectangular frame
in front of her bed. It is a sketch of his patch on the AIDS quilt. “I was real proud of that
panel,” she says, “though I never did one for Jeff and Jim. I’'m going to.” I’m not sure
who Jim is. I’'m nervous. I worry I am intruding and fail to ask questions. “I was really
impressed with how they did the AIDS quilt,” she adds.

Another memory comes back to me, vaguely. Carolyn’s house. Carolyn was my
dad’s first wife and she is Bob’s mother. A room like a den, not the main living room, but

something like a living room. Voices overlapping. I’m fifteen. Bob had just died. Three
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steps leading up to another room. My father, Carolyn, and other people, who were just
beyond the curve of the wall, talked about the AIDS quilt. A male voice said my name
and it hovered through the room and | perked up and paused from coloring. No, | was too
old to color. Was I sitting with my niece, my other brother’s child? The voice suggested
that | write a poem to be included in the book that accompanies the quilt. Later, | wrote
the poem. It was forced, not my best work. Too soon after his death for my fifteen-year-
old self to process what had happened. Since the dawn of the internet age, | have
searched for his panel on the quilt and the poem I wrote but I never found it. Now sitting
in Angel’s apartment I see the original art inside a frame at the foot of her bed. I mention
the poem but she doesn’t seem to hear me.

My memories of Bob are missing. I can only recall brief moments. Perhaps this is
due to all the drugs consumed in my twenties, mostly heroin because | wanted to forget
and never planned on sobering up. In my teens, | tried to resurrect him through Ouija
boards and swinging pendulums. I’d ask if it were Bob and it would slide to yes or swing
to the right for yes. | visited psychics and gay bars looking for him. I remember he
thought I was beautiful. I remember that he loved me most of all. Joey is my other
brother, also from my dad’s first marriage. When Joey’s first child was born everyone
ooed and aahed over her and said what a pretty baby. Bob turned to our dad and said she
has a long way to go to be as pretty as Kitty. | was ten years old. | grew up searching for
him, searching for unconditional love. | am still searching for him.

Angel’s phone won’t work right. She cusses. She tells me that she shouldn’t
complain because her daughter and the daughter’s wife have paid her phone bill for

years. [ don’t tell her but I am still on my mom’s phone plan and my mom still pays for
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my half. We decide to try my phone. She says “last night I pulled it up like” and snaps
two fingers. We make small talk. She tells me how long she has lived in Bryson Towers
and 1 tell her how my friend and her girlfriend used to live here. Angel laughs and says
“every queer in Memphis for the last forty something years has lived here. Bob has
probably pulled many trick on every floor in here.” I laugh, happy she is being real with
me and not trying to paint some saintly image of my brother.

She finally finds his panel and hands me the phone.

There it is. The thing | have spent hours on the internet trying to find. The thing
that I thought was just a myth. It’s rectangular. The Mississippi River and the Hudson
River blend together. Behind the Mississippi side there is the Hernando Desoto Bridge
which links Memphis, TN to West Memphis, AR. The gaudy Pyramid, constructed on
the shores of the Mississippi, shines yellow as if reflecting the crescent moon which
hangs low in an opposite corner. Behind the Hudson is the skyline of Manhattan. In the
middle toward the bottom, hovering above the rivers, are streets signs from the French
Quarter in New Orleans. Over to the right is a peace sign made of marijuana leaves with
small pieces spilling off and floating down toward the rivers. Then his apron. Bob was a
server. He worked in restaurants from Memphis to New Orleans to NYC. Hearts float
around. The word Taffy (Bob’s name for Jeff). The word P-Angela (Angel). A back
pocket from a pair of blue jeans suspended over the waters. Angel points to the pocket
and says “you can’t see it but it says | love Bob.” A book with a maroon cover. Arched

over it all is his full name, Robert Lamar Moore.
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Each of the sections of the quilt contains a life that was ended by AIDS. This
small section is an outline for my brother’s life. “I was so proud of it,” Angel said, “I

slept with that thing. Oh my god, it was my heart and soul.”

*The Hudson, New York, and the Floating Pocket

Bob moved to New York in the eighties. He lived in Queens and waited tables
somewhere in Manhattan. On the subway one night, while he was loaded on heroin or
maybe other things but I think heroin because of the word Angel uses. She says “he fell
asleep, well he nodded out” and someone cut his pocket out of his jeans and stole his
wallet.

A man who once waited on me at a diner, an older gay man, who | asked if he
knew Bob Moore the way | always asked older gay men if they knew Bob, told me about
Bob moving to New York and getting mugged on the subway. | never knew the details
about the pocket. This makes me think that teenagers did it and were laughing the whole
time while they cut through the fabric. Or maybe it was one person who just wanted his
wallet but his wallet was crammed in too tight. It also makes me wonder just how messed
up Bob was on that train. Angel feels a twinge of guilt, “I shouldn’t say all that but he’s
gone now.”

I tell her it’s ok, that I understand. That I am all too familiar with nods. My entire
twenties were spent chasing the perfect nod. I went to the bar called JWAGS and did
drugs with older gay men who said they knew Bob. Bob got barred from JWAGS once a
week. All three of them, Angel, Bob, and Jeff, got banned from bars numerous times.

They were inseparable. “We were each each other’s energy.”

105



*The Mississippi, the bridge, the Pyramid—Memphis

Memphis was his home but more specifically Midtown Memphis. Any gay bar in
the city is in Midtown. Angel waves her hands as she speaks. Bob was banned from
JWAGS but he showed up anyways. Inside, the bar had a pool table and a dance floor. It
also had a back patio surrounded by a privacy fence. Bob would go around back and
stand next to the fence. She and Jeff would pass beer to him. | imagine Angel standing on
one of the picnic tables with a plastic cup full of beer, her hand holding it, reaching down
to Bob, alone, on the other side.

This reminds of a dream. My family and | inside a cabin on the slope of a
mountain. Snow whirred outside, thick flakes, northern flakes, not the kind you see in the
South. We all stood around the soft light of a fireplace. My sister, Mom, Dad, and Joey
and his kids, and even some of my cousins were there, warm and happy. The front door
had a square window. Bob looked in through the window. He was on the other side of the
door. Outside. He couldn’t come in and I wasn’t allowed to open the door. At the time of
this dream, | was a regular at the methadone clinic and was living with my dad. | told my
dad the dream, he showed me the hair on his arm raised up and said he had the same
dream. After my dad died, | got back on heroin. I had the dream again except this time he
was with Bob on the outside unable to come in and I didn’t want to let them in, I wanted
to be out there with them.

Angel dreamed about Bob too but it was many years after he had passed. Jeff
visited her in her sleep quite often and she always wanted Bob to do the same. Her dad
died a couple of years ago and this is when Bob finally showed. She dreamed she was at

her grandparent’s house standing in their driveway and Bob pulled up in an old white
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Chevrolet car with red interior. He got out of the car and leaned against it with the door
open, his foot on the interior and one arm on the hood. Angel, realizing she was
dreaming, afraid to say anything, afraid it would make him leave. He was still young.
Still beautiful. She had so much she wanted to tell him. He smiled and said aren 't you
glad to see me? She tried to respond but he hopped back in the car and drove away. He is
always leaving us.

Angel believes in dreams and believes it was really Bob who came to her and not
a symbol. Her mother told fortunes, shuffled cards and read futures. | went to many
psychics when I was nineteen and wanted them all to predict love for me, for a man to
enter my life that would love me unfaltering and unconditionally. | had more things
missing to me than just my brother. All the psychics promised this and while men came
and went, love stayed away. Angel loved to watch her momma read cards. One day,
while she and Bob visited her mom, he stole a card from the deck. She can’t recall which
one. She pleaded for him to return it. Her mom went around town reading tarots never
knowing that one of the cards was missing. What would a life without anything missing

look like? Or rather, a life unaware that something is missing.

*The peace sign made out of pot leaves

When | was thirteen we lived in a small apartment, my parents and 1. My sister
was away at college. | came home one night, probably from church or something, and the
house stunk. A smell I had never smelled before but I instantly knew what it was. Dad
was on the couch and Bob was in the reclining chair. I asked, “what is that smell?”

My dad answered, “Bob farted and I sprayed some air freshener.”
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| laughed at his lie. | knew it was marijuana. It was no secret that Bob liked pot.
In his car were clippers with feathers attached. On his clothes, always a faint smell. Bob

sat in the chair smiling at me. I like to believe he is still smiling at me.

*The maroon book cover

Angel talks nonstop, switches from one memory to the next. Now it’s the Butcher
Shop Restaurant where they all worked and all the ecstasy they took. This was when
ecstasy was legal and bars had beer busts plus the x-train for ten dollars. She tells one
drug story after the next. She tells me he was young and sex crazed. “But smart. He was
so smart and quick witted.” She pauses. She takes a breath. She stands up and walks
toward the kitchen and grabs a book off of the counter. An old copy of The Catcher in
the Rye. The cover is maroon. The pages are yellow. “He loved that book.” Angel’s
narrative mingles with mine.

| read The Catcher in the Rye in the eighth grade and fell in love with Holden because
he didn’t fit in and felt so terribly alone. The class disparity between us went unnoticed
by my young self who just wanted someone to understand. | would imagine | was Jane
playing checkers and it was my tear that touched him so, or that | was Sally on ice skates
shaking my ass for him. | was always happy he didn’t sleep with Sunny and I would say
aloud Holden, you can talk to me. At school we had to dress up as a character and give
an oral book report. | dressed as Holden. I pulled my hair back and wore a baseball cap, a
flannel shirt open with a gray shirt underneath, and blue jeans. This was how | pictured
him. It was 1991 and his style of clothing and the strange hunting cap were from years

gone. | believed Holden would know me. This was also the year | changed the grades on
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my report card and almost failed. The year when my dad passed out on the steps drunk
and a friend and | had to step over him. The year when Michael had me stealing money
out of my mom’s drawer to give to him so he wouldn’t tell my dad he finger fucked me.
The year of the big storm when all the lights went out while Bob was over and his little
dog ran off. Bob asleep in the candle light, the light moving in shadows showing how
skinny he was, how his cheek bones sunk in, and how circles ran deep under his eyes.

I hold the book in my hand. Bob loved Holden, too. Holden helped make everything
ok for him much like Holden had made everything ok for me. For a moment. I have long
lost my copy of the book. Angel sees what’s in my eyes. She says “That book is so
special to me.”

I want this book but it will never be mine.

*The Bourbon Street sign and the lights of the French Quarter—New Orleans

Angel and Bob rode together in a packed car to Mardi Gras. Bob, crammed in
behind her in the backseat, flicked ashes from his cigarette into her hair. He laughed and
she yelled. They were both young. Early twenties.

Some of the photos in the album are him smiling in the sun on Bourbon Street.
Multi-color beads around his neck. Those beads were given to me and now are at my
mother’s dangling from the edge of her vanity. More photos of the French Quarter with
beautiful young men prancing around, some naked, some in drag. When he was
hospitalized and suffering hallucinations from toxoplasmosis, he thought he was at Mardi

Gras shaking his shimmy down Bourbon Street with other handsome gay men.
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In the end, Bob had dementia. Angel says that Jeff did too. She tears up while
talking about it. “Bob would eat cheerios and think they were strawberries and he would
tell me how juicy they were. Or there would be a poster of a beach or something on the
wall and Bob would think it was a window and tell me about his great view.” The tears
fall down her face now. “He would have moments of clarity and say please get me out of
this and he meant his own mind, his own dying.”

She stops and looks at her lap and then out the window.

She is remembering—

Pangela Dyke, he said with the white phone pressed against his ear and the white cord
curly-cuing from the receiver to the cradle. In a hospital bed with white sheets and a
white blanket draped over him, his hand, slim and frail, held the phone. You gotta see this
girl, spiders on trampolines. He stared at an air vent in the ceiling. Particles of dust and
spider webs stuck to the slits. The air rushed from the vent and the strands of web
straightened out and then curled back in again to the vent. Out and in. Up and down.
Bouncing. Spiders on trampolines. Bob dropped the phone into the blanket, a sea of
blended whiteness. Angel panicked on the other end to the sounds of tussled sheets. She
screamed through the phone, Hey girl, what happened? You there, Babs?

— She thought he had died but he hadn’t, not yet, but soon.

*Fragments
How do you turn fragments into a narrative? What do you do with the missing
pieces? Angel speaks in fragments. Her wiry frame clenches as narratives speed out her

mind.

110



Bob went to AA, but not for long. Angel and Jeff teased him about it. She was
young and didn’t understand. Now, her son is on heroin and has hepatitis C. She wishes
her son would go to AA or somewhere for help. She worries. She ends every conversation
with | love you. | bring my past out for her. The heroin. The hepatitis C. Ten years clean
and sober. Cured of Hep C for almost two years now. More overlapping narratives but
these aren’t about Bob, not directly. The medicine that cured me is why I limp. It gave me
rheumatoid arthritis. It’s why my knees and ankles hurt and swell. Why at times I can
barely walk. The medicine that cured me is why | am over weight. It gave me Hashimoto’s
hypothyroidism. It’s why my stomach hurts daily and I have to take more medication. My
whole body is inflamed. The anti-viral pills made my immune system into a monster and
after it pushed the virus out, it turned on me. I am still waiting for it to calm back down.

But I got the disease that can be cured. The disease that is gone now and won’t
kill me. I am thirty-seven and am in grad school and not buried in the cemetery out off of
Raleigh Lagrange with my grave marker right next to my dad and brother. Angel worries
that her son will have a marker soon and isn’t sure what to do. She’s already lost so
much, so many.

When Bob died, | was given his bed. My mother scrubbed it with Clorox. Dying
was a process for him. He lived his last days at his mother’s. In bed, deep beneath
morphine and dementia. His frail body like a twitching corpse. His eyelids heavy in a
constant flutter. Vick cooked for everyone and had assumed ownership of Bob’s dogs.
Vick was a tall man who seemed much older but back then they all seemed much older to

me. Bob was eventually taken to the MED where he slipped away from us all.
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He was buried in Craig’s shirt. I met Craig once, at the hospital. Bob called him
Milly. Angel says it was a gorgeous shirt. She walked into the funeral parlor and saw him
lying there, stiff, the life gone, Craig’s orange and pink shirt buttoned down his still
chest. She and Jeff, arm and arm, both missing a part of themselves.

| open the picture album again. | take photos of the photos. Bob blowing a bubble.
Bob smiling. Bob with cuts on his forehead grimacing. Bob in drag in a bright red wig,
the original Sharon Needles, his drag name. Bob next to Tim who he brought over for
Christmas and birthdays when [ was ten. Bob, so young, with Randy’s son. Randy was
his first boyfriend. Randy died first. Photos of Mardi Gras. | close the album. | can feel
that Angel is tired. That she needs me to go. I hug her good bye and thank her.

Holden Caulfield said “Certain things, they should stay the way they are. You
ought to be able to stick them in one of those big glass cases and just leave them alone.”
For days I will stare at the photos and Bob’s patch on the AIDS quilt. I will listen to the
recording of Angel and think about her apartment and the stories it keeps. I will long to
be little again and with my brother. Before the sickness. Before we ever knew anything
was missing from us. [ will forget for a moment that we all lost him, and think it’s my
wound alone. Until my niece, who barely knew him, who was only four when he left us,

will say to me, “If Bob were here, I think we’d be close. I know I’d get along with him.”
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The Wounds
Tuesday night at a hole in the wall bar, smoke twists through the space
between the walls and the jukebox, the space between the bar stools and
her thighs, and seeps into her clothes, the color of purple. Kate drinks.
Her friend who is much older and has a raspy voice and is a redneck and
doesn’t understand terms like depression, like cutting, like borderline
personality, and (though she, too, is suffering) like untreated alcoholism.
Kate yells and waves her arms, her voice reaches a pitch and a bottle
breaks, little slivers of glass cascade around, but this is a lie. I don’t know
what happened. [ wasn’t there. But on Summer Avenue, among the pawn
shops, bowling alleys, and women selling themselves for crack, Kate
makes her friend get out the car. Kate goes home and makes space in her
closet.

(Camus says that one must imagine

Sisyphus happy. Sisyphus and his boulder.

Cursed for showing levity to the gods.

Levity is a sin. Levity in excess is

punishable and may be replaced by a big

thick rock to carry up insurmountable hills.)

Robin Williams hangs himself on a Sunday. It’s all over the news and
everyone takes to social media and types in “Oh Captain my captain,”

including myself. I want to watch Dead Poet’s Society, which has a suicide
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scene in it—a gun and a crown of thorns or leaves or something symbolic—
and it will be very meta. But Netflix doesn’t have it on instant streaming so
my boyfriend and | watch the Birdcage instead. We forget we are supposed
to be in mourning and laugh. We realize that | act a lot like Albert (Nathan
Lane) and often have hysterics (I hate that word) over seemingly small

matters (I pierced the toast) and we laugh even harder until my feelings get

hurt.

Kate looks young and hates it. She wants to be older and taken seriously.
She dates older men. One rides a motorcycle and looks sort of like Sam
Eliot, and late at night he listens to Coast to Coast and wears a tin foil hat.
He opens a coffee shop and it fails and he says he’s going to kill himself but
he doesn’t. Instead he parks under overpasses to avoid government
interference and eventually hides in his barn. They break up but not because
he’s crazy. He stops being nice to her. She still has pictures of their road

trip.

(Camus was handsome in a rugged way.
More so than Sartre. | fell in love with
Albert. The way he explains despair. In
journals, in my teens, | wrote | know the
meaning of the word despair. | encountered

the world at a young age and felt the
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separation and the smallness of myself in
such a vast hard place. The absurdity of life.
There is no meaning. We didn’t ask to be

born. We didn’t ask to be us.)

In the ocean | am weightless. | smile. | am free from my body. There is
something about the water. | have been in the ocean four times in my life
and each time is significant. Except maybe the first time, but it was the first
time and I was only five so I don’t really remember. Or maybe it is
significant now because of death. Loss. My dad got sun poisoning and wore
a baby blue cardigan and shivered inside a seafood restaurant. I’ve seen the
pictures of us, my mom in her white bikini, my sister and I in our two pieces,
and dad in his rust colored shorts, but I don’t remember much. We went to
Disneyworld and road tea cups. | remember a haunted ride and ghosts sat
next to me (you could see them in the mirrors). My sister met her
grandparents, her real father’s parents. He left before she was two so I’'m
not sure if he should be called her real father. I learned to swim that summer
in a swimming pool at a rundown Pensacola motel. Pensacola is significant.

Wait and see.

Photo 1: Kate sits on top of red rocks that look the texture of clay as if they
should fold under her weight but instead are magically holding her above

the earth. She is cross legged in jeans and a white t-shirt. Her back is
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straight, her chin is up, and the sky is clear behind her. To her right is a
small sparse bush. To her left are the limbs of a tree twisting like an
overgrown bonsai. The picture is from a low angle looking up at her and
off-centered, slightly crooked. Each photo from the whole trip, she wears

the same outfit. Always smiling.

Photo 2: She is at the beach, the boardwalk in the background, and even
further back is a ferris wheel, the Pacific rolling in. She sits on the shore,
her body facing the sea, her knees drawn up with her arms wrapped around,
but her face is turned to the side--toward the camera--squinted eyes, and she

smiles. Her pale skin won’t be able to handle the sun for long.

Photo 3: She stands on rocks near a waterfall. Her smile jammed across her
face and her hands hold onto the rocks that jut out behind her. She tells me

| had just miscarried but we had to finish the trip.

(There are three ways to deal with despair.

Transcendence. Revolt. Suicide.)

The second time | am in the ocean, yes, in the ocean, not around or by, or
saw, but in, is in Pensacola, again. | had been out to the west coast and
dipped toes in the Puget Sound while kissing punk rock boys. I had seen the

Atlantic from a distance in New York. But in the Summer Of 2004, | drive
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to Pensacola with a beautiful man, a criminal, a writer who loves Bob
Dylan, both of us strung out on heroin. He takes me to the beach and | walk
barefoot through the sand. | wear a black skirt made of denim with a plaid
short sleeve button down. | look like a strung out indie rocker. Pasty skin
with track marks all over my arms and smudged glasses with green rims.
The man tells me that he dates women who look like models and I think it’s
a compliment until | realize that he means that | am the exception. | walk
into the ocean and refuse to come out. Nothing hurts in the water. The sky
stretches over it all, the blue sky, the blue water with white crests of foam,
and | walk further and further out. My skirt no longer visible. The waves
rush in and then out, pull me between them. He stays on the beach, in the
sand, with his human legs. I sink in seaweed, foam through toes, hips over
waves. | keep going. | see out to the horizon. The place where sky and water
meet. The place beyond. The poet Rimbaud knew— in the whirling light
of sun become sea. God is in the water and he is coming for me. Children
play on the shore as | step toward the end, longing for the spot that will
snatch up my toe and sink me under, out to sea, in the blue where traces of
light swirl above and I’ll float beneath. Each step forward and I stare at the
foam from each crest and wait. | wait for God to come and get me. | hear
him, my lover on the beach, calling, singing me a warning about the way
the light hits the water, the way his hand trails my thighs, the way we will

burn and peel if he loves me too much. I whisper to angels (empty air). Little
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pieces of me leak in the sea. Flecks of me disappear. We are bottlenecks

and cracked glass.

Kate is pale and likes purple and squirrels. She wears purple shirts and
purple eye shadow and has purple fuzzy deco in her white car. She calls the
car Snowflake. She argues with me over her sobriety date. She has one for
when she stopped drinking and one for when she stopped using cocaine.
They were only a few days apart. March 7" and March 11", She likes to
quote me. She says things I don’t remember saying, things I no longer
believe. Over the years, | see things differently, but not Kate. When things
no longer match my quotes or the things she clings to, she becomes
confused and bangs her head on the floor. I’'m not sure of the schematics. |
don’t know if she gets on her knees and slams her forehead into the
hardwood or if she lies back on her back and bobs her head up and down
making beats on the floor. She tells me | banged my head on the floor. Her
boyfriend calls and says Kate is banging her head on the floor. I say /’m not
a psychiatrist, call mobile crisis. And I’m not a psychiatrist. I don’t know

what to do.

(Despair takes many forms. Crying. Cutting.
Black fingernails. Nina Simone on repeat.
Curtains closed. Or needles in the skin.

Using young men. Any violence done to the

118



self or others. Hoping to drown. It’s hard to

accept this life.)

Then there’s the Mediterranean near Alicante, Spain. I swim in to where
my toes can’t touch the sand anymore. Waves lift me up, my arms stretch
out, and my legs kick. This is when my legs are healthy—the strongest part
of my body. The harder | try to swim through the waves, the more the
current pulls me back. The sea wants me and | want it to sweep me away—
not in a death way, not to have my lungs filled with salt water and my insides
tangled with seaweed, but just to drift somewhere else. The struggle tingles
my skin and my heart races with each gasp of air. If | stop fighting then it
would be easy.

| came here as a poet to study abroad. A secret poet but pretending
to be a fiction writer because my poetry wasn’t like my poet friend’s with
language dripping so fast that the meaning seemed obsolete. And | had yet
to discover Creative Nonfiction. The heads of the other poets float on the
water and bob up and down, sometimes going under. The water is at my
nose, | look over the edge. Back on the shore is workshops and snarky
language. Is this confessional? No one writes confessional anymore.

Then there’s my poetry teacher who has a crush on my poet friend.
| show him one of my poems and he says [my friend’s name] is really
amazing isn’t she? Spain is pizza at cafes with talks of television. Spain is

lost and wandering not knowing the language needed for intimacy. Show
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an emotion and it gets deflected by sarcasm. Spain is hiding in the sea again

and not wanting to come out.

The medicine holds me inside my body. Red knots swell all over my legs. |
take pictures of them and send them to my friend, Amie. Stiff pain sweeps
through my hips and spreads down my legs, the thighs, the knees, the calves
with unidentified nodules, ankles, and feet. My heart drums my breast bone
and tries to escape but it is trapped like the rest of me. This is dying. This is
the place that never ends. | am on experimental antiviral medication. Part
of a drug study and I am one of its lab rats. | have hepatitis C. Years earlier,
| shared a dirty needle, lots of dirty needles, years of dirty needles, though
I think it was from the first time, | can never know. The medicine has side
effects. One is photosensitivity, and I stay inside on my mother’s couch,
and count the days until I can stop the medicine.

Kate calls. She is the Chair of a recovery convention. | try to
remember what that means. I can’t make it to the convention. | can barely
form the words to get through this simple conversation. Her anger makes it
through. It swims around with the antivirals and attacks my body. She
doesn’t understand. I don’t understand. Neither of us can see beyond

ourselves.

(Transcendence is no good. It attaches life to

something else. Happiness to something
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else. A ladder to climb to be free. If that
damn rock would just roll over. Once the
goal is accomplished, it isn’t enough.
Despair returns. Another goal set. Another
thing to push up, to rise. Wanting to be
elsewhere. Waiting for heaven. Waiting for
the handsome young man to fix everything
broken on the inside. If only | had a better
car. If only I had a flat stomach. If only...all

would be well.)

| took a nap today. | dreamed | was running and it didn’t hurt. My body was
light as the sidewalk passed under my feet. The air was cool. | wore blue
running shorts, like when | used to run, and my shoes were pink. My legs
were strong. There was no pain. The sun slipped through trees and lit up my
path. My lungs filled and then let go. | was free. Then | woke up. The first
step out of bed is always the worst. | hobble and walk on the sides of my
feet. I can’t wear real shoes, only orthopedic and it can’t touch my ankles
or even right underneath my ankles. I wear flip flops and shoes that slip on
but don’t cover the heel. Winter is coming soon and I am not sure what I
will do. The doctors don’t know why. They agree it was the medicine that
cured the hepatitis C but can’t give it a name or find a specific condition.

My doctor is tired of talking about the medicine. Everyone is tired of me
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talking about the medicine. | think if | get to the ocean then everything will

be ok. It doesn’t hurt in the water.

It’s Halloween. I have a group of women friends over. Kate comes but she
is still mad at me. | have failed her. My physical state kept me from going
to events that were important to her and she can’t understand that I am
human and have limits. She is the child who tap dances across the stage but
in the packed house under the house lights, her mother isn’t there. I am not
her mother. I am no one’s mother. My uterus tilts and by thirty five I was
already peri-menopausal. Kate thinks I’m supposed to always be there. I’'m
supposed to always love her and I do, but love to her is to do what she thinks
she needs you to do and my body cannot cooperate. The medical treatment
is over but side effects still linger and there is still a haze inside my brain
that won’t let me through.

We sit in a circle at my house. | have set out cookies and pizza. We
all take turns sharing what is going on with us. It gets to Kate. And
something goes terribly wrong. She mentions cutting herself. Then she says
it was a suicide attempt. | challenge this. I don’t understand. I have never
been suicidal. |1 am afraid of death. Afraid of my light going out. Of my
existence stopping. I’'m afraid that it is really the end and that I have no
power over any of it. The death drive in me is weak and | do whatever I can

to survive, to fight or flee, whichever is best to stave off danger.
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She stands over me and yells. What do you not understand about me
wanting to die? She’s angry that I doubt her. I stare up into her face. Such
porcelain skin. Eyes and mouth wide in a howl. She is howling pain, the
pain of being Kate but all | feel is her anger. I am not in good physical shape.
| am afraid of her. I am afraid to stand up and tell her to stop this.

| am afraid of Kate.

She turns and I think she’s going to smash my TV but she’s only
grabbing her purse off the floor next to it. She runs out and | jump from the
couch and catch the door before she can slam it shut. She drives off, fast,
recklessly. | shut the door and collapse on the floor. I cry. | shake. If she
kills herself, will it be my fault?

But she doesn’t. Not this night. Twenty minutes later she is texting
another woman in the room about what their Halloween costumes will be

for a party the next night.

| want to go back to photo #2. She is on a beach somewhere in California.

Her hair is whipped around by the wind. Big waves crest and fall. The sun

is on her. The man she loves holds the camera. He says smile or say cheese.

I don’t know if he said that. I want to pretend that in this moment she was

happy. | want her to stay in this moment forever. But | know she was not

happy. Maybe if she had gone in the water. Maybe if she had felt the call of

God in the pull of the ocean. Maybe she wouldn’t have hung herself, or

maybe she would have done it sooner.
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(Suicide is another option. End it all. Let the
rock crush you. There is no meaning
anyways. The alcohol stops working. The
fucking stops working. What if the ocean

stops working?)

Summer 2014, I am in a booth inside a pizza parlor in Biloxi. My boyfriend,
Richard, has brought me here to see the ocean but the ocean in Biloxi is
brown and shallow. There are no waves. People walk a good ways out from
the shore with only slush nipping their heels. It looks like they are walking
on water, dirty water, there is no God in that water. | was sure the ocean
was going to heal my legs but now I feel doomed again. | am confused at
first. Then denial. Then I want to slap Richard. But I just sit in this pizza
parlor and stare at my salad. What's wrong, he asks. How can he not know?
Tears fill my eyes. A few streak down my face. All I need is the cool blue
waves tingling my skin and all the inflammation and pain will leave. But
Biloxi doesn’t have blue water just the mouth of the muddy Mississippi and

mud is cool but dirty when | need to be cleansed.

Kate drinks again, the December after the incident at Halloween. A relapse.
She dates a man who was also sober but also stopped being sober and they

drink together until his fists beat her face and cause whelps all over her
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body. She crashes her car. She calls me because a man we once both knew
killed himself. But then we don’t talk for months. An occasional text. Then

in May we meet at a 12 step meeting. Then | never see her alive again.

(What about revolt? What is revolt? Fighting
against the absurd? Finding meaning?
Something to keep you going? No. Revolt is
being the best rock pusher upper. This rock is
mine. | did not choose it. | did not choose the
medicine, or arthritis, or pain. Or the way
they say we don’t choose to become drug
addicts. Revolt is simply being. Accepting
that life has no meaning. So go float in the
water. Or Kkiss the boy. But know it will never
occupy you the way you need to be occupied.
Live with the hole inside. The space that
causes you to curse gods. To drink to excess.
That space is yours. Embrace it. Push that

rock up with a smile.)

Three days after Robin Williams hangs himself, Richard drives me from
Biloxi to Pensacola to blue waters cresting over sand. Somewhere in

Alabama my phone rings. There has been a death. It’s Kate. Richard pulls
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over as | wail. I hit the dashboard. | scream. | make phone calls. The funeral
won’t be for a few days so we drive once again toward the blue, the water |

so desperately need.

Kate-hung-herself. | type that sentence and then | delete the words. Let’s try
again. Kate-hung-herself in her closet. She was still there dangling when her
mother opened the bedroom door—how did the rod not break? The rod in
my closet is flimsy. Kate-hung-herself. There is assonance. Kate [redacted]
herself. I always wondered what redacted meant. The weight of her sinking
toward the shoes on the floor. Isn’t that where shoes go? Beneath the clothes
in the closet. My closet has boxes of journals that would catch me if | fell,
if the rod snapped, why didn’t that rod snap? A good tumble into heels might
have done the trick, snapped her awake. Kate-hung-herseH—This wants to
be a poem but I don’t write poetry because you can’t confess anymore. Isn’t
that why people don’t think CNF is legitimate because it’s confession? Or
is it absolution? The poem | wrote in Spain and the woman, a poet, turned
to me, condemning, indicting, in a tone of contempt, an insult, she said it’s
a confessional poem. I stopped being a poet. This isn’t a poem because no

one confesses anymore.

Kate goes out with her friend and drinks.
Mind warping drinks. Drinks like an alcoholic

Like the way a junky shoots dope.
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The alcohol wipes out all the good inside and makes her heavy.
There is a fight over keys

but she drives anyways.

She kicks her friend out of her car on Summer Avenue.

That isn’t poetic. This isn’t murky or dreamy enough. Where is the
metaphor?

The ocean is a metaphor.

(Imagine Sisyphus happy. Camus wants us
to choose revolt. | would if revolt were
overturning cars and smashing things, the
relief in hearing glass break. Something to
ease the pain. But no, Sisyphus is happy
with his rock and accepts it. Sisyphus is an
asshole who needs the ocean or a noose. Or

a chisel. Why isn’t a chisel an option?)

As | run over the hill and across the bridge to the white sand that touches
the blue sea, a smile spreads across my face. | drop my bag and towel. | kick
off my shoes. | smile again at Richard. Then I run into waves. | jump
through them. I dip my head back and let the water wet my hair. | wait. A
wave comes and | swim as hard as | can and let the ocean suck me

backwards. | stop swimming and the ocean pushes me toward the shore.
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There is a hokey metaphor in there, a self-help mantra about not resisting.
In the water | am weightless. My legs light like paper, like cotton. The ocean
a silk slip across my wounds. Nothing hurts in the water and I don’t ever
want to come out. When | do, the first step will sink me, my legs will ache,
my foot will cramp, all my weight will come back, all the weight of the past
year, of the past day, the hole inside my chest split open will be waiting.
And Kate will still be dead. But that’s not yet. I’'m in the water. I can feel
the pull, the hidden machine buzzing under the sea, the sun lighting up my
face and my lover next to me, grabbing my hand, licking the salt from my

lips.
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The End of the World

Cory’s lips are blue. He’s digging in the seats of the car. Looking for money he’s
supposed to have. Drool and a little foam dribble down his chin. His pupils—tiny little
black dots floating in the blue irises of his eyes. Blue. His skin’s changing too. We’re
both on heroin. He has also taken little blue pills of Xanax and his mouth’s a smear of
blue like he just ate a snow cone. I’'m not sure if there’s more money. I think we spent it
all. We stole things and sold things and then copped with the money. His girlfriend drives
the car. Her car. Their son snug in the car seat in the backseat, right next to me. My arms
are scabs, are scars, are pin pricks and collapsed veins. I don’t have a home. Or a bed or
anything that homes have. Cory doesn’t either. Stacy does. She and the baby live at her
dad’s townhouse. Sometimes she sneaks us in. Sometimes we keep the car. Sometimes
we stay at Josh’s. His grandad pays his rent. The three of us in one bed. But now, Cory
makes Stacy pull the car over. He opens the door to make the light come on. It’s night.
Three junkies and a baby on the side of the road beneath a street light. On the side of
Southern Avenue near the notorious Orange Mound but we are South Memphis junkies.
White kids from white neighborhoods who venture into the poverty stricken hoods to get
our dope. My parents work for the Sheriff Office and my brother is a cop. But no one is
coming for me. Cory’s all | got.
*

We look pale and slightly gray beneath the fluorescent lights in the grocery store.
Cory has a syringe tucked behind his ear like a pencil or a cigarette. ’'m pushing a cart
with diapers in it, baby food—decoys. We load cases of baby formula into the cart. Two

in the cart and two on the bottom. I check to make sure I can still push the cart, I nod yes
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to him. He wanders off. He’s the lookout. He’s going back to the car to start it. To have
the trunk open. Ready to load all this in. | push the cart past crackers and cereal, past
sodas and bottled water, and | think about my mother. She prays for me. My heart pounds
as I pass the check out. The doors slide open and I’m out in the humid air. Memphis in
July. No clouds, only endless blue holding rays of sun. Cory stands next to the open
trunk. No one’s coming. This is easy. We breathe. Four cases in the trunk. Mr. Lee on
Jackson pays 35 dollars a case. 35 x 4= 140. These days a good size bag is 30.
140/30=4.66666667. Four bags. Two apiece. Two shots per bag. This will last us half the
day. Then we will steal again.

*

My sister is in town. From New York. She lives there now. She’s successful. A
corporate job. When my mother flies up there, she has car service. My sister is home for a
week and her favorite musician, Joseph Arthur, is playing on the rooftop of the Peabody
Hotel. I like his music too. He’s a junky or was a junky but he writes about it and it’s
accurate. We are going to go. My mother is letting me stay at her house while my sister is
here. A happy family. The first night’s ok. I arrive high and am pleasant. But in the
morning, dopesickness begins. My mother takes photos of us. A layer of sweat sits on my
forehead. Tracks crease my arms. I don’t even try to hide them. I’'m skinny now. All my
clothes loose, my dresses like sacks hanging off me. My sister gives me a pair of jeans to
wear and I’m rude to her. I yell at my mom for no reason. I yell crazy things that make no
sense. My sister says, “Are you high?” If I were high, I’d be nice. This would all be like a

dream and I would believe that everything’s ok, that everything’s warm and love.
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At the Peabody | beg my mother to buy me wine. She gives in, worried | will
cause a scene. She lets me have two glasses but won’t budge after that. Joseph Arthur
sings all our favorites and I see him holding a beer and I wonder how that’s working for
him and if he misses heroin. | miss heroin.

*

At Josh’s again. On the bed. An old friend, Penny, who likes drugs like I like
drugs, but somehow has a job and a home, picked me up from the Peabody. Cory holds a
bottle cap over a spoon. He pulls cotton out of a cigarette filter and rolls a tiny piece in
his fingers. He drops it in the spoon. He touches the needle to the cotton and draws up the
dope. “Give me your arm,” he says. And I extend my right arm toward him. He wraps his
belt around my arm, the syringe between his lips like how one sometimes holds a pen. He
thumps the side of my arm, my good vein. Then he brings the needle to my arm. An ache
down my back. A heaviness in the spine until it pops like a balloon and rushes out to all
my limbs, a taste of copper in my throat. And I’'m beautiful. So is Cory. Freckles on his
pale flesh. He smiles at me. Rinses the syringe. Fixes again, this time for himself.

Penny wants some. He won’t give her any. He says she didn’t help get the money
that got this dope.

“Neither did, Kitty,” she says.

“But it’s Kitty. We take care of each other,” he says.

I love bookstores. I love them more when I’m there to buy books. Bookstores also
sell DVDs and the Disco Round will buy these DVDs for seven bucks apiece. Cory goes

in first and picks out the DVDs. He places 15 or so in a certain spot. He leaves. 1 go in
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with a basket, to the F row of the DVDs. Sometimes Cory does it all and | sit in the car.
But this time, I load the DVDs into the handheld little green basket and Cory’s out in the
car, engine running, tags on the floor board, all doors locked except the one I will be
getting in. I realize I’m wearing sandals. I can’t run in sandals. | pause and put my shoes
in the basket too. Once | get to the front, close to the door, the alarms will go off and |
will have to run. I walk to the front. Eyes on the door. I don’t see anything except the
front door. The light outside. Freedom. Heroin. The alarms go off and I run. The basket
clinched in one hand, my other pushing open the glass doors. Cory pulls up. I hop in.
Shut door. A man with a name tag tugs on the handle and Cory hits the gas. We are gone.
*

Cory’s the same age as me but he’s been on dope a lot longer. Both of us 22. He
has a son, a baby with a trach. The mother, Stacy, shot up in the early stages of
pregnancy, not knowing she was pregnant. Opiates stop periods, so she assumed it was
the heroin. She eventually found out. She says she stopped immediately but that the baby
was born premature anyways. The baby’s one, maybe two and has a hole in his neck with
a little plastic tube in it. He sits in the backseat with me, buckled in to his car seat. We’re
always in the car. | wrap the seatbelt around my arm as a tourniquet and he watches.
Sometimes he mimics me. He wraps the sleeve to his little jacket around his arm.
Sometimes he pats his arm the same way | do when thumping a vein or dabbing makeup
over track marks. Sometimes Stacy has a rush of guilt and bans shooting up in the
backseat. Instead, we pull over and she gets in the back with him while I’'m upfront
pushing off. Sometimes we leave her and the baby at a store while Cory and | drive to

another to steal. Once done, we pick them back up.
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Cory turns himself in to bounty hunters. It wasn’t even a serious charge but when
he never showed up to court, the bail bondsman sent the bounty hunters. Cory is the
bounty. He got scared and decided to go to them. I convinced this guy Adam to let me
stay in his apartment. | had met Adam at an AA meeting one time and we had recently
run into him while copping.

| trade blue sleeping pills for heroin to the dope dealer. He thinks they are Xanax.
Adam and I get high. I want air and walk around Midtown, and down Court Street past
all the boarded up row houses. One street over is two story Victorians. This is Memphis.
The poor and the bourgeois sometimes share neighborhoods. | meet an older man. I know
he is holding. Addicts can always spot other addicts. My mother once said it was like
magnets. | went to a baseball game with her and met two junkies at the concession stands.
This man is middle aged and white. I’'m not sure if he is homeless or just slumming. We
walk behind a fence and kneel down. He has crack. | smoke some with him. The bells go
off as | am rocked into the sky even though my body never leaves the ground. The man
looks at me and says, “I eat good pussy.”

I shake my head and tell him, “no, thanks,” and then leave him behind the fence
jerking off. It’s hot and humid and it’s only May. I keep walking around finding more
crackheads to share with me for free. I even take one up to Adam’s. He will only share if
I give him a place to stay the night. He doesn’t try anything. We smoke. Adam stays in
his room. The crack fades and my body feels slammed back into the gravity, steadily
sinking. My skin seems all dirty.

The next day, Adam says | have to leave.
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Sometimes I believe in God. After walking around Midtown all day, dopesick,
tired, nowhere to go. | bum change and call information to find a shelter or rehab. I get in
touch with Memphis Recovery Centers. They tell me to come in the next morning. | hang
up the phone and pause in front of the sliding doors of the Piggly Wiggly. The air
conditioning is nice.

Back on Madison, in front of the Flame, which was once the infamous punk
Antenna Club, but is now a lesbian bar, Tiffany pulls up in her little maroon car. We were
in the same English Composition class two years ago in college. She does heroin from
time to time. She tells me that I can hang with her if I take her to cop. She doesn’t really
have a connection. So | say yes and get in the car.

We get high all day and night. We play Nick Cave CD’s and chain smoke
cigarettes. | practically lived at her apartment before | dropped out of college. We made
out once while high and had a three way with this train hopping squatter kid named Wes.
I can’t believe she found me today. The high is nice and chill. We eat Italian and my
breath becomes garlic. The next day I go to rehab. In a year, she will be dead from an
overdose.

*

Cory and I end up in a motel. Stacy is with us. Both of us his girls but in a slightly
different way. | work. I steal things. | run when chased. Cory sits on the edge of the bed,
his eyes closed and his head slightly bobbing up and down. My hands slide over the bed
and the polyester sheets feel like feathers against my palms. My chest hums from the

heroin, hums like love, like warmth, like all the things | ever wanted to be is happening
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here and now. After rehab, | stayed sober for a minute, dated a sober man, made sober
friends, but then the man dumped me and my dad had a heart attack and died. Cory is out
of jail. Now, I forget about the pain, the grave marked with my dad’s name, and the man
that I hoped would save me. Each breath shallow, as | speak my words come out wispy.
“Cory?”

But he isn’t listening. “Do you think we could quit tomorrow?” He always asks
this. He always wants to stop. I never do, not even when | did. Four months of waiting to
be back here, to feel this again.

He opens his eyes, his pretty blues, God those pretty blues, the pupil only a tiny
speck in a sea of blue, and my body floats in it, between the waves without ever touching
water or falling into the black pinhole. “What will we do then?”” His body scoots closer
to me and his hands sweep over the linen to get to me. | reach out to touch the blue.

“I don’t know. Just be normal.” Normal echoes somewhere in my head and I see
the street where I lived when I was eight and my sister’s dead dog bleeding blue from its
stomach in the middle of the road. Blue like my father’s skin. Skin now gray and flaking
if I thought about it. I was sober when my dad died. We talked on the phone, him half lit
on pills, and me stone cold sober telling him all about AA. My dad had done AA for a
while, it was how he met my stepmom. Both of them now back into their vices.

And then Cory kisses me. We had never kissed before, never crossed this
boundary. The kiss is sloppy, drool dripping down chins. We paw at each other and my
hands tug at his belt buckle and his hands pull on my threadbare bra. | suddenly
remember my trip to the ER two days before. An abscess had formed in the panty line of

my right leg. My body is riddled with staph and boils pop up from time to time. The
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doctor lanced it and gave me a lecture about drug abuse and didn’t believe me that I had
been clean for four months. He warned me that overuse of antibiotics would make me
immune to them and one day staph would enter my blood and kill me. But Cory called.
He was out of jail. He knew I had money from my dad’s death. He knew to call. I had
bought a car. | wanted heroin more than anything else. Cory pulls my panties down.

“Wait.” I reach and grab the hem of my underwear.

“I want to see it.”

“It’s almost gone.”

“I want to see it.”

He’s serious. My panties already on the floor as he slides me on my back and
spreads my legs apart. His finger traces the edges. “I don’t see anything.”

“Maybe it’s healed.” Slits of light drift through the gray curtains and create bright
thin lines across my thighs. I don’t know if the sun rose or set or if it’s from a car’s
headlights.

And then his finger slides over it, the filth, the pock of being a junky. “Maybe we
should just make out,” I say. He unzips his pants. The touch of flesh feels so nice, makes
the skin hum more. Then | remember Stacy.

Stacy’s forehead leans across the lid of the toilet. Her pupils are nonexistent, only
swirls of brown irises in the milky white of her eyes. The skin around her lips are gray
and a white foam lines the corners. Cory tilts her head back and places his cheek on her
nose. “She’s breathing.”

“Yeah, I’m breathing,” she mumbles.
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We drag her out of the bathroom and sit her up in the bed. She says, “did you
forget about me? What were y’all doing?”
Then it’s time for another run.

It becomes the same day over and over. Sometimes the scenery changes slightly,
sometimes we get arrested, sometimes we are lucky and it’s all easy and no one chases us

and we don’t have to run.

Moments when it’s too much. Mixing cocaine with heroin. Too much of coke.
Never heroin. Too much and I go up and up and up and then | am leaving my body. | do
things to keep me in it. | pace around the room with my arms above my heart. | turn a
cold faucet on my head. If we are at someone’s house, I pull something frozen out the
freezer, like a bag of peas, and put it in my panties. Sometimes | pull my clothes off and
walk around outside. One time I said my name aloud over and over. These are the things

that keep me in my body.

Driving late at night, my lids drooping. Cory and | have nowhere to stay. Stacy
isn’t talking to him at the moment. We are planning on parking my car and sleeping in it.
We drive through East Memphis, down Park Ave, past the Dixon Art Gallery and the
Botanical Gardens, heading to nowhere. We pass a cat rolling around in the middle of the
street. | turn around and go back to it. | park the car and put on my hazards. My

headlights shine across it. A black cat writhing. Cory and | stand there in the headlights
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watching it. I want to pick it up but I know I can’t. It’s hissing and growling and
flopping. Her back is broken. I’'m not sure if it’s a she but I feel like it’s a girl. [ walk
closer and she arches trying to get up but only spins in a circle.

| call 545-COPS on my cell phone. The phone that I got while sober but will be
cut off any day now. | ask for a number to an animal rescue. I tell the policeman on the
other end about the cat. He gives me another number and I call it. No one will come to
help but someone can come to dispose of it. But it has to die first, I think but don’t say.
When I was little a cat came into our yard, eyes spinning, tongue stuck out, flopping in
circles, a car had hit it. My dad got his gun and shot it in the head while my mom and |
cried. He explained to me that it was mercy. An act of kindness.

We leave the cat and | call my mother. | tell her about the cat. | ask her to let Cory
and | stay the night. She lets us. We sleep on a pallet of blankets in her living room. |
smoke cigarettes and burn little holes in the carpet when I nod out. We don’t steal

anything and leave in the morning.

Something breaks inside when heroin stops working. When the eyes close and the
drool happens but the mind remembers the pain. What pain? Being in this life. Cursed.
Abandoned. Thrown into a role I didn’t choose. The space in the bottom of the soul that
rattles and the only thing to stop it is heroin. Flashes of the things done for drugs. Things
done to my skin. But then the heroin stops working and the rattling makes the whole
body shake, trembles in the skin, and all the ache | sought to escape is still with me.

Something breaks inside when the dope goes cold.
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Eventually I get sober again. I’'m twenty-seven. | date a boy who is twenty-one.
He’s in recovery too but I’'m not sure why. He seems to have only smoked pot and he’s a
virgin which I quickly change. But Shawn is kind. I’'m not sure how I got sober.
Something in me gave up. | went to treatment again. Cory had gone to Miami to live with
his dad. After rehab, I lived in the Salvation Army. | got a job waiting tables. | got a
sponsor. | got an apartment and sober friends. | relapsed a lot before now and sometimes
I wonder if I’'m really going to stay. I have 4 and a half months. Shawn and our friends
play video games in my living room. We go to late night meetings together. I'm fat now.

No drugs to keep me thin.

My best friend is Heather. She lives in the same apartment complex. We work
together. Do our laundry together. Go to meetings together. She is from the country. She
talks in a yell. Her pimp once ran her over and put her in a body cast. She is on parole for
kidnapping. She kidnapped a fellow stripper and tried to turn her out. The Feds showed
up at the strip club with a warrant for her. But she’s sober now. And pregnant. A tall thin
mixed man with light brown skin and sparkling green eyes, who worked at the rehab

where she was court ordered, is the baby’s father.

Cory gets my number somehow and calls me. He is back from Miami and living

with his mother. He says he is clean. | tell Heather. We decide that she will go with me to
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see him. We drive out to Lakeland where his mother lives. He comes out of the two story
house and is chubby. This makes me happy, this means he is clean.

He gets in the car but the energy’s all wrong. I can tell he is sad that [ am not
suggesting we go cop. That I have a friend with me. We go to a café and eat pancakes. He
tells us about Miami. About the humidity, the bugs, his dad’s nightclub where he worked,
and how OxyContin is all the rage down there. Heather and | talk about meetings. And
dances that the twelve step meetings have. We talk about Shawn and the boy she likes.
We come up with baby names for her baby.

We go back to her apartment and Cory and I sit on her couch. Too close since |
have a boyfriend. His cheeks are so full. I think of all the times we drained my bank
account. All the times I didn’t have a bank account and we stole all around town.
Sometimes going to Jackson an hour and a half away to hit the stores there. Heather tells
us it’s time to head to the meeting or else we will be late.

After the meeting, a bunch of my friends pile into my car. Cory is pushed against
the passenger side’s door. It’s almost time to pick up Shawn from work. Cory asks if |
can take him home. It’s dark out and as I drive the highway, my friends talk and laugh.
Heather cranks up music on the radio. It’s chaotic. But newly sober chaotic. Exactly how
we are supposed to be. The wind is whipping through the car jerking my long hair all
over the place.

I park in front of Cory’s mom’s house. He gets out. I get out. He smiles at me.
“Thanks for coming to get me,” he says.

“Yeah, lets hang out again sometime, “I say and it lingers in the air and thickens.
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He hugs me and then his lips are on mine and his tongue quietly in my mouth for
a moment. This is goodbye and we both know it. He isn’t ready to come to where I am.
*

| have about two years clean when | see Cory one night inside a sober clubhouse.
He is playing pool. He’s thin again and his eyes are all blue with only a tiny pinpoint as a
pupil. He tells me he lives in a halfway house. His skin is pasty, looks like it’s made of
rubber. He tells me how great everything is. He can’t stay still or look me in the eye. |

wish him well and move on.

When | am around five years clean, | run into Cory at a meeting with his new
girlfriend Stephanie. I’'m back in college now. Close to graduation. Stephanie tells me
how great they are both doing. He stands behind her, the ocean in his eyes, still thin.
Fresh marks on his arms. He looks at me. He knows | know and that there is no sense in

lying. She keeps telling me happy endings that haven’t really happened yet.

I’m seated a recovery event. A woman is at the podium telling her story of how
she got sober. Earlier that day we buried someone. A young woman | had tried to help. A
young woman who had been sober for six years but then wasn’t anymore. My heart is
broken. It happened while | was on vacation with my boyfriend. We came back for the
funeral. Now I’m at this event to keep the grief at bay. It wants to spill over and break me

apart. The woman at the podium says something funny and everyone laughs. This is
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when | see him. Cory is sitting at a table over to the side. | stare at him but he never
notices. | can see that he is with a group from a rehab, as in he is in rehab and a counselor
brought a few patients to this event. I see he is with the rehab that doesn’t allow patients
to talk to the opposite sex. | now have ten years sober.

After the speaker is done, I walk over to Cory and say hi. He smiles. I say, “I
know you can’t talk to me. Glad to see you are getting help.” He nods and follows his
group. | go outside and stand among the smokers though | no longer smoke. Suddenly
arms are around me. I turn and it’s Cory. He has snuck off from his group to talk to me.

“Hey sweetie,” he says.

“It’s so good to see you,” I say.

“You, too. You look great.” I am in a short black sundress and a red cardigan
sweater even though it is August, the hottest month in Memphis. He is wearing a white t-
shirt and navy shorts. He is thin but not unhealthy. His eyes and skin are normal. “I have
another kid,” he tells me.

| tell him about his other son, the one who had the trach, of how he came into the
bookstore I worked at during undergrad. He was with his grandfather, Stacy’s dad. He
looked around twelve years old. He liked horror books, especially ones about zombies. |
helped him pick out a book. His new kid is around two. Stephanie is the mother. | tell
him how I am in grad school, working on an MFA.

“I get out Tuesday,” he says, “I’m going to live in a halfway house.” There’s
something in the way he says all this. Something that lets me know he isn’t going to stick
around. He’s a little too sure. A cockiness in his step. To stay sober, something has to

break first. We hug goodbye so he can go back to his group before he gets caught.
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It’s 7 months after the AA event. | see a post on Facebook, a photo of a few
junkies I used to know. I read the caption, Cory Troyer’s funeral. | message the girl in the

photo. He died two weeks earlier of an overdose. He had just turned thirty-eight.

Now it’s May. My favorite philosophy professor passes away suddenly. Her
funeral is where Cory’s was. After her service, I am going to go to the office and ask
where he is buried.

The funeral begins. People from the philosophical community one by one share
accolades about her. Everyone is in black. I am in black. My best friend Amie is in black.
Her husband, also a former professor of mine, is in black. Their daughter, around seven
years old, is in a black dress but has silver shoes on her feet. Pleshette, her now deceased
mother, used to tell us about her daughter and her silver shoes. The daughter goes to the
podium. Her father lifts her to the microphone. She has a poem to read for her mommy
but the grief is too much and she cries hard and silently. Her father says, “Oh honey, I'm
so sorry.” He holds her for a moment. We all look on. Voyeurs in this painful moment.
He hands her to a woman then stands alone at the podium. He and his wife were both
Derrida experts. He still is. She is too, I guess, but she is gone. He tells us that Derrida
says when a person dies, it is the end of the world. “Not A world, but The world,” he
says. “It’s the end of the world.” He cries. His grief is unbearable and beautiful all at the
same time. | feel like I am an intruder. Seeing my former professor so intimately. So

exposed as the world ends. | think on this. How it is the end. Especially if you are the one
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who died. It’s as if the apocalypse came and ended everything. [ wonder if this is what
the Bible means about Jesus will come again and we will not know the hour. | wonder if
this happens individually. When we die, he comes for us. Not a collective walking out of
the sky. But one on one once the world ends for each of us. But the husband means it’s
the end of the world for him. With his beloved’s death, the world he knew so well is
suddenly gone. The life he had with her. The world is different now. My world is
different now. Different than when | was twenty-two. Cory, the last person tying me to it.

The service ends and people filter out. | find my way to the office. An older lady
with bouffant hair and purple eyeshadow sits at a desk. She writes down Cory’s name and
birthdate and hands the sheet of paper to a man in an office off to the side. She sits back
down. She tells me her daughter was raped and beaten by her boyfriend and that she, the
daughter is so depressed. I’m not sure why she tells me this. But this isn’t the first time a
stranger has decided to confess their hurt to me. | listen and tell her how sorry | am to
hear that. The man comes out of his office and says, “His service was here. He isn’t
buried here.”

“Oh,” I say.

“He was probably cremated.”

“Oh, ok. Thank you.” I say.

He returns to his office. The woman in purple eyeshadow stares at me. | stare
back. Not sure what | am waiting for.

| finally turn and walk back to the service area, to the flower arrangements, the
philosophy students in all black, the little girl in silver shoes, her father, and the ended

world.
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V. Recovery

The searching never ends. The howl never stops. The light doesn’t want to let me in.
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Light Losses

1.

Brown water over my nose the shore within reach feet slip on moss eyes dip below and
then mouth rises a gasp water pours in sink in slivers of light peek through murk nine-
year-old fingertips touch air my mother’s hands pull shoulders up to hard earth where

breath is dry again.

2.

Stocky boy chases me the tomboy the little blonde girl around the front yard Thumper the
orange cat hides under the car and big sis sunbathes we roll over grass slide the slope
down to street then back up a push and I eat dirt nose mushed to the ground knee on my
neck my mind summons my sister but can’t get through headphones and the tender throat

apple closes teeters to crush the lungs alone without air.

3.

Dad drunk brother sick mom cries next to the dog’s food bowl the body image shot
horror of high school short fat teacher coach red nose alcoholic pranks me in class all the
boys laugh and none ever call my entire teen life burns like the lit end of the punk boy’s

cigarette but he doesn’t call either.
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4,
Naked in sheets the skin alive each breath his touch the bald spot obscured by colors on a
canvas and words that sing my self-esteem then he says 7 can 't do this anymore and he

means fuck me because he never loved me and then he drives me home.

o.

Bend of arms ache a spoon hides in the closet syringe clogs the toilet the last time | shot
heroin feel every ache the crushed heart the man who slipped out of my bed and stole my
car the constant relapse never ending need to not be me but me on heroin is me on heroin
IS me in love the sweet spot warm fuzzy glows inside the chest ready to crack spill light

everywhere but it didn’t do that this time it failed me like man like God.

6.

In a blue fog in a blue pill for the disease that killed Lou Reed Allen Ginsberg in the
supermarket avocados with Jim Carroll in the non-light stuck to the couch stuck to red
nodules growths on calves puffed out ankles heart shakes the ribs the mind goes toward
the dark the blue the melancholy death angel whistling about the price of cures it cured
me it still cures me like ham like burnt ash on a blacktop like a man who has lost his legs
like a drunk without alcohol like a junky without Jesus without a hem in his garment not

one single stitch.
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1.

The blue room in blue bed in blue sheets reading Bluets to dog snores vaporizer and the
man who loves me refuses to leave my legs leave and the eyes close under the thought
will I still be here in the morning & if not where will | be the accumulation of loss left out
loss tucked in Vistoril and body scans the sum of my life the sum of my body the body
that stopped working because of three little blue pills the constant twitch in the skin in the
mind waiting for the light to go this little light of mine it flickers it dims it wavers it
shines shines shines until the blue breaks the body blue the body turns blue turns out the

light.
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In the Dark

This house is falling down. Flecks of paint drop from the wall. White crumbs in
the carpet. It isn’t crack, | tell myself, don 't dig around in the carpet. Missy is next to
me, tying off, tapping the needle to her inner arm. She’s a hooker. Skinny with bleached
out hair. I’'m jealous of how pretty she looks, so vulnerable, wiry, like she could easily
break yet she keeps going, sucking dick for cash or crack or cocaine to spike in a vein.
She has seizures all the time and the men revive her. They need their pretty white girl,
high in demand. I can still feel what one of them did to me. He is in the next room. My
hands shake. My lips peel. Everything in this place is cracked.

“Here,” she says, extending an arm awash with purple and black hues. Her fingers
hold a syringe loaded with clear liquid and a drop of red. “It’s all I have left. My blood’s
in it, but you can have it.”

| take it from her and do it, without thinking, without caring. The cocaine lifts me
up to somewhere other than this place but only for a second. I miss heroin. Heroin is like

sleeping.

*k*x

These are things | remember when | cannot sleep at night. My body tosses. My
thoughts turn to the past and stay trapped in a fold of time that no longer exists except in
these sleepless nights with raw eyes and the TV must stay on. Down the lids and it’s that
house again. Missy flopping in bath tubs while every other girl seems to have a dick in
her hand— a dick connected to a fat gut. A belly was once a sign of wealth and power.

Some things never change. Men are in charge and women are commaodities whether we
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like it or not. These are the things | see when | close my eyes. Nothing is linear here—
only wisps of moments caught in folds of time that cannot be ordered. | shut my eyes and
images rise. A torso, a blue towel, the leaves that swirl, his face. My eyes wide as my
body jolts out of bed. Heart pounding. I’'m gasping and clutching my chest. Nocturnal

panic attacks. | am powerless.

*kk

At the house he took me to, brown and red leaves blow across the driveway as he
leads me to my place of pain. This is the image that grips me as | walk into Walmart,
twelve or thirteen years later. The fluorescent lights burn down on me and strangers mill
around. | hear feet shuffling across a dirty floor. The store shakes back and forth, heat
pulses my skin, and my breath leaves me, drifts into the air, up to the lights, and then

slams back into my body. His face hovers in mirrors and glass without an invitation.

-
I tell the therapist, “I was raped. I think. Maybe.” The office is gray. The walls,
the chairs, the carpet, my skin. I’'m being recorded. She is a Ph.D. student and her
superior must have access to her sessions. I like her. We talk. She doesn’t judge or
maybe she does but hides it well. I tell her about being afraid of the dark. I tell her about

my fantasies while pumping gas.

*k*k
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| am thirty. Only six or seven years after the incident. Drew is almost thirty. He
has two months away from his past. | am three years clean. I live with my mom and
women aren’t allowed in his halfway house. We drive around in my car all day. He plays
Midnight Star CDs and talks about playing keyboards with Slim Willy in South
Memphis. We end up down at the river off Channel Three drive. | lead him down a path
covered by trees and wild vines that prick. The ground slopes around rocks to a slab of
concrete that juts over the river beneath the old bridge. Cars creak across the bridge
heading into Arkansas. Flakes of wood drift down, and sway back and forth until the
river swallows the pieces.

We are hidden. The trees cluster around us and shadows of the limbs stretch over
our bodies. I lie back on the slab and motion for him to sit down. His body trembles and
he wraps his arms around me. His eyes stare into mine, and his mouth exhales into my
lips and draws out breath. Our bodies tilt onto their sides, each movement connects to the
next, and his eyes never leave mine. This is new to me. He is with me, present, in the
moment, not just thrusting about waiting to pop. This is personal, something he only
wants to experience with me. | feel his heart beat and hear only the sound of breathing. 1
feel soft with him. Some other girl. Not the junky. Not the stupid whore. Not the thief.
Not violent. | want to stay here. In this memory. Sleep will come with this memory.

But October comes and brings a crisp chill and takes away our nights by the river.
We get a hotel room. The Super Seven off Airways. | am on top of Drew. | can see us in
the mirror. 1 am trying to hold in my stomach as my hips thrust back and forth. He
guides me onto my back. In and out and then I see him. Him. It’s just Drew. It’s just

Drew. I scream in my head. | dry up. Drew stops.
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“Are you ok?”

“Yes.”

“Did you have a flashback?”

“Yes.”

I cry. Not because of what | saw in the flashback but because of the fact that I am
having flashbacks. This is the first time | admit it. The first time | put a name on what it

is. The last time | am able to sleep with Drew.

*kk

He walks by.
I turn the pump on him. Douse him with gasoline.
| set him on fire.
Other times,
He walks by.
| jump toward him like a warrior.
My feet crack his jaw.
I grab his arm. It breaks as I flip him to the ground.
Douse him with gasoline.
Watch him burn.
It’s not just at the gas pump.
Walking to my car—day or night.
At red lights.

Unlocking my front door.
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In my own driveway.

It’s not just him but any man that lurks.
Any shadowy figure

and | am ready to drive thumbs

into eyeballs and crack ribs. Deep down
| worry that | would freeze in fear.

Fear.

*kk

“I am afraid”, | tell the therapist.

“You have RTS.” Rape Trauma Syndrome. It is post-traumatic stress disorder
brought on by being raped. | have the classic symptoms but yet all | see is me, naked in
that room. My clothes are on the dirty floor where crack heads pick at the carpet and try
to smoke sheetrock and boogers and whatever else is stuck in the rug. That can’t be me.
Lopsided boobs and her gut pokes over her granny panties. She smiles— all geeked out,
not there, somewhere else. | want to scream at her to put on her fucking clothes and cover
that disgusting body. Crack isn’t worth your dignity, you stupid whore. But she knows

that. | know that. We know that. Later, she said no. That makes it rape, right?

*k*k

Seven years sober and | am in college. I sit with my good friend, Amie, in the quad. The

sun shines across the concrete. She tells me about Catherine Millet. Millet had gang
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bangs and wrote a book about it. She said it was like bringing God a glass of water. We
like that. We let it sit and mold in our thoughts. Neither of us is quite sure what it means.
Later that night, | have sex with my boyfriend. Half way through, my mind jerks
and | see frames of that day. Torso. Towel. Penis. I close my eyes and shake my head. |
want to have sex right. | want to be able to be intimate with the man I love. | want that
day out of me. A knife that can slice into just the right tender part and gouge it out of me.

| open my eyes and look at my lover. | tell myself, you are bringing God a glass of water.

*kk

My first AA sponsor says switch to third person when the feelings gets too close.
He has taken her to another location. | mean, he gave her crack, so she is obviously his
property now. Isn’t that how it works? They passed her around like a sack of potatoes. A
burlap sack. It rubs red and burns. But now it’s just him and her. Him.

The rickety TV is playing porn. Cocks pounding ass and then the cum shot. The
woman on TV dutifully licks it up and will take whatever drop he gives. He orders her on
the bed. He orders her clothes off.

She is naked on the bed. She feels small. Tiny. The drugs have worn off. She
hasn’t slept in two days. He crawls on.

Her hand hits his torso. My hand. My voice. She says No. She says it more than
once. Her face is wet. She cries. He reaches under the mattress for a weapon. What will it
be? A gun? A knife? She doesn’t know. She can’t know. No, no, no. And she surrenders.

If she were Buffy, from her favorite show, she could kick him across the room.

His body would fly through the wall, bones would break on plaster. She watches the light
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cover, circular, dead bugs between glass and bulb. If it were the sun then his body would
turn to ash. If only she were Buffy.
He drives her back to the crack house. Missy pulls her into the back room, away

from him. She’s been missing for three days. Her family is looking for her.

*kk

My therapist has me do narrative therapy. | have to write a timeline of the events.

e Cokehead Mick and I decide to go to the casinos in Tunica to get
wasted on free drinks before I have to return the truck to my dad.

e We somehow end up on Echols street with a six pack and a hundred
bucks.

e This was a small pit stop before the casinos.

e We smoke crack

e Men think they can touch me

e Mick leaves because the money is gone. He leaves me there alone.
I don’t like to think of the rest.
He, the other he—the evil he— makes me leave with him, in my father’s truck.
Later, my mother tells me that my brother Joey sat in his squad car on that street. Waited

to see me come out of the house. We must have just missed each other.

*k*k

When | am six years sober, | run into Cokehead Mick at a bookstore. His face

twitches from Bell’s Palsy. He says Missy died. He says she was the woman shot in the
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head in the parking lot of Spin Street, the music shop. I search and search the internet and
cannot find this.

The last time | saw her, she was plump and her hair was short. Acne stuck to the
side of her chin. We were back on Echols. She was out on bail. “Why did you come
back,” | asked. She just looked at me, her eyes asking me the same. | wondered what it
was like to be her, seizing in bath tubs, a different man every night. I never went all the
way down into it like she did—whore, prostitute, a pimp whirling her in and out of motel
rooms. Different but the same.

—

I call my mom from a dope dealer’s cell phone. I walk to the corner of Elliston
and Getwell. It’s dark and cold. I cross over an overpass with a drop into a ditch on either
side. The sewer water looks pretty in the moonlight. My mother pulls up. We don’t talk
the whole way home.

I walk through the kitchen.

“I was raped.”

“What do you mean raped?”” She doesn’t believe me.

I don’t answer her. I don’t know what I mean. It’s a good question.

I crawl into her bed. I want to sleep. She gets in next to me. I hear him outside. |
hear them outside. All of the men. They are right outside the bedroom window. Their
voices. Talking. Plotting. | still feel him. Someone is next to me.

“Mom, is that you?”

“Yes, it’s me.”

A few minutes pass.
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“Mom, is that you?”
The next day | steal her credit cards. | hole up in a hotel and poke holes in my arm
until they are sticky and raw. | want to die but I live. I live and heroin takes over. Numbs

the pain. Softens the edges. The warmth of the womb | was spit from.

*kk

Years later, Joey tells me that my dad sat in the squad car, too. He wanted to bang
on doors and shake me out of the house but my brother wouldn’t let him. “I could’ve lost
my job. We didn’t know who was in there or how’d they react to your brother, a cop,
with our crazy old man knocking down the door. Plus, | told him that you wanted to be
there. You were getting high.”

| never told him what happened that day and | never will.

Years later, | watch the episode where Spike tries to rape Buffy. | wait for the
kick that sends him into bathroom tiles and breaks him in to tiny little pieces. It doesn’t
happen. Buffy is overpowered and only gets in a weak kick that is strong enough to snap
Spike back into reality. Joss Whedon doesn’t know what women want after all.

—

| wish I could remember what was said. The exact moment. The exact word or
phrase. | am in the therapist office. The anger comes off me and goes on to him. She
didn’t need Buffy. She needed me. Me now. Me in the therapist’s office. Me twelve years
later. I would walk in that room as he reached under the bed, as her hand smacks his
chest. My hand grabs his shoulder and then he is in the air. Body hits wall and keeps

going. No physics, my dear you, me. It happened to her—a defense mechanism—stuck in
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my memory, talked about in my therapy. It happened to her but she needs me, the me
now, to save her from the dirty floors and dreams of setting men on fire. Not Buffy, but
me. | am stronger now. | put her clothes back on. | take her hand (my hand our hand).
I’d kill him today, flesh scorched to ash. She knows this.

The poor junky turns eight years clean turns into ten and eleven, bachelor’s
degree, MFA, teaching. The things that change over time. She isn’t me anymore. But [

am still her, all grown up. Forgiveness. Of myself but not him.

*kk

Nocturnal panic attacks remain. Wake up gasping air as my lover and our cat and
dog sleep beside me. Yet, between the trembles and the shakes, in the middle of the

darkness, | hear, This is us. Look. We survived.
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Agnosia

Somewhere inside the West Bank, inside Palestine, inside the concrete barrier
wall that Israel built, is the Tomb of the Patriarchs. It is in the Hebron Hills. Hebron is an
Israeli settlement within the Palestinian territories. It is our next stop. | am with a group
of Christians from my mother’s church in Memphis, TN. I’m a Christian but I don’t go
to church. 1 go to twelve step meetings and talk about higher powers. | am ten years clean
and sober from a nasty heroin addiction. Truth be told, I don’t go to too many twelve step
meetings anymore. | have recently lost my faith. But here | am in the holy land with 12
other Christians whom, besides my mom, | have just met. | am hoping to reconnect with
God.

We ride around in an air conditioned bus as our tour guide, Gilbert, speaks into a
microphone and tells us the history of the places we pass, the places we have seen.
Outside is all dust and rocks and red signs with yellow writing in Hebrew and English
which warn Israelis not to enter by order of the Israeli government, for if they do then
their lives may be in danger. | cannot keep up with what belongs to Palestine and what
belongs to Israel.

The bus turns down narrow streets and all the stone buildings look empty. Gilbert
says Israel built a fence around the Hebron settlement that encroached on this town and
eventually pushed out all the Palestinians. | am not sure of the details but we are passing
through a ghost town. I take blurry photos from the window next to my seat. Jane is
behind me. She is seventy-eight and smiles even though the airport lost one of her bags,
the one with her medication. It will eventually arrive to her door at the hotel but she

smiles in the meantime as her blood pressure rises. She is kind to me. When 1 tell her
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about my past, the drugs, the hepatitis C that is now cured, she says “Praise Jesus,” and
wraps her arms around me and keeps them there for a moment. The ones who are closer
to my age keep a distant. The three of them, two men and one tomboyish woman, sit in
the back of the bus and make jokes. Cracking jokes is a competition and they must outdo
each other. | stay up toward the front near my mother and the older women. Mary sits
right behind the preacher. She is fifty but from a distance she looks really young. She too
Is tomboyish but still wants male attention—from the preacher, from Jesus. All the men
fawn over Mary. Pray with her over alters where Jesus wept. Bless her bracelet on the
rock where his dead body lay. | am an outsider, except to the older women. | am grateful
for Jane and the others. They are gentle and walk around all the sites with me. When my
stomach is upset, they offer me ginger pills.

At the edge of the ghost town, the bus stops. We get out and follow Gilbert.
Palestinian children swarm around us holding bottled water, bracelets, and the Palestinian
flag. “Watch your wallets,” the pastor shouts. The children speak a language I don’t
know. They offer me products I don’t need. We all keep walking up the incline to go see
where Abraham, Issac, Jacob, Leah, and Sarah are buried. I know Sarah is Abraham’s
wife and Issac is his son. I know Abraham was chosen by God and was told to kill his son
and then at the last second a ram appeared and God permitted him to kill the ram instead.
I don’t understand the metaphor. I have heard the names of the others in sermons when |
was young and forced to go to Bellevue Baptist, the mega church of Memphis. But I
honestly don’t remember.

The Tombs of the Patriarchs are shared by the Jews and the Muslims. Each get

half of the building. From the outside it looks like a huge fortress or castle made of stone.
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It rises high and stone steps lead up to it. Young Israeli soldiers, with the Star of David on
their uniforms and with machine guns hanging across their bodies, walk around the
complex. We go through the Jewish side first and there is no security gate. The soldiers
stroll through the area. It looks like they’re horse playing. They move around and talk to
each other. At times, they erupt into laughter. My mother didn’t bring a camera and every
few minutes she says “Kitty, get a picture.” I snap one of the soldiers but she meant of the
holy place.

We enter the tombs and it’s more like a synagogue. The men have to cover the
tops of their head with makeshift yamakas which are available at the entrance. The
women don’t have to do anything. We walk through and see men with long beards
wearing robes. Everywhere is gold or green. Chandeliers droop from the ceiling. There’s
big rooms, open spaces with four or five lecterns spread throughout. Small rooms,
enclosed spaces. A woman stands in a corner rocking back and forth, eyes toward the
ceiling, the Torah opened in her hands. Her brown hair falls down her shoulders and
sways. Her mouth in constant motion, sound steadily spilling out, her body shaking. |
think she is pleading for God to come to her. | wonder if he ever shows. If she ever sees
his face. Moses, of the Bible, was never allowed to see God’s face. God said it would kill
a man to see his face. But what of women? Can women see his face? This woman. And
if she does, is it really his, or a delusion.

I have been delusional and believed that I was holding onto the hem of Jesus’s
garment. During the eight week regimen of anti-virals to combat Hepatitis C, | believed
Jesus would protect me while the medicine cured me. The pain in my knees as | walk

through this synagogue remind that there was a price for being cured.
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The actual tombs are underground. Inside the building is a memoriam to those
buried below. There is an opening in the wall blocked off by green pipes twisting around.
A sign in Hebrew hangs from the green. Through the space between the pipes, | can see
inside to the alcove. There isn’t really anything there but a hole. If one looks down the
hole, one may see the tomb of Abraham. I look and see nothing but darkness.

Half of the memoriam is on the Jewish side and the other half is on the Muslim
side. We cannot just walk through a door and be on the Muslim side. We have to go back
outside, down the steps, out of the complex, and then round a corner. This time there is a
security checkpoint. Gilbert speaks with the Israeli soldiers. One of the soldiers looks us
over and asks “Is everyone a Christian?”” We all nod. Some of the women in our group
say yes with zeal. Christians may enter the Muslim side.

My mother’s pastor, Fred, tells us there was a time when this holy site was not
separated like this, and the Muslims and the Jews shared the space. They were never
praying side by side but the actual structure wasn’t divided like it is now. There were
times for Muslim prayer and times for Jewish prayer. Jews could pray in a side
compartment while Muslim services were happening. In the 1970s, a man shot up the
place. He was an American-Israeli. He killed eight Muslims and injured 125. He didn’t
stop until he was overpowered. This is why the entrances are now separated, cordoned off
by stone.

On the Muslim side, the women have to put on robes. Muslim women come
prepared. The women in our group have to tip a dollar to borrow a robe. | wrap the gray
robe around me and pull the hood up over my head. We all look like druids or players of

Dungeons and Dragons. We do not look like the Muslim women in their hijabs, hair
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hidden. Our hair pokes out and our robes have no buttons or zippers and continuously fall
open. Everyone must take off their shoes and place them in one of the cubby holes. My
mom doesn’t understand why we are here. She wants to go where Jesus once was. Being
here makes me like Pastor Fred. He is a southern pastor. He’s a good ole boy redneck that
speaks in straight southern lingo. He believes in guns and the American flag. Yet, he is
sure to take us to Muslim holy sites and to point out to us how welcomed we are by the
Muslim people. He tells his flock that the US media is lying to them.

The layout is the same as the other side but without all the gold. The same kind
of chandeliers hang from the ceiling. All the floors are carpeted, soft material that my
toes sink in. Mismatched colors. Some stretches of carpet are maroon with burgundy
stripes. Other parts are closer to tan. People are around us praying. They all face the same
way. Toward Mecca. They stand then squat then go all the way to their knees and lean
forward. Then they rise again. There is an old man with a cane who sits shoeless in a
chair. He is praying but I assume he can no longer get on his knees. I can no longer kneel
and prayer either. More people come in. They pick a spot and pray. | watch a woman, her
body and hair completely covered. She says words I don’t understand. She bends forward
and her hands touch the carpet. All through this room, people are on the carpet praying.
The voices rise and soften. | want to join them. | wonder if they have seen God. His face.
Or if they are pleading for him to come and reveal himself to them. | remember crying
into the carpet of my bedroom floor, begging God to come to me. A loneliness I couldn’t
shake, not until I found the drugs. God never appeared. Never came to fill me up so |
injected heroin to do his job. Now I wonder if I cover my hair and my body and say these

prayers, will he finally come.
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The sun bears down on the Masada. It is the fortification made by Herod the Great
and the place where the Sicarii committed mass suicide. Ruins on the very top of a
mountain that overlooks the Dead Sea. The Dead Sea sparkles blue and even though there
are ripples across the surface, it seems to be unmoving. Through a thin mist to the other
side of the sea, the hills of the Jordan are visible. | am wearing all black because | mostly
own all black clothes and not because of morbidity but rather for black’s slimming effect.
We stay too long on top of Masada. Gilbert guides us to each nook, each fort, and
explains its long detailed history or estuaries and battles. My mother sometimes interjects
“six cisterns? You said six?”

Gilbert responds, “Yes.”

“Oh my goodness,” my mother croons in her southern sing songy way.

“Pardon?” Gilbert asks.

“It means awesome,” my mom answers.

Later I will ask my mother if she really cared about six cisterns and she will tell
me no. She just worried that no one was listening and that Gilbert’s feelings may get hurt.

The part of my scalp that peeks through the part in my hair burns. I was told to
wear a hat but didn’t listen. My mom makes me stand near the railed ledge and snaps of
photo of me. A lady nearby unwraps a granola bar and a big crow swoops in and takes it
from her hands. Crows fly around and come in too close for our personal comforts. The
women jump and the men take off their hats and shake it at the birds. Gilbert explains
that the Sicarii were Jewish warriors. They used daggers to kill their foes. When the

Romans surrounded them and defeat was inevitable, the Sicarii killed themselves. Some
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people don’t believe this. It is against Jewish law to kill yourself. These people think they
would have allowed the Romans to kill them before violating their God. What would
make religious warriors turn on their God? If you turn on God would you want to kill
yourself? Where would you go in death? My friend Kate killed herself. She hung herself
in her closet. Kate was bipolar and suffered from borderline personality. She had been
talking about suicide for years, but it was still shocking when she finally did it. No one
can prepare for such grief. All it took was Robin Williams and then two nights later she
followed. There was a time when she went to church and felt the presence of God. She
was happy then. Then the presence left and she drank alcohol and snorted cocaine. Then
she got sober and found his presence again. But then he left again. And she drank and did
more coke. Then she went home one night, wrapped a scarf around her neck and left her
body. | wonder if she did it because she no longer believed in anything after death. Or
did she do it to finally see the face of God? Did she go elsewhere, emerge from the body

and drift off?

Our next stop is the Dead Sea. An intense smell of sulfur overtakes the bus. My
stomach turns. If it smells this bad, I won’t be able to go in the sea. The area where we
will swim is further out but we make a pit stop to use the restrooms. Inside the restrooms
the rotten egg smell is stronger. | choke back vomit. There is no life in the Dead Sea. No
fish or algae or microorganisms. The Dead Sea is also receding. It used to stretch up to

the base of the Masada. Now a road runs between the two. There is talk of connecting the
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Dead Sea to both the Mediterranean and the Red Sea. The Dead Sea is dying. If nothing
is done, it will recede down to nothing.

There’s a sign in the restroom that says if you are pregnant then you must not go
into the Dead Sea due to salinity. | am late. A whole month. | have had some irregularity
lately and was told by the doctor that, at the early age of thirty seven, | am
perimenopausal. | go back in forth in my head. | tell myself that there is no way. Then |
worry that the condom may have broken or had a tiny hole in it. I’'m in a committed
relationship. Neither of us want children but only he is ok with abortion. I am ok with it
being legal. I am ok with other women having them. | am not ok with abortion when it
comes to my body and anything that may be growing inside it. My partner is also an
atheist. Here 1 am in Israel, trying to find God. Debating on whether or not | should go
into the Dead Sea. I can’t tell anyone. I can’t tell my mother. She would then make the
decision for me. If where we are swimming smells this bad, then the decision will be
easy.

We finally arrive at the swimming area and it looks like a small resort. Palm trees
wave in a light breeze. A boardwalk with changing rooms, concession stands, and shaded
sitting areas is filled with almost naked people. Down a slight incline is the beach and the
water. It looks a little like Florida but big waves are not rolling in. I head to the fitting
room to change into my bathing suit. I have decided to go in. There is no real thought
anymore. [ don’t make a decision really but instead push it away from my mind and just
follow the group and do whatever they do.

My first step in and | sink straight into mud. Cool mud. Mud that is bottled and

sold as a beauty treatment. My mother falls, too. We sit in the mud and laugh. Under the
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water, | rub my ankle. My legs are fragile and I don’t want to add more injury. Finally,
we try to stand again. I get up to walk further out and Fred yells, “just sit down.” I’m not
sure what he means but I squat. “Now lean back,” he shouts. I lean back and I float. Now
all I have to do is move my arms and my body will float further out. My mom does the
same. We float in the Dead Sea. It’s like we are being cradled by the water. The cool
water with the cool mud below. My mom and | wave to Jane on the shore. She decided
against going in and is the designated picture taker. Everyone else is in the sea. There’s
young girls in bikinis rubbing the mud on their faces. There’s kids laughing as they float
without any effort. A Muslim woman in full burka and wearing a hijab floats by holding
the hand of young girl who bobs next to her. They smile at each other and brush water
from each other’s eyes. The woman’s burka floats and reveals her white opaque tights.
Even in the water, she is covered for God. | smile at them and realize | am enjoying this.
Out of all the places we have been, this my favorite. | have always loved the water. In
bodies of water is where I have always felt free. It doesn’t hurt in the water. The

heaviness disappears in the water. | have often said God is in the water.

The Sea of Galilee sparkles in the sun with slight waves along the surface. We
board a boat that is designed to look like the fishing boats of Jesus’s day. The two men
who run the boat raise the American flag on the mastiff. As we all settle, one of the men
untie the boat from the ledge. The other man flips a switch on a stereo built in to part of
the boat. Our National Anthem blares out speakers. Everyone stands at attention except

me. | slowly rise. I am extremely embarrassed. The few men in our group take off their
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hats. Everyone’s right hand is over their heart. I go along with it. I don’t want there to be
a “love it or leave it” fight like the kids in high school who bullied me after I failed to
stand during the National Anthem at some assembly in the school’s auditorium. I was
punk rock and nationalism bothered me. I didn’t yet understand why, but I knew it was
punk rock to not stand and so I didn’t. I still don’t like nationalism. I don’t like the
puritanical view that the country | just happened to be born in is greater than all the
others and therefore makes me greater, too. And it isn’t just this idea of greater, it is an
idea of chosen. As if the USA was chosen by God and has a coven with God. The city on
the hill. It is an extremely disturbing concept to me.

A few years ago, | tried to go to church with a friend. The young preacher was
great at emotional manipulation. Most of the congregation wept, including myself. Then |
found out that this nondenominational church believed in Calvinism, including
predestination. Predestination means that God has already chosen who will be saved and
who will not. There is absolutely nothing one can do to change this. To me, this makes
church obsolete. It also seems cruel for God to randomly pick who he will save and who
he will not. My friend liked it. He believed he was one of the chosen and liked the way it
made him feel superior to his fellows. This same friend constantly relapses on pain pills
and hurts everyone in his life. I stopped going to this church. | stopped going to church at
all.

The National Anthem ends and gospel songs begin. I wish they would just turn
off the stereo and let us sit in silence as the boat glides across the lake. This is where
Jesus calmed the storm and walked on water. Then Peter did the same. | always

remember it as Peter sinking and Jesus saying look at me. But when Pastor Fred has them
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pause the music, the scripture he reads doesn’t have that part in it. I want to look at Jesus.
| try to in my morning meditation. I go through phases. Sometimes | meditate every
morning for weeks then I go months without even trying. Sometimes | do guided
relaxation meditation that has nothing to do with Jesus. Sometimes all the breathing
causes vibrations and | am aroused. Sometimes | pray for this feeling to be removed.
Sometimes I imagine that Jesus wants to make love to me. This is something I can’t tell

other Christians.

Capernaum’s all ruins on the side of a small mountain. We pause at a big slab of
concrete with half pillars reaching toward the sky. This is where Jesus healed the
Centurion. Centurions were pagans. | stand on the spot and tears slowly roll down my
face. I’'m torn between two emotions. I’'m grateful to be clean and sober. I'm grateful that
the hep C was cured. I’'m angry that my friend Kate relapsed and then hung herself. I'm
angry that anti-viral medicine had permanent and painful side effects. | want to fling
myself onto the stone and flail about like a toddler having a meltdown.

Next we go to the Mount of the Beatitudes. This is where Jesus said all the nice
things about blessing the poor and not to judge. This side of the mountain is covered in
tall trees and bright red and pink flowers. A church has been built and has caretakers who
tend the surrounding land. It overlooks the Sea of Galilee. A fierce wind rocks through
the mountainside and whips my hair straight back. I pretend it is the Holy Spirit coming
to me. I sit down on a bench and look through a fence to where the mountain juts out like

a stage. This is the spot where many believed that Jesus stood while he delivered his
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sermon. | close my eyes and try to hear his voice. The wind blows stronger and stronger.
A storm is coming up over the Galilee. Apparently this isn’t God but merely the weather.
But | sit still for a minute and enjoy the force of the air.

We load the bus again and head over to the Five Springs of Tabgha. This is where
Jesus fed the five thousand. There are other groups walking around. There’s a group of
nuns in all white and with fanny packs around their waist. There is a stone walkway
which leads down to a church and then beyond that is the shore of the Sea of Galilee.
The church is called the Church of the Multiplication and was built around the spot where
he performed the miracle. The church is old with stain glass windows and once inside
there is an alter which is supposedly where Jesus stood and multiplied the bread and the
fish. I go inside the church and touch the alter. I don’t feel Jesus. I’'m tired and achy. My
right knee grinds as | walk. The flesh around my ankle swells. There is a stabbing pain in
the bottom of my right foot.

Once outside I go around back to the lake. A nun has taken off her shoes and is
walking in the shallow edge of the water. | go down there too and do the same. The water
is cool and see through. I reach down to fetch pebbles. I pick one for my twelve step
sponsor who I don’t call as often as I should. She is Catholic and will appreciate it. I pick
another for my friend Amie. She is hurting these days. Feeling out of place and alone.
Worried she may be a bad mother because she may not want to be with her husband
anymore. Anytime | am hurting, she says the perfect thing. She tells me wonderful stories
of Jesus and his love. Stories that comfort me. Yet she thinks the Holy Spirit left her
years ago. She says she remembers the exact moment it left her body. | imagine her

leaning on a rail on the ledge of a mountain. Stars twinkle all around her. Way off in the
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distance there is a smattering of pink and orange where the sun is still setting. Then | see
white fog emerge from her body and quietly drift up into the air. She just stands there
because she knows she can’t stop it from leaving. This image saddens me. To think that
Jesus could betray someone. Aren’t Jesus and the Holy Spirit the same thing? | am never
sure. | like to believe that she is wrong. But here | am constantly trying to find proof that
he is still with me.

Between the shore and the church sits a big rock. Little pieces of paper are folded
and tucked into its crevices. Jesus stood on this rock when he rose from the dead and
appeared to his disciples. He greeted them here and cooked fish for breakfast. This is
Amie’s favorite story of Jesus. She likes that the savior of all things, the man who
supposedly was God and died a horrific death, cooked breakfast for his friends. | pull a
small black journal from my purse. I tear out a sheet. | dig to find a pen. | write a note to
Jesus. | ask that he will return to Amie. | fold it up and tuck it in to an empty crevice.

*

Jesus was baptized in the Jordan River by John the Baptist. A dove flew down and
a voice was heard— this is my son with whom | am pleased. In Tiberias, for a fee, we can
be baptized in the Jordan River. We pull up to the building that sits on the bank of the
Jordan. Pastor Fred and Gilbert go inside to make the arrangements. For ten dollars they
will give us a flowing white robe and a towel. In a portion of the Jordan, which has a
ramp that dips below the water, Fred will baptize us.

Fred and Gilbert return with bad news. The place is closing early today due to
Shabbat. We all load back on the bus. As we drive through the small windy streets of

Tiberias, we see all the Jewish owned shops closing. Fred whispers to Gilbert and then
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Gilbert leans over and whispers to the driver, Ahman. Ahman nods. Fred turns to the rest
of us and says “Listen up. We are gonna drive around and find another spot on the
Jordan.” He smacks his hands together and adds “A country boy will survive.” The bus
erupts in laughter. | cringe.

We circle around the beautiful Sea of Galilee and go to the other side of the
Jordan. The Jordan runs through the Sea of Galilee and picks up on the other side. The
bus pulls off the road and into a clearing behind some trees. We get off the bus. Pastor
Fred and Gilbert go ahead to find a spot. People sit on the banks drinking beer. Some cast
a line in hopes of catching fish. Children and teens float down the river in rings and
floaties. The Jordan is narrow and green. The opaque water hides whatever is beneath.

Fred and Gilbert come back. We follow them through overgrown weeds to a spot
that is more secluded. Fred takes off his shoes and wades into the water. One by one he
baptizes us. | snap photos as he dips my mom under. | wade out into the water. The
bottom is rough on my feet. | mimic what everyone else did. | close my eyes and pinch
my nostrils closed with my right hand. Fred raises his hands. “I present Kathy to you,
Lord.” Kathy is not my name. It is a variation of Katherine, which I have never gone by.
It all happens so fast that suddenly I am being dipped backwards. I hear “In the name of
the father, son, and holy spirit.” The water rushes over me and | amazed at how clear it
looks from this side. It’s peaceful under here. A part of me whispers we should stay in the
water. Just as quickly, I am up again. | walk back to shore and climb out. I wonder if it
counts since he said Kathy. I’m also annoyed that the name issue distracted me from the

experience. | wanted the heavens to shake or for at least my insides to feel a spark.
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Back on the shore | drip dry. Mary is shaking and wringing her hands. | overheard
that this is her first time being baptized. She was recently saved. She is the only one of us
who has never been baptized before this. She worries she isn’t good enough. That never
occurs to me. | have always been a little entitled, thinking God owes me. She looks up at
me. I’m sopping wet. Hair dripping. She says “Are even you going to do it?”

“I just did,” I say and point to my hair. I realize what she meant. She was
wondering if | was good enough. The outsider. The one who used to have a drug
problem and has really bad jailhouse tattoos on her wrist. | was another girl, another
planet. But I don’t even know if she knows that about me. Maybe she’s just scared. After
all this is the Jordan. I’m still worried about the name thing and thinking the baptism
wasn’t real because of it or that God is off blessing a Kathy.

Mary finally goes in. We have all been baptized in the Jordan where John the
Baptist baptized Jesus. Surely this means something. After baptizing Jesus, John the
Baptist was later captured, jailed, and beheaded. | was first baptized in Jr High. I’d been
trying to be baptized since | was nine. At the end of the worship service, the preacher
calls for people to come down and profess Jesus as their savior. | always heard Jesus
telling me to come on down. My parents always stopped me and said | was just following
the teens. | was too young according to my mother. So at thirteen | heard an ex-football
player and ex drug addict share his finding Jesus story at the Mega Church. My parents
weren’t there so [ went down. It was a mass baptism the next Sunday. Over 100. Shortly
after that my oldest brother grew ill and then died. My dad stayed in a drunken stupor.

Then eventually | found heroin.
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Israeli soldiers look like teenagers, faces unscarred and undamaged from the
world, with machine guns slung across them like a man purse. We are in Jerusalem,
standing in the line to get into the Temple Mount which houses the Dome of the Rock.
We stand in line, the 12 plus me, and tuck our freshly bought crosses dangling from silver
chains into the tops of our shirts or dresses. No crosses or Bibles are allowed. Technically
no Jews, though there’s a Jewish girl, just left of the line, with a book opened in her
hands, her mouth slightly ajar as in pain or perhaps ecstasy, her head going from left to
right to back again, and beads dangling from her fingers. She prays to the Jewish God.
The Old Testament God. My group and I pray to God the father but in Jesus’s name, and
we think he is inside us. The people within the walls surrounding the Dome of the Rock
pray to the Muslim God. The Gods are the same. All from Abraham. But each in conflict
with each other.

| wear a dress that goes below my knees to the middle part of my calves. | have a
black scarf wrapped around me like a shawl covering my arms and tattoos. The Israeli
soldiers allow me through security and | believe that all is well. As we all gather around
Gilbert, a tall Arabic man wearing a white polo shirt with thin blue horizontal stripes
walks toward us pointing and yelling. He fusses at the men in our group but his finger
pointing and gesturing are all towards me. Gilbert responds in Arabic to the man and then
turns to me. My dress is too short by Muslim standards. Gilbert suggests | wrap the scarf
around the bottom of my dress. The older ladies of the group circle around me. They pull
safety pins and bobby pins out of their purses and pin the scarf to the hem of my dress.
They move to the side to present me to this man. He is not satisfied. His head shakes and

he points at me and then to his arm. | look at my arm and the bottom of a tattoo pokes out
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from my sleeve. I keep my arms turned in such a way that he doesn’t see the tattoos on
my wrist. | am unclean. A stranger is shaming me. | want to yell curses at him and tell
him | am an American woman and he can’t oppress me like he does his women. That’s
what | was taught in America, that Muslim women are oppressed, are forced into this
religion. I bite my tongue. Jane whispers to me “Calm your mind. You are clean. Covered
by the blood of Jesus.” For a second I feel superior but I also don’t really believe what
she has said. I don’t think I am cleaner than anyone else, less sinful than anyone else, or
better than anyone else, just because of my belief in Jesus. Jane hands me the button
down shirt she had wrapped around her waist. | pull it around me like a shawl. The
Arabic man nods in approval.

We are within the Temple Mount which was once the site of the palace of
Solomon and then later of David. I don’t really know who David and Solomon are or
who came first. I know David slept with another man’s wife and murdered someone but
God still loved him. God called him a man after his own heart, or something similar. He
also wrote most of the Psalms. He wrote why art thou so cast down oh my soul. This is
the part of the Bible I relate to the most. He also wrote Psalms 18 about God drawing him
out of dark water and | always related that to being pulled out of my addiction.
Solomon’s book in the Bible has all those sexy verses but I can’t recall any of them.

The Temple Mount also held the Jewish Temple. Only Jewish holy men could
enter the Temple. It was believed that God visited this temple and therefore only the
holiest could enter. One of the outer walls is the Western Wall, where Jews make
pilgrimages to pray. They are not allowed inside the inner walls except for special

permission and they are not allowed anywhere close to the Dome of Rock. The Temple

175



was also where Jesus drove out the merchants and overturned their tables, and where the
curtain tore when he died on the cross. The Dome of the Rock is here now. A Muslim
holy site. Sometime in 500 AD, it is said that a Muslim miracle happened here. One that
turned a Catholic priest away from Catholicism and into Islam. It is the site where
Mohammed prayed and then ascended to Paradise. This is like Elijah of the Old
Testament and like the Christ of Christianity.

The Temple Mount is a bi level concrete courtyard surrounded by concrete walls.
There are a few areas of grass with skinny trees rising out of the dirt. It is a huge open
space with the sun beating down on it. It stands high above Jerusalem. Muslim men walk
around with their mats rolled up and tucked under an arm. Most are in traditional wear,
burkas that go down to their ankles. Some have their mats rolled out on the concrete and
they bow all the way to the floor and in the direction of the Dome of the Rock, which
coincides with the direction of Mecca. Cats mill around. An Arab man wearing a maroon
burka steps on one’s tail and the cat screeches pain. The man jumps and looks the mangy
cat. He seems regretful, sorry that he hurt the cat. The cat has recovered and now sits
licking its hind leg. The Dome of the Rock is on the upper level. Wide concrete steps lead
up to it. It is traditional Muslim art. The dome is gold and the rest is beautiful mosaics of
purple and blue. It stands out among all the slabs of concrete all over Jerusalem, all over
Israel. Most of the buildings are made of concrete. We are allowed to the upper level but
as Christians, we may not enter the Dome.

After walking around and then getting yelled at again, this time because all us
women had our hair showing in too close a vicinity to the Dome, our group prepares to

leave. Suddenly, we hear chanting. The whole lower level erupts in raised voices
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bouncing off the walls. Gilbert mentions the young Jewish woman who we saw praying
next to the entrance line. He explains to us that Israel, trying to maintain some peace,
doesn’t allow Jews or any non-Muslim prayer within the Temple Mount. However, Jews
may request government permission to enter the Temple Mount. If granted, the Israeli
guards lead them inside the walls but then pass them off to the Muslim guards. The
Muslim guards will walk them around the lower level. They are not permitted to go to the
upper level. As they are escorted around the lower courtyard, the Muslims will chant
Allahu Akbar, which means God is greater, and will follow them around. If either touch,
accidentally or on purpose, Gilbert says it will then be time to run.

The chants grow louder. | see a group of two young women and two young men
walking with Muslim guards on either side. The pastor and leader of our group says we
should go and so we make our way toward one of the gates. The group moves toward us.
The guards look more like police officers and carry revolvers instead of machine guns.
The two young men talk to each other and look relaxed, unafraid. The two women walk
arm and arm like old college roommates heading to get coffee. Three Muslim women, in
all black and hair covered, follow the group. They crisscross in front and then at times
behind. The guards often get in between the Muslim women and the Jewish visitors. One
of the Muslim women is covered completely head to toe. A black veil hangs over her face
and her black burka goes all the way to the ground. She chants the hardest, her skinny
arms raised to Allah, and she screams “Allahu Akbar,” and weaves past the guard who
speeds up and once again gets between the group and the three chanting women. As we

pass, the veiled woman walks by me, so close that the breeze from her robe goes through
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the scarf and cools my ankles. | see her eyes through the thin layer of black. This young
woman isn’t oppressed by her religion. She is inflamed.

“Allahu Akbar,” she shouts, eyes widening, mouth opening wide. She loves her
God. Her God is greater than the Jewish God, than the Christian God. She has to defend
her God. She wants to be worthy. She wants to be clean. She may not have seen his face
but she is sure he is real. She longs to make him proud. Her fists in the sky, “Allahu
Akbar.”

| want to be her. This faith. This fever that runs through her body.

*

Take this cup. Jesus begged in the garden of Gethsemane. | beg now too. Take this
cup. But 1 don’t say if it be your will. We are all walking our way down the Mount of
Olives. The streets are narrow, steep, and curvy. My knee hurts worse on a decline. Jane
tells me to go down first on the knee that hurts less but that only works on stairs and not a
road. Sometimes a car comes through and we have to press up against the outer walls of a
Jewish cemetery as the car passes. There are people begging for money. An old man
leaning on a cane. His right leg twisted. He takes his off his pageboy hat and holds it
upside down. This is where we are supposed to put the money. | give him a dollar. My
mother hands him a five. We keep going. Around another corner sits a man with his legs
out in front of him. Crutches next to him. He talks to us in a language we don’t
understand. | give him money, too. This mountain is a hot spot for beggars. | wonder if
they live nearby and if not, who brought them up the mountain. Another corner and it’s
silver chains for sale. Silver crosses to put on the silver chains. I didn’t know the cross

had so many styles. Palestinian or Israeli flags. Packets of postcards for one US dollar.
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Sometimes it’s grown Arab men and sometimes its young Arab boys yelling out prices in
English, holding up the merchandise.

Eventually, we make it to a cross section where the street widens and is heavy
with both car and foot traffic. Over to the right is a small little courtyard behind a chain
link fence. Inside the fence. A pathway of gray rocks crosses through it. Trees reach
toward the sky and lean over the fence. Occasionally patches of pink flowers decorate the
yard. This is Gethsemane. Where Jesus begged to not go to the cross. Begged to not
suffer. Begged for God to take his cup. | understand this. | know this Jesus. And | know
this God that demands suffering. | longed to be in Gethsemane. To kneel and pray and
beg like Jesus. I can’t actually kneel because the arthritis has damaged my knees, but I
would try in the Garden of Gethsemane. This is where | would find him and know that he
is with me, but I can’t go in because there’s a locked fence around it.

Voices rise in song. In English. Then sings my soul. | follow the sound. Next to
the locked garden is a huge church with stained glass windows and a mural of biblical
figures over the pillars. I walk up the steps and follow the sound of song until I am inside.
The chapel is dark, candles lit in various places. Pews lined up, people walking around,
people kneeling and praying, people lighting more candles. Various church groups of
various ethnicities, African, Asian, Americans, pose for group photos. A group is huddled
together toward the front. They are the ones singing. Then sings my soul, my savior God
to thee. The song played at my father’s funeral. The song sung by Elvis. The song that
always hits me deep in my gut. Suddenly everyone is singing, even those whose native

language isn’t English. How great thou art. How great thou art. And | am singing too.
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There is a wall in the West Bank. Put there by Israel to keep the Palestinians in.
Twenty six feet high and 430 miles high. The gates are guarded with young Israeli
soldiers and machine guns. The wall on the Israeli side is unblemished. The Palestinian
side is covered in graffiti. The graffiti is in Arabic and English and possibly other
languages | do not recognize. In English, in a few different sections, it says make hummus
not war and Free Palestine. | obsess over this separation barrier. A barrier in the middle
of the Holy Land. | snap photos from the bus windows as Fred calls the graffiti ugly. |
watched a movie when | was little, about a nun who gets pregnant and swears it was
divinely conceived, called Agnes of God. Agnes quoted Jesus saying Suffer the children
for theirs is the kingdom of Heaven. She says this proves that she is right about God
wanting people to suffer. She says suffering is beautiful and | want to be beautiful. The
graffiti is beautiful. Pain scrawled across the wall.

The bus pulls into a parking lot of a gift shop. Inside is overpriced religious
jewelry like gold crosses as tall as any man and religious art with a weeping Mary and a
bleeding Jesus. The man who owns the tour company we use, is friends with the owner of
this store. I linger in the parking lot to get more pictures of the wall. Across a skinny side
street, spray cans sit on curbs. My mom, Jane, and one of the cool women that sit in the
back of the bus, Melissa, stand with me eyeing the wall. “I want to go grab a can and
write on the wall,” I say.

Jane smiles as usual and is supportive. “Well, I guess you could.”

My mom who actually understands me at times, says ““You should. I mean, it’d

make a great story.”
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Melissa says, “It’s for oppressed people and you’re not oppressed.”

And she is right. In my despair, in my arthritic pain, in my grief for Kate and the
body I used to have, |1 am still on a high priced tour of Israel with my mother. It is
expensive to search for God even though Fred says that we don’t need to come to Israel
to have Jesus. Yet here we are. My mom puts her hand on my shoulder. | snap more
photos of the wall but I don’t write on it. I always thought suffering was absent from God

but now | wonder if Agnes was right.
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On the Bowery

I’m one poet of five in a poetry reading in New York, in Chelsea, mere blocks
from the infamous Chelsea Hotel. It’s at the Torn Page, a parlor inside the house of the
now deceased Rip Torn and Geraldine Page. A circular room, with a lectern in front of
the fireplace, facing two rows of fold out chairs. | read a poem about prostitution, about
women as property, about me being a crack whore. | braid it with whores from the Bible,
with women of ill repute from the movies, and actual women | knew who were
prostitutes. I’'m bare in front of the crowd. A friend and his father are out there, eyes on
me. They only know me as a graduate student, a teacher, a friend, and the one who
doesn’t drink or do any drugs. I open the dark part of myself.

After the reading a man approaches me. He wants to take me to the Lydia Lunch
art opening in the East Village, the lower east side, right off the Bowery. Wine breath
burns my face as he leans down from his six foot five stance, jet black curly hair covers
one eye, his white skin blinding. He looks like Slash meets Joey Ramone. He hands me
his card. Harry Max. He’s a musician and a sound engineer. All the younger poets tell me
not to go. They tell me not to talk to strangers. He looks old school New York and scary
to them. I’'m not worried. The way his mouth moves with a slight lisp and his hands
flutter as he speaks, I can tell he’s gentle. Plus it’s Lydia Lunch, the 80s punk star, in the

lower east side, so of course I can’t say no.

1
Penny called the other day. They found lesions on her liver. She’s trying to get

treatment for Hepatitis C. The same treatment | got for free. When she told me there were
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lesions, | felt guilty. Then I felt lucky. Selfish emotions instead of the appropriate
empathy.

| met Penny when | was seventeen. Both of us Memphis girls. We were hanging
out at River City Donuts, the punk rock donut shop. A lot of punk kids worked there,
selling donuts out of the counter, burnt coffee in Styrofoam cups, all the while smoking
cigarettes. It was caddy corner to the Antenna Club, where punk rock bands played. The
place where the restrooms were filthier than CBGB’s in the early 80s. Penny wore a pink
cat collar around her neck and an unwashed shirt with the logo of Taint Skins, a local
band, on the front. We have been friends ever since. We drank together, chased boys
together, snorted coke together. She even did time with me on heroin and the needle. For
a brief moment, she was homeless, too. Both of us living at an apartment with other
junkies, one of which had rich parents and paid the rent. Then we lived in cars, separate
cars with separate boys.

I got hep C from Missy, a prostitute in a back room inside a crack house who
shared her coke and syringe with me. | think Penny already had it from a boy she liked
who shot Dilaudid with her. But once we knew we had it, we shared syringes, passing it
back and forth. Not understanding replication or different strands. Not knowing that one

day we would care about what we took inside our bodies.

1
Harry takes me to Howl Happening, an art gallery in the East Village. He’s polite.
A gentleman. He introduces me to people in the crowd. Everyone in black. Middle aged

women with bright pink hair and combat boots. It’s 2015, but the crowd is from another
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time, before everything changed. Lydia’s art is all over the wall, images of herself naked
pressed across vinyl records. Harry says “have you met Kat? She’s a writer from
Memphis. She’s great.” His tone makes it sound like I’'m an up and coming writer.
Someone they must meet. He heard Jim Carroll in my poem, he heard him in my voice,
the way | held the papers, and swayed. Jim sold himself for drugs too. To men. In the
subway, in restrooms, and alley ways. Harry heard the spirit of the Bowery in my words.
A place where these acts were once common and not shamed. He knew to take me to
Lydia, to the lower east side.
1

Jim Carroll, poet of the Bowery, when the Bowery was different, littered with the
lost, the broke, the junkies, the poets, the punks, the place of fire. Jim wrote Living at the
Movies, Void Of Course (an homage in verse to Kurt Cobain), and many more. A singer
and songwriter in his own band, named The Jim Carroll Band. A junky with hepatitis C.
The Bowery is a neighborhood in the lower east side of Manhattan. Within the
neighborhood is a street called Bowery. From the 1940s to the 1970s, it was New York
City’s Skid Row. Flophouses and bars were commonplace. People taken down by drugs,
alcohol, and the heaviness of life populated the area. Even away from the Bowery, if a
person was down and out, one would say “He’s on the Bowery these days.”

It also attracted wounded poets and displaced writers. People drawn to the
wildness of the Bowery. Something inside them let loose. William S Burroughs, writer
and notorious drug addict, lived in a room at the YMCA in the Bowery. Jack Kerouac’s

short film Pull My Daisy is set in the Bowery. The St. Mark’s-in the Bowery Poetry
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Project was formed in 1966 by Allen Ginsberg. This is where Jim Carroll found his love
for writing.

In 1973, Jim Carroll left for California, hoping to rid himself of heroin in the
warm sun but he came back like junkies always do. L appel du vide too strong, the call
of the void, which Jim described in The Petting Zoo as “the allure of the abyss
surrounding the skyscrapers.” The same year, CBGBs opened its doors at Bowery and
Bleecker and hosted many bands such as the Ramones, the New York Dolls, and
eventually, later, the Jim Carroll Band. The mid 70s to the mid 80s, witnessed the
Bowery’s punk explosion. By the 1990s, gentrification was in full effect.

1

| meet Lydia. She takes selfies with me, our red lipstick matching, her hair all the
way black and mine only a deep brown. In a room, behind a curtain, is a replica of her
bedroom from the 80s. Nightstands with overflowing ashtrays, syringes glued to the
wood, fake blood dripping down. Spray paint all over the walls. A room much like the
ones from my past when | was fortunate enough to have a room. The bed unmade and
above it, a dominatrix video starring Lydia, bent over, ass paddled. This is the era |
glamourized. A time where you could be real about the ugliness inside even if you
weren’t sure how it got there.

1

When | was seventeen, | read The Basketball Diaries. A year later the movie
came out. Leonardo DiCaprio played Jim. | wanted to play Jim. Be Jim. | wanted to be a
heroin addicted poet, a junky living in basements in New York City. Even the

dopesickness seemed beautiful. I don’t know why. I don’t know why I longed for
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depravity. Deep into my addiction, my mother refused to let me in her house. | banged on
the door crying, “Let me in, I will be a good girl,” just like Jim had cried in the hallway
outside of his mother’s apartment Let me in, | will be a good boy.

1

So much has changed in Penny and me, from the women we were in our twenties,
gallivanting the dive bars of Midtown Memphis. Drunk on cheap beer and cheap
whiskey. Me inside filthy bathrooms trying to find a vein. Penny dancing dizzy with cute
young men from whatever bands were playing that night. We ingested whatever we
found and always wanted more. Now, the Antenna Club and the punk rock donut shop
are closed and we worry about medical treatments like little old women.

Penny’s lesions are benign. Her insurance approves payment for Harvoni.
Harvoni is the name given to the drugs I took. | was in the clinical trial before these drugs
were FDA approved. Harvoni is really two drugs inside one pill. I had to take the Harvoni
plus ribavirin. The cure had me bed ridden and trapped inside a fog in my mind. |
hallucinated that I could see the virus leave me and slither around the house like a
serpent. | have never suffered so much. And still the effects linger. Arthritis.
Hashimoto’s. Gastritis. Unexplained rashes. Chronic fatigue. But no more hep C just like
no more of the fearless young women who shouted deep from their lungs as they ran with
the night. Penny is afraid of the medicine but I tell her it will be different. She doesn’t
have to take the ribavirin. Plus, it’s better than liver cancer or cirrhosis which is what the
virus will bring.

i
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Jim had a song called the “People Who Died.” He sang a list of his friends who had died
tragically before their time.

| had my own list—

Felicia’s liver, riddled with Hep C, shut her down

Henry overdosed shortly after he married

Ashley hung herself in her cell in rehab

Kate hung herself in her closet

Dave passed out in the street and was ran over

Tiffany overdosed with the needle still in her arm, 23 years old

Cory OD’d on heroin and left behind two children

--Just like Jim sings, they were all my friends and they died.

i

After the art show, Harry walks me around the Bowery. He points out Arturo
Vega’s place, where he recorded the Velvet Underground. Lou Reed, the lead singer of
the Velvet Underground, often performed with Jim. Harry tells me about seeing Jim read
poetry in a bar that is now gone. I remember reading an article about Jim’s last reading.
His papers fell from shaking hands. His voice weak and low. Harry saw him before that,
still strong with fever rushing through him. Jim wrote about his addiction in detail not
worrying if it was taboo or not, or if the literary world would accept him. He was raw on
the page and raw in life.

Harry points out the place where the New York Dolls posed for the back of one of

their album covers. The Gem Spa, a corner bodega, yellow neon awning, with the
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brightest light illuminating its crowded insides. Littered with cheap souvenirs, energy
shot, bubblegum, and cigarettes. Harry points and says “You can still get egg cream
there.” I imagine the New York Dolls standing there, the lead singer, David Johansen,
smacked out of his mind. The streets in the Bowery are clean now. The graffiti and
poverty are gone. No one is on stoops shaking, dopesick, or anything sketchy. David
Johansen is back to being Buster Poindexter and playing jazz.

We walk into a clothing store that Harry calls the tomb of CBGB’s. The legendary
punk club is gone and a high priced hipster clothing store is in its place. The place is a
little narrow but deep. The lights are dim and the music is generic. Racks of clothes are
placed throughout but not cluttered. Everything is clean. Boots neatly arranged on a
platform. Anesthetized. The wall on the left side is different, dirty. Tattered paper of blue,
green, orange, all the colors, plastered to the wall with edges peeling. Old band flyers
with fading ink. Above my head is a silver air duct that runs the length of the store. The
walls and air ducts were left untouched and still have the graffiti and posters. Harry looks
at jackets. I touch the walls and read the writing scrawled across it.

1

Penny always had the boyfriends. Scab, nicknamed by his father for being a
wound that wouldn’t all the way heal. He once stabbed her in the leg with a pocket knife
but she always forgave him. John with his pointy nose and hair so thin it looked like it
was receding. The one who shot heroin and coke with us. The one who I drank wine with
in the moonlight on the bluff of the Mississippi River right after she dumped him.

Jeremiah the artist who always made her drink less and leave parties early. The one who |
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drunkenly hit on and shouted Kerouac quotes in his face when | thought he was being a
downer. I never had boyfriends. Too loud. Too wild. I couldn’t be contained.

Penny is two weeks into the treatment. Other than a little tiredness, there are no
side effects. | text her for updates and she writes back that all is well and that even the
fatigue is lessening. I'm disappointed. I’'m a terrible person. I want her to have side
effects. They don’t have to be as bad as mine were, but something. It’s not even that I
really want her to suffer, it just makes my suffering seem unnecessary. She has always
been my mirror. | thought I had out grown the constant comparison. Every few days | ask
her “how’s it going?” and her reply is always the same “Great!”

i

Months later | return to New York with my boyfriend Richard. We site see all the
tourist attractions. Then we call Harry and he meets us at St. Mark’s Ale House. I drink
club soda, while the men drink alcohol. We sit in the front where the wall length
windows are pushed open and the air rushes in from the street. | watch skaters go by,
girls in colored tights and black boots, couples walking dogs, but never any punks or
homeless, no obvious junkies. The street lined by Japanese restaurants, and college bars.
Harry says “Welcome to the new gentrified Manhattan.”

After drinks, we walk around and Harry tells us the story of living with the actor
Rockets Redglare. Rockets was in movies such as Jim Jarmusch’s Down by Law and
Strangers in Paradise. He even had a bit part in Big and Desperately Seeking Susan.
Rockets sold drugs to Sid and Nancy and it is rumored that he may have been the one to

have killed Nancy. He was in the Chelsea Hotel, moments before, dropping off dope to
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the punk couple. Harry doesn’t believe that to be true. He can’t imagine Rockets killing
anyone.

Harry grew up in Queens and then eventually moved to the city, to the Bowery,
when he was in his twenties, still young, still naive. Back then it was crime infested and
rent was low. One night, his roommate brought Rockets home to stay. The place became
a den of heroin and alcohol. Harry moved out.

I'say “I guess I was lucky, you know, kicking heroin.” Harry looks at me. The
clean me. The writer from Memphis. | can tell that he doesn’t see it in me, just like this
street we’re on looks clean and I can’t see signs of the former falling down flophouses.
He heard it in my poems, like I read it in Jim’s, like I read about the Bowery, but he can’t
see it in my face or even in the way | now limp. Harry finishes the story of Rockets and
we are standing on a corner about to cross the street to go to the swanky bar inside the
Bowery Hotel.

1

Jim Carroll died in 2009. His body withered from the hep C, from relapses, he had
a heart attack. In photos, he was no longer sleek and beautiful, but his skin shriveled
down to bones. He was 60 when he died but looked 80. There were a few memorials for
him. One was in the Bowery at St. Mark’s Church.

I can no longer read his prose. The Downtown Diaries make my stomach heavy.
The details of copping and shooting up trigger my own memories of needles in the arm,
the blood registering, and then the moment all junkies live for. The taste in the back of

the throat as the dope flows in the vein, the warmth up the back, pulsating until it breaks,
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mushrooming out, spreading orgasm to each cell, every part of the body, then life is a
dream and nothing hurts anymore.

His poetry and music still talk to me. He wrote of dreams and loneliness. Jim
wrote poems to Rimbaud like I write poems to him. He sang songs about angels of
rejection and looking up to those who died young. He attempted to understand the
darkness within and why he and people like us are drawn back to it over and over again.
This constant return killed him in the end. The epitaph on his tombstone reads “when the
spirit grows too large for the body both are called home.”

I

| finally got clean. Penny eventually followed. A five year gap between us. She
tried over and over again but always went back. My consequences were more severe. |
went to jail. Penny didn’t. My family cut me off. Penny’s didn’t. Ilived in a car and shot
up each and every day for a couple of years, Penny went on binges but always somehow
came out and returned to school or to the workforce ignoring the hell she’d just been
through until she decided to descend again. I couldn’t do that, couldn’t stop until an
outside force stopped me, like a court order, like the self being mangled with pain that
even heroin couldn’t relieve.

Three weeks on the medicine and Penny has cleared the virus. Still no side
effects. This makes me think of a lady | met once at a 12 step meeting. She had taken
herbs, meditated, had acupuncture, and prayed away the Hep C to her doctor’s surprise. I
asked her about this and she said “When I was willing to let go of it, it left me.” It being

the virus. I’ve never let go of anything without a fight, without extreme pain. I wonder if
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I really did see the virus leaving me and since I’'m so stubborn, it had to be wrenched out
of me. But why would it ever be something | would fight to keep?
1

I’m lost in my thoughts, in the Bowery ghosts of skid row paved over with high
price cafes. The 2500 dollar jacket at CBGB’s tomb. Where did all the junkies go? The
broken livered split heart travelers, lonely, looking for a cure. And heroin was a cure for a
little while. I think of Jim Carroll and how he read a poem, sang a song, whispered about
the price of being who we are, the price for loving the things we love.

Cars pass by, Richard and Harry step off the curb, the street sign above our heads
reads Joey Ramone’s Place. The Bowery Hotel bar will be high price. People dressed in
designer clothes. We may even see rich celebrities and corporate rock stars. | cross the
street, the wind whipping my face, my knee feeling like it’s about to break. I was lucky
in my addiction. Lucky because I am now clean. Lucky because my liver won’t kill me. 1
have been cured. Freed of hepatitis C. Tamed. Fattened by the side effects of the
medicine. Crippled with arthritic limbs, searing knee clacking like teeth. But still inside,
below the god that got me sober, below the healed liver, there is still a howl let loose
through me like a rock n roll nurse, like a Dee Dee Ramone, like a rapture in the back of
the punk boy’s car. I remember heroin. The warmth. The tingle in the skin. The way it
took all the pain away. L ‘appel du vide as Jim said. | walk the streets that he once
breathed out broken, bruises on arms, ache in the pit of the belly that sings for holiday,
that sings for starry eyes, and the place between woke and dreaming. | think of the way it
all once roared through me, over taking me, like the rush of air from the taxi’s zipping

past, narrowly missing me, as | step to the curb on the opposite side of the street.
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