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I came out ass-first into a world of static,

Blinked once and started owing rent.

A nurse slapped me into awareness,

And I haven't stopped flinching since.



I was drinking cold coffee out of a Styrofoam cup in a rented room with no locks. The morning light didn’t spill so much as it stabbed through the blinds, like it owed me something. The place smelled like ash and lemon-scented mildew, and I couldn’t tell if it was the carpet or me. Probably both.

That was the morning I became Frank Reed.

It wasn't some grand epiphany. It was paperwork. A dumb little prank wrapped in the wrapper of reinvention. I was pissed at Denny—from Lowtide Publishing—and anger, as always, made me feel artistic.

“Dear Mr. Rubenstein,” I began, typing one-handed on a second-hand typewriter I got for $12 at a pawn shop off Pico. “Enclosed is the poetry manuscript of one Frank Reed, a voice sorely missing from the modern literary canon. A poet for the end times, who still wears clean socks and occasionally cries during commercials.”

The typewriter ribbon was dying, and every few words looked like they'd been ghosted by the machine. Fitting.

I grinned at the absurdity of it. “Frank Reed.” The name had that ‘poet laureate who drinks warm gin and hates his mother’ feel. Not a real person, which made it perfect.

I had history with Denny. The kind you put in quotation marks. We drank together back in Vegas. I edited copy for one of his smut rags—Lust Monthly, I think—and he always told me I wasn’t commercial enough. Now he ran a boutique press that published “visceral experimentalists.” The kind of folks who wrote haikus about dental trauma and free-versed their way into bankruptcy.

I slapped the carriage return on the typewriter like I was swatting a fly. My fingers were stained with ink and nicotine, and my soul was more cliché than the beat poets I was parodying.

The letter continued:

“Frank’s work may offend, uplift, or cause gastrointestinal distress. He has no agent, no credentials, and no regard for punctuation. Enclosed please find: Love is a Gravy Stain on the- Universe.”

I sat back, rereading my handiwork with the kind of pride that only comes from elaborate pettiness. A flicker of sun caught the crusted edge of the mirror above the sink. I looked like I’d lost a fight with a sidewalk. Greying beard, yellowing eyes, a bathrobe that had survived more presidents than most marriages.

Just then, the motel phone rang. A landline. I hadn’t heard it make a noise since I checked in.

“Yeah?” I croaked.

“Frank?” The voice was female, raspy, bored.

I blinked. “Speaking.”

Pause.

“This is Connie at the front. You got a letter yesterday. Guy dropped it off himself.”

“Guy?” I sat up straighter.

“Tall. Jewish maybe. Leather coat. Looked angry, but not in a violent way. More like constipated.”

“That’s Denny,” I muttered.

“You want it?”

“Yeah.”

“I’ll slide it under the door.”

Click.

I stood, groaned, cracked something in my back, and shuffled toward the door just as the envelope slid into view like a severed tongue. My name on the front: Frank Reed.

He’d taken the bait.

I tore it open. Typed, of course. Denny’s kind of passive-aggressive always came with kerning.

“Frank—

Thank you for your submission. While your poems lack coherence, taste, and any discernible merit, there is something disturbingly honest about them. Call me. I’m intrigued.

– D.R.”

I laughed so hard I coughed.

I lit a cigarette from last night’s ashtray, blew a ring that immediately collapsed in shame, and leaned against the sink.

There was something about failure that felt pure. It didn’t lie to you. It didn’t ask for second chances. It just showed up, smelled like moldy sandwiches, and sat next to you until you started to enjoy its company.

And now, apparently, it was getting published.

“Here’s to Frank Reed,” I said aloud, raising my coffee cup like a chalice.

And spilled it all over the typewriter.

The typewriter hissed in protest as the coffee seeped between its keys. I watched the liquid pool like guilt around a priest. I didn’t even flinch. I just lit another cigarette and thought: maybe this is it. Maybe Frank Reed is the kind of guy who writes his best work on a coffee-stained machine while the world forgets his name. And maybe that’s enough. Maybe obscurity is the only honest form of fame.

The typewriter still made this faint clicking sound when I pressed the dead keys, like a corpse whispering “stop it.” Coffee had claimed it. A worthy death. So I went out.

It was just past noon and already too hot for denim, but that’s all I had. The motel door shrieked like it was in labor, and I stepped out into the cracked parking lot where pigeons paced like parole officers.

I walked three blocks and found a coffee shop that didn't smell like dreams dying. It was one of those spots where the staff pretended not to hate you but also refused to hide that they hated you. L.A. professionalism.

“Black coffee. Large. Real cup if you’ve got one,” I said.

The barista was young, genderless in that purposeful way, and covered in stick-and-poke tattoos of things that probably meant something.

“You want room for milk?” they asked without looking up.

“I want room for regrets. Milk doesn’t help.”

They nodded, unamused, and disappeared behind the counter. I dropped three quarters in the tip jar labeled “We’re artists too.”

I took my cup to a corner table that rocked like a boat. A woman was already there, actually. Petite, frizzy hair, neck like a Modigliani painting. She was sketching. I gestured to the seat.

“This taken?”

She looked up, squinted, then shrugged. “Only by me. You can sit if you don’t talk.”

“Perfect,” I said. “I hate my voice.”

She smirked, just slightly. I sat. A few minutes passed like gas—loud in my head, unnoticed by others. Eventually, curiosity got the better of me.

“What are you drawing?”

“Shapes,” she said. “Things that don’t exist.”

I peered over. “Looks like a nervous uterus.”

“Exactly.”

I liked her.

We sat in comfortable disregard for a while. She sipped a green drink I wouldn’t trust and returned to her work.

“You local?” I asked finally.

She sighed. “You’re talking.”

“Sorry. Just collecting data for my memoir. It’s called Women Who Tolerated Me Briefly.”

That got a smile. “I’m Celeste. I live five miles east and ten miles poor.”

“Frank Reed,” I said automatically, then corrected myself in my head. Still Frank. Still playing the part.

She offered her hand. I shook it like it was fragile glass.

“I’m guessing writer?”

“That obvious?”

“You’ve got ink on your fingers, coffee on your shirt, and a look in your eyes like metaphors are all that’s keeping you alive.”

“Close. I’m also deeply unemployable.”

She laughed. Not a full laugh, more of an exhale with melody. But I took it as a win.

I watched her draw some alien architecture. “You an artist?”

“Maybe,” she said. “I wait tables at night. This is my way of not setting the place on fire.”

“Healthy coping.”

“I try.”

We lapsed again into mutual silence. Outside, a man screamed at a tree. L.A. provided background music whether you wanted it or not.

“I’ve got a poetry reading tonight,” I said before I could stop myself.

Celeste raised an eyebrow. “You a good poet?”

“No. But I’m a great failure.”

“Is that the same thing?”

“In this town? Absolutely.”

She finished her drink. “Where?”

“Sketchpad. Off Melrose. Around eight. You should come. Boo me. Throw a shoe. It’ll be fun.”

Celeste tilted her head, considering. “Maybe.”

We exchanged numbers on a napkin like it was 1987.

I left before I could say something clever and ruin it.

The walk back was longer, hotter, and the pigeons looked even more disappointed in me than usual. I thought about her the whole way. Not in a romantic sense—Frank Reed didn’t do romance—but in that startled way you remember a lyric to a song you forgot you loved.

Maybe she wouldn’t show. Probably she wouldn’t. But maybe.

Back in the motel, I opened the drawer to grab a pen and found a Gideon Bible. I wrote the word “WHY?” on the first page in all caps and then underlined it twice.

The motel room still smelled like coffee and nihilism.

But now it smelled slightly like hope, too.

I sat down again at the ruined typewriter, just for show, just to pretend I was the kind of man who still had a plan. I typed nothing. Just stared at the keys, daring them to resurrect. I thought of Celeste’s weird shapes and the nervous uterus. I thought about how sometimes the smallest exchanges were the only proof you existed. Then I lit a cigarette, took a drag, and told the empty room, “Frank Reed is on the rise.”

No one applauded. But the silence didn’t argue.

They gave me five minutes. I didn’t ask for them. The guy before me—shirtless, smeared in what looked like acrylic paint and ketchup—was performing a piece called “America Is My Ex-Wife.” -He screamed the last line, chucked a stool into the audience, and walked off to scattered applause and one loud boo that might’ve been a laugh.

I lit a cigarette behind the velvet curtain. Technically, there was no smoking inside, but nobody cared. The venue was a former pizza place turned into a “multi-disciplinary art cave,” which was a pretentious way to say no air conditioning and sticky floors.

Mitch, the emcee, tapped my shoulder.

“You’re up next, Frank.”

I glanced at him. He was wearing gold leggings, no shirt, and eyeliner that had given up around midnight.

“You sure?” I said. “Maybe skip me. Let the next genius bleed for the crowd.”

“You’re on the list. Five minutes.”

“What if I use two and pretend I’m conceptual?”

He smirked. “Then you’re still on the list.”

He disappeared into the smoke and bodies, and I stepped onto the low platform they called a stage. There was no mic stand—just a loose mic duct-taped to a pole that leaned like a drunk tree.

The lights hit me like an accusation.

“Good evening,” I said, voice dry from cigarettes and dread. “I’m Frank Reed. Poet, lover, temp worker, and recovering optimist.”

A few chuckles. One cough. One “bring it on” from a woman near the front who looked like she taught pottery and grief counseling.

“I’ll start with a piece I wrote yesterday while eating canned ravioli straight from the tin,” I continued. “It’s called ‘Elegy for the Expired- Condiments in My Fridge.’”

That got more laughs than I deserved.

I read the first few lines. It wasn’t even a poem—it was a ramble about mustard, loneliness, and how nothing ever goes bad in your fridge until someone else opens it. I said “metaphor” out loud at one point just to be obnoxious.

Someone in the back yelled, “Is this satire or sincerity?”
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