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	For Fritz, my stepfather. Thank you for never giving up on me, and for your undying patience, love, support, and grace throughout our journey. This book wouldn’t have happened without you.

	And for everyone who has ever suffered from anxiety, depression, addiction, or has felt helpless and alone.
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	Introduction

	The first time I remember thinking that I wanted to write a book happened sometime during high school. I have always been a story teller, and for whatever reason, writing these stories came to me naturally. Finding subjects to write about has never been a challenge. In fact, the only struggle is keeping up with life around me and trying to capture every- thing that happens as best I can, because these essays and stories are about one thing: life. They are about my life, the lives of others, and their relationship to me.

	I went to school for roughly six years to study writing with the sole intention of publishing my own book one day; a book that would tackle the hard truths—one that would address and wrestle with love, loss, depression, and ultimately tackle my own con- sciousness.

	When I secured the contract to write this book, I was beyond elated. But once I realized that while I had earned the chance to tell my stories, I now actu- ally had to do it! I became very nervous, anxious, and genuinely terrified. Emotional roller-coasters are my favorite kind of ride, so take your Dramamine now. I remember asking the last professor I had at Portland State, “How do I do this? What if people are upset by what I write? What if they hate me after reading it?”

	 

	
I knew that what I would eventually write would be intense, that it would be disturbing to some. But I hoped that by sharing my own turbulent journey of navigating depression, alcoholism, anxiety, and an- ger, it might help others feel a little less alone in their own struggles.

	Truth be told, I am not a reader. People ask how this is even possible. Well, I struggle with reading, I always have. My mind wanders off the page and I lose my place, sometimes reading for pages and forget- ting what I read. I used to be terrified of reading aloud because I was so scared and insecure that I would pronounce something wrong, or that people would notice my lisp more. On the rare occasion that I find myself at a book store, I almost always wind up in the cooking section. I love cooking and can read recipes and make perfect sense of what’s happening and what the outcome will be. It’s not the same with the writing of this book.

	I had all the ingredients for this book scattered around my head—memories, anecdotes, music, food, feelings, etc. I had no idea where to begin. I thought of buying a dry erase board and writing potential stories or prompts on it and picking one a day to write on…that never happened. I would write ideas down in the notes app on my phone but oftentimes I would do this drunk, and when I’d try to recall them, I’d forget what I was intending to do with them in the first place.

	 

	
It wasn’t until about a year ago when I read the book So Sad Today by Melissa Broder that I realized how I would attempt to write my book. So Sad Today was given to me as a gift and, like most of my books, was initially used as a means of collecting dust. Then it came up on a required reading list for my final course at Portland State. I cracked it open and read almost all of it in one sitting. I was floored by Broder’s brutally raw delivery of her struggles with the same things I was trying to make sense of. She wrote so honestly about her personal life without any apologies. It was like climbing into the mind of an incredibly brilliant woman my age who had experi- enced tragedy, loss, fear, insecurity, and of course, sadness, and was putting it all out there with no holds barred. I couldn’t get over how brave her writing was, and it ultimately gave me the strength to sit down and attempt to do the same. I was going to write the way I thought, and I was going to let people see it.

	Something that Broder wrestles with on the page is substance abuse. Toward the end of the book she writes about getting sober, invites anyone that needs help to seek it, and provides her personal email. This was huge to me. I have always known that I’ve need- ed to stop drinking, and I didn’t want my book to suf- fer from it, so I stopped. I have a glass of wine with dinner when I’m eating something worthy, but other than that, I haven’t been drunk in months. Writing this book has helped me not drink. My mind slowly became clearer, my anger has dissipated as well as

	 

	
my anxiety. I have my moments, but I am much, much happier. So, writing this book has brought me some peace.

	When I asked my professor those questions about how people might react, he said, “Michael, you’ll nev- er be able to please everyone, and you will offend some people, you might even lose some people you thought were your friends along the way. But as long as you write the truth, nothing else matters.”

	Writing Naked is my heart and soul poured out onto the page. It’s all I’ve ever wanted, and I can’t thank those who have helped me along the way enough.

	 

	Please enjoy my book. If you’re struggling, I hope something inside these pages helps you to feel a little less alone.

	 

	Michael Murray

	 

	
Foreword

	 

	Aside from driving around Cleveland in our par- ents’ cars, renting movies from Blockbuster, and stay- ing up late entertaining our Catholic school curiosi- ties, my earliest collaboration with Michael Murray was an idea to co-author a children’s book for adults [cue eye-rolls]. I’ll save us both the embarrassment of disclosing what this publication might have included because luckily that was not the book Michael was meant to write.

	He wasn’t ready to claim his aloneness, the feel- ings of not belonging. He wasn’t ready for Writing Naked just yet. There were still stories to be collected, some involving being actually naked—dancing na- ked, passing out naked, cooking naked—a slew of mistakes to be made, and a resolve to be had. He needed to first delve into the high level of emotional awareness that accompanies anxiety and depression, fuck shit up a bunch, and stay with the pain so that he might also experience the joy and peace that comes along to soothe the singed places in our souls.

	Even as kids, we got to know anxiety and depres- sion, shame and guilt, and what it sounds like/smells like/tastes like/aches like to feel everything. Today, it is part of my job to encourage people with anxiety to see the ways that having a high level of emotional

	 

	
intelligence actually serves their life and the lives of those around them...but the harsh, in-the-moment truth is that when you have anxiety you feel all the pain and all the joy so strongly that it leaks out of your eyes at inconvenient times and drools off your lips and sounds like I love you and I hate you and it buzzes in your ears and crawls under your skin and burns into the backs of your eyelids when you press them together so tightly they almost push the eye- balls into the space where your brain-mush is firing away in all directions at all times.

	And you might, as Michael did, begin to feel filled up by the dramatic. He has always been a lover of drama, because it was there that he felt most at home; in the presence of suffering. Where there was none, he would create it himself. A symptom of the anxious-minded is writing the ending before it comes; a dramatic and tragic ending no less. I sup- pose it's also a symptom of being a writer.

	There are patterns that give us a sense of safety. It is safe to assume the worst will happen, because when it does, you get to be right. And when we believe that the only ending will be a tragic one, we do everything in our power to prove ourselves right. You get the validation that the universe is harsh, and all the good people die and the bad ones too and all the girls fuck hotter dudes and it shouldn’t matter because you fucked other girls too but it does because your heart is always breaking and you are always seeking more

	 

	
and more validation for why you feel lost, empty, alone, and sad.

	It’s our job to throw a wrench in that cycle. Somehow, we fool ourselves into thinking that not only dreams, but normalcy, sanity, will be served to us on silver platters with a glass of Pinot Noir to wash it down. If we can relearn any lesson from Michael Murray it’s that if you are waiting for someone else to save you, you’re probably in the wrong place. The patterns in our lives are often ones of our own mak- ing. Only when we begin to allow life to happen for us, do we find it in our capacity to shift. But of course, that part of the story happens later.

	While most of the world spends time skinny dip- ping in the cesspool of indifference toward the hu- man condition, after thirty-one years of being with himself, Michael Murray decided to invite us to a brazen, grand-tour of his very own brain-space broken record…the repetitive pain, failure, heartbreak, self- medicating and numbness, rapid-firing between each neuron, rubbed raw.

	It may have begun as an act of self-service, or as he might say “the longest suicide note ever written,” but what shows up between the lines in Writing Na- ked is an invitation to move in closer. By putting his own humanity on display, in all its supposed flaws, the result is less about punishment or redemption and more about a deeper understanding of how we all need to be loved.

	 

	
Traveling in Indonesia during the writing of this book, Michael coerced me into swimming in the ocean after dark one night. All I could envision were giant grey fins and the foreboding “dun dun dun dun dun dun” Jaws theme music. Not to mention the death-trap coral reef I was bare-footedly unprepared for...and in my underwear no less—but I went in.

	Within seconds of floating in the black water, I felt the first sting. And then another. Jellyfish all around. I flailed helplessly, cutting my foot on the coral below, my left side on fire, and as I looked around I saw not an outstretched hand or a guiding headlamp to usher me out of this oceanic hell, but the moon-lit, bare-assed backside of Michael, scram- bling onto the shore already some twenty yards away. I heard him yell something (likely some snarky comment about beached whales) as I made my way to the sand and assessed the damage.

	When he finally sauntered over, with a towel, a beer, and a forced smile—testament to his hope that I’d let this one slide—I hissed, “Where the F did you go?!”

	My side had already stopped burning, my panic was subsiding, a reminder of the only guarantee in this life: impermanence. But I kept to my anger and frustration over his abandoning me there to die. It is a funny thing, impermanence. It should be the very reason we let go, knowing that there is something newly available to us in each moment of our lives.

	 

	
But instead, it is usually why we are driven to desper- ately hold on.

	He squeezed me timidly. “I was scared. And I knew you were good. If you needed help, you would have asked.”

	I saw his vulnerability then; his willingness to show up in honesty. And I realized that my truth was that I was okay on my own. Writing Naked assumes the same of everyone who reads it: you are okay, enough and capable on your very own. These essays remind us that we are all scared. Scared to be seen, to show up as ourselves, to ask for help when we really need it. We’re scared of getting stung. But maybe we can take solace in the fact that we are not alone in our fear.

	Michael’s writing is a tribute and a calling to those of us who are crippled by our own fear of show- ing up as exactly who we are. Through the common and uncommon experiences that undeniably change us, we are all connected here. If this is your first time too, doing this human experience thing, Writing Na- ked will show you that it’s okay to still be figuring it out. We are each so very insignificant in the grand scheme of existence, except in our hearts where, of course, we are infinite. It is from that place where we can choose to cultivate courage, as Michael has.

	Have you ever heard the expression “if it doesn’t open, it’s not your door”? Here’s an updated version inspired by Writing Naked: If you want to get

	 

	
through, slamming your head against the door re- peatedly like a drunk idiot only leaves you bruised with a fat head. The key needed to open the door to the rest of your life might look like courage or for- giveness or even acceptance. It may take you thirty- one years or three weeks or your entire lifetime to find that key, but this book will dare you to stay long enough to find your own way through.

	The only way through this life after all, is to stay, for a time. To be brave enough to know yourself, and, in this rare case of Writing Naked, to share what paths you tripped down, throwing that rascal, ego, in front of the bus of authenticity. This is a book of sto- ries sweating with human insecurity, crippling anxie- ty, open-hearted love and fear, blinding anger, stead- fast connection, substance/self-abuse and the guilt of being a bystander to human pain. What we might find is that it isn’t so much about what happened, or didn’t happen, what was broken or fixed or neglected, but the meaning we distill; the visceral reaction we share when staring the human condition in the face.

	Ultimately, Writing Naked is about bravery. About standing up, taking off all your clothes and jumping into the darkest ocean. It’s about yelling (or whispering), “this is who I am, these are my mis- takes.” It’s about finding out where judgment really comes from. About the eternal struggle each of us faces when we come to a fork where both roads lead us down a way not totally our own, where the ground is crumbling and narrow and unforgiving, and we

	 

	
know that we don’t belong. But somehow, these are the paths that lead us home.

	 

	 

	
Get naked.

	 


 

	Hanna Kokovai Novice Human
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Happy Hour with the Universe


	 

	Me: Hey, you’re all-knowing, right? Can I ask you something?

	 

	Universe: As long as it’s not “what’s the meaning of

	life…” It’s been a long day.

	 

	Me: I’ve seen Hitchhiker's Guide to the Galaxy. I’m satisfied with “42.” My question is closer to home—I want to know why I drink, and why I can’t stop.

	 

	Universe: Do you really think you can’t stop?

	 

	Me: That’s how it feels. I don’t even get what drinking does for me, aside from exacerbating my anger, lay- ing the foundation for bad decisions, sending me into an anxious sinkhole and sucking the life out of the 24-48 hours following... do I really think it’s that fun?

	 

	Universe: Ok. Let’s start with this: Can you remember

	when you started drinking? Me: Yeah, I was about fifteen.

	Universe: I remember a lot of your friends had al- ready started before then, while you were just smok- ing pot.

	 

	
Me: I was freaked out by the image of being drunk at first. It looked scary to me, watching my friends fall- ing all over the place, but I guess it was just a matter of time before I was falling all over the place too. Once I started, I drank like most kids; we’d rifle through random parent’s liquor supplies and take a little from each bottle and end up with gross concoc- tions that we’d plow through just to get to the drunk part. We’d ride our bikes to Russo’s grocery store and buy various food flavorings used for baking; they contain mostly alcohol so if we bought six orange extracts and mixed them with orange soda, we’d have a pretty decent (disgusting) orange cocktail. One thing was universal for all of us: we were drinking to get as fucked up as possible.

	 

	Universe: The reason was different for each of you though.

	 

	Me: You’re right, and for me it was easier to play the part of shitfaced goofball than the part of child of a broken home. The same time I started to drink hard and use drugs harder was the same time that my par- ents split up. And I was the only one.

	 

	Universe: When your dad took you to Coventry and bought you those Phish CDs and then told you he was leaving your mom, that was devastating.

	 

	
Me: Yeah. I can remember being very angry and em- barrassed. I didn’t tell anyone what was going on. I started smoking a lot more pot, as much as I could get a hold of. Eventually the word got out that Mike and Karin Murray were splitting up, and other par- ents forbid their kids from hanging out with me. So, I started hanging out with older kids and it was easier for them to get booze, so it was easier for me. Plus, I was smoking so much pot and missing so much class that eventually I was drug tested and I was kicked out of my first high school.

	 

	Universe: And instead of backing off, that’s when the

	drinking really started to go next level.

	 

	Me: I was angry, hurt, scared, and embarrassed. Not to mention, because of my expulsion from the first high school, my parents started drug testing me reg- ularly, so I started drinking more. I drank because I didn’t want to feel…or think. I was exhausted by the constant feeling and thinking. Fourteen years later I guess I do it for the exact same reason.

	 

	Universe: Sounds like we’ve established a pattern and a source. Tell me more about what you didn’t want to feel or think about.

	 

	Me: Jesus. I need a drink.

	 

	
Universe: ...which brings us back to the question of

	whether you CAN’T stop, or simply choose not to.

	 

	Me: Shit, I didn’t want to think about the fact that my parents were splitting up. I would watch them walk across the bridge to “talk” from an upstairs bathroom in our house and I could hear them screaming at one another. It killed me. Seeing my dad pack his things and move out was an entirely new level of emotion. I didn’t want to think about how I was failing in school and how I was getting kicked out, being forced to attend public school with a bunch of strangers; most- ly entitled, rich, Jewish kids whose parents didn’t give a shit what they did. I didn’t want to think about how my true friends’ parents were forbidding them to hang out with me because I was a part of an imper- fect home. I didn’t want to feel the truth of what I had become, in other people’s eyes: an outcast; a scape- goat; the reason why their sons and daughters were drinking or smoking; the kid with the messed-up life.

	 

	Universe: I know there was at least one good thing you gained despite losing a lot during that time.

	 

	Me: Yeah, that’s when I met Jon.

	 

	Universe: You two hit it off right away.

	 

	Me: We met at this party and talked the whole night about our parents, how we felt. I knew it was safe to

	 

	
tell him, somehow. We smoked a bunch of weed and crushed beers and when the party ended, he came back to my mom’s house to spend the night. We pret- ty much lived together from then on.

	 

	Universe: Right off the bat you two were partying pretty hard together. You found someone on the same plane as you to get fucked up with?

	 

	Me: Yeah, but to me it was much more. I had found someone who I could relate to. We were the only people each other knew whose parents were splitting up. He was someone I could confide in, even if we were just self-medicating.

	 

	Universe: Did you know it was “self-medicating” at

	the time?

	 

	Me: I don’t know, I was fourteen or fifteen. I likely didn’t even know what that meant. Whatever it was, it didn’t save Jon in the end. And I was alone again.

	 

	Universe: Yes, you were.

	 

	Me: To a certain extent, one of the main reasons I drink is because I started when I was fifteen and it’s been the only way I know to navigate this world, by numbing myself to it. It’s easier to drink, or at least that’s what I’ve fooled myself into believing. I drink because I tell myself it’s all that I know. It was the

	 

	
first tool I found, and the one I’ve continued to use all this time. I started half my lifetime ago, and I only “quit” once.

	 

	Universe: Involuntarily.

	 

	Me: Yeah, not by choice! I wasn’t anywhere near ma- ture enough to have made a choice like that on my own. When I was sent away to boarding school right after Jon died, I simply couldn’t drink there. It wasn’t impossible, but I was living so isolated from the rest of the world that it just wouldn’t have been worth it to try.

	 

	Universe: You thought about it though.

	 

	Me: Oh sure I did, but it would have been a major pain in the ass. I’d have to leave campus, wander down the street and hopefully find some local Maine fuck-ups to buy me beer from the gas station. A lot of other students tried this, some were successful, others got robbed and beat up. Some kids would drink mouthwash in their dorm rooms and steal cooking sherry from the kitchen. This seemed disgusting to me and they always got caught. It wasn’t worth it. For some reason, all that was beneath me.

	 

	Universe: Even when your friend sent you those ciga- rettes, it was a disaster.

	 

	
Me: Hah, yeah, when I would wander down to the ocean and chain-smoke three cigarettes and try to cover up the smell with Axe body spray, that was ri- diculous- beyond that I didn’t do shit, well, besides my twenty-minute Ambien trips on my top bunk of my dorm.

	 

	Universe: Can you remember how it felt being sober?

	 

	Me: Well, it ebbed and flowed, I’d go home for breaks and the first thing I would do is get as fucked up as possible. Once, I remember it was my first time re- turning to Cleveland, and I was flying out of Boston. I had a friend who was a freshman at Boston College. I was staying with her until I left for my flight and she had bought me a bottle of Jim Beam and some smokes, so I had those waiting for me. When I got to her dorm I drank Jim Beam and Red Bulls, one of Jon and my favorite drinks. I barely remember that, but it did happen. I suppose that in the year and a half that I was at boarding school, I was only sober when I was at school, so stretches of three to four months.

	 

	Universe: And in those month-stretches of sobriety, how did you feel?

	 

	Me: I didn’t.

