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            For those who dare to listen,

and those who dare to share.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Introduction

         

         You have a story you’ve never dared to share.

         Maybe it’s about that bewildering night you lost your virginity. Or the fistfight you hate to admit that you started. Or the week your dad died and you learned a creepy secret.

         Maybe you have told a version of this story before—to your therapist or your spouse. But you cleaned it up a bit. You left one stone unturned. It could be you were tempted to spill the whole messy truth to your closest friend one night over drinks, but that scolding voice in your head said, “Hey now. Some things are better left unsaid.”

         But what if I told you there’s an extraordinary place where you’d be celebrated for biting the bullet and sharing the whole damn truth—the good, the bad, and especially the ugly of it—with the world?

         Hello kids, this is RISK! That’s exactly what we’re about.

         If you’re one of the millions of people who have heard the RISK! podcast or attended one of our live shows, you already know the motto we’ve lived by for more than eight years and 350 episodes. “RISK! is the show where people tell true stories they never thought they’d dare to share.” We say that on RISK!, nothing is inappropriate until something just…is. But then we talk about it anyway! Because unlike other storytelling shows, RISK! doesn’t censor our contributors’ stories to suit the standards of family-friendly radio. Nothing is too emotional, too graphic, too strange.

         I have collected in this book some of my favorite stories of unforgettable life experiences courageously shared on the podcast, as well as extraordinary new stories that have never been told anywhere. What ties them together is how surprising, gripping, and nakedly honest they all are. I tell people that RISK! is soul food, served spicy. Prepare for stories that will make you laugh and cry…and that may keep you up at night.

         Our live show happens once a month in New York and LA, but I also take the show on the road. After each event, people line up to give the storytellers and me a hug and share something. A college kid in St. Louis had tears streaming down his face when he told me the podcast saved his life. A man once emailed to say getting his stepson to listen to a RISK! story helped the two of them to finally relate to each another and moved the boy to get help for his drug problem. A college student emailed to say the show helped her come to terms with her rape. After listening to RISK!, she knew how to get help. At a show in Austin, an older married couple told me they’d been on the verge of divorce, but then came out to each other as “kinky” after hearing an X-rated story on RISK!, and it saved their marriage.

         These amazing shifts that happen to people—these transformations—are just as powerful on the page as on the podcast. They’re what happens when we see true courage in action and are inspired to take a risk ourselves. All the brave storytellers in this collection bare not only their souls but also some of their darkest secrets.

         I can attest to how unfiltered honesty saves lives. It saved mine.

         Picture this. At five years old, I began to be terrified of myself.

         I was a bucktoothed redhead, usually “bouncing off the walls,” as my mom said. It was the messy mid-seventies, and we were as Catholic as they come in an oh-so-Republican part of Ohio. At that age, I’d never heard of “having a crush” on someone. But I realized that I felt something for Sammy Buchanan. He was born the same day I was, lived a few houses down, and we were the best of friends. Sammy had sandy hair, a sunny smile, and an amazing toy collection. One rainy afternoon, listening to the cartoon mice chirping on the Disney Cinderella LP, I blurted out, “Sammy! Wouldn’t it be funny if we took off all our clothes?!”

         I was right—it was hilarious! We ripped off our clothes and laughed up a storm. Romping around, some part of my little brain knew exactly why I’d made the suggestion—that for me this was more than just humorous. Suddenly, Sammy’s eyes were wide as quarters and he said, “What’s that?!”

         He was pointing at my penis. I looked down and my jaw dropped. It was doing something both of us found bewildering—it had turned stiff and was pointing toward the ceiling. I instinctively knew this was an outward sign that I found this boy-and-boy nakedness exciting.

         Sammy laughed it off, but I couldn’t. I remembered something his older brother, Rick, had told the two of us just days earlier. “When people say gay or fag,” he’d said, “they mean a boy who likes other boys the way that a boy is supposed to like girls. That’s why it also means ‘disgusting’ and ‘lame.’” I felt hot and cold with fear. “In one year, I have to go to kindergarten,” I thought. “I’m going to meet so many kids. What if one of them finds out I’m a gay fag?”

         Most gay kids aren’t self-aware so soon, but I was a precocious (and horny) little guy. Because I forced myself not to be honest with anyone around me, a black cloud of anxiety hung over my head everywhere I went throughout my childhood. I was obsessed with keeping my sexuality hidden.

         But by my teens, I got gutsy, fascinated by the idea of coming out. A little over a decade after the Sammy Buchanan incident, I finally mustered the courage to share about my sexuality with friends and family members, one by one. I felt a gush of relief and affirmation each time. Those relationships only deepened from my sharing the truth. I’ve spent my whole life learning the essential lesson that each of the writers in this collection live out.

         But it wasn’t just my sexuality that was different. Family members told me I was too expressive. Friends told me my sense of humor was too strange. Teachers told me my voice was too big. I felt like a freak most of the time. For a few years after college, I was lucky enough to be in a sketch comedy group called The State with a series on MTV, where it was okay to be too much this or too much that. But when I changed my focus to doing solo character monologues after The State broke up in ’96, I was drowning in self-consciousness about what Hollywood casting directors might think of me. I did all I could to avoid seeming too loud and gay, too Midwestern and polite, too goofy and surreal, or too serious and spiritual. In an effort to not be too much of anything, I had let myself become nothing. No one would hire me. I was a wreck, and I was starving.

         Everything changed one January night in 2009. I was about to turn forty. I was twelve years away from my successful period on TV, and twelve years into drinking myself silly and thinking of jumping off the Williamsburg Bridge. I did not want to head into another decade in this rut, but on this January night, I did a solo show of character monologues at San Francisco Sketchfest, and everything that could go wrong did. The show was called F*** Up (about five guys who had f***ed up their careers!) and on that night, it lived up to its name.

         A fellow State member, Michael Ian Black—whose amazing story “The Ring of Fire” I’ve included in this collection—was there. After the show, I asked him what he thought.

         He paused, then said, “I think everyone in that audience tonight would have been more interested if you’d been sharing your real-life experiences. Why not just drop the mask and tell us the truth?”

         I felt a sting of nervousness. I said, “Ugh. Putting myself out there like that, with all these odd contradictions that make up who I am, it feels too risky!”

         He stopped walking and said, “If it feels like a risk, it’s because you’re opening up to the audience. But then they will open up to you.”

         It was one of the most important things anyone has ever said to me.

         On the plane ride home, I promised myself I would tell the boldest true story I could think of onstage once I was back in New York. I’d heard of true storytelling shows but had never been to one. A friend told me that Margot Leitman and Giulia Rozzi hosted a show called Stripped Stories at the UCB Theatre in Chelsea featuring tales from people’s sex lives, so I called them.

         “I can tell the story,” I told Margot, “about the first time I tried prostituting myself and failed, when I was twenty-three. It was a comedy of errors.” She said, “Not only can you, you must!”

         But when the day of the show came around, I felt like a frayed power line. Just a few hours before showtime, I called Margot to back out. “It feels too risky,” I told her.

         She said, “Oh wow! That’s so great to hear!”

         I was confused, but her laughter put me at ease. “Listen,” she said, “there are still tons of taboos around talking about sex! So when one of my storytellers calls me the day of the show and tells me it feels too risky—and someone often does—I know that if I can just talk them into going through with it anyway, that will be the story that ends up meaning the most to the audience.”

         I had to do it.

         That night, I told the story (later featured on RISK! Episode #451) called “The Hustler.” As I was telling the story, I felt a voice in the back of my head saying, “Do I sound too gay?” and “Was that part too goofy?” and “Shit! I definitely sound too Midwestern here.…” But eventually, I stopped focusing on that voice and started to notice something else. For the first time, I wasn’t reciting a memorized monologue at the audience. I was conversing with them. Their eyes weren’t just lighting up from the laugh lines; they shone with compassion and recognition. This flow of energy between myself and the audience was new to me. The more intimate I got with my revelations, the more they leaned forward. Afterward, people didn’t just tell me I was funny; they offered their own truths and memories. I’d reached them, contradictions and all. I’d turned a corner.

         I walked away from the UCB Theatre buzzing with excitement. What to do next clicked into place: I would create RISK!, a storytelling show where people could come out about anything, no matter how outrageous or emotional or scary, no matter how funny or strange. It would be a place where people could share the most meaningful moments from their lives with as much vulnerability as they’d show with their therapists.

         In your hands, you hold the most stunning tales of adventure and wonder that emerged from this vision. These are stories about coming to terms with who we are, living our best lives and facing death, walking out of the house intending to murder a bully before your friend talks you out of it, being bitten by scorpions atop an isolated mountain, and getting a life-changing insight from the eccentric uncle from whom you least expect it.

         Each of these stories will change you in a different way. If you let them, they might inspire you to come clean in ways you never imagined you would. Remember that story you thought you’d never dare to share? As I say at the end of the podcast each week, “Folks, today’s the day. Take a risk!”

          

            —Kevin Allison
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            A. J. Jacobs

            With Great Beauty

         

         My wife and I have kids, and a few years ago we hired a babysitter. In our particular case, the babysitter happens to be crazy hot. Her name is Michelle, she’s twenty-seven years old, and she looks like Angelina Jolie but without the freakish lips.

         Beyond being a great babysitter and an unusually attractive person, Michelle is a lovely, kind woman. But since for some reason she’s single, we wanted to see if we could find her a good boyfriend. So one day we sat her down and we said, “Listen, can we set you up on match.com? How about that?”

         She was tentative. “It’s a lot of creeps on there,” she said, “and I’m not really a writer.”

         But I told her, “Listen, I’m a writer. I’ll write the emails for you. No problem!” It seemed like a good idea. “I’ll be sort of the gatekeeper,” I said. “I’ll email these guys and weed out the creeps and I’ll help you, you know, just go out for a latte with the nice guys.”

         “Okay,” she said. “I guess so…”

         We set up an account. I put up some pictures of Michelle, and within a minute my computer goes “Bing!” I’ve got a page view! Then my computer goes “Bing, bing, bing, bing, bing, bing!” Suddenly, I’m very excited. The emails start coming in. That first night, I get like a dozen. They look like you’d expect: “You are so beautiful”; “I love your smile”; etc. When I read those, I’m no longer just excited; I’m exhilarated. Because I’ve never had this much positive feedback in my life. And, yes, I realize it’s technically not for me, but still, it’s an incredible thrill.

         I find that there are some potential good guys, but there are also a tremendous number of guys that I have to weed out. As I start to read through them, more emails come in, and I realize that there will soon be so many that I have to start coming up with a system. So I make a list of the deal breakers. If there’s a guy who mentions the word ladies in his opening email, I figure that’s not good. If he says that his best feature (the website asks you your best feature) is “Ass” or “Butt,” even if it’s ironic, that’s a strong red flag. If the guy’s head is tilted more than twenty degrees—to the right or the left; there’s no right way to tilt as far as I’m concerned—then he’s out.

         There was one other deal breaker. If the guy mentions female anatomy in the first email—for example this one man opened with, “I’m not a professional gynecologist, but I’d be happy to take a look”—that’s an easy no.

         You’d be shocked by how many of these guys there are, and though I try to send notes to all of them to let them know I’m not interested, I find there are too many to write to them all. But I find this one guy, his user name was “Sexy Gentleman,” and I said to myself, “Michelle should really respond to this guy.” I thought this would be a nice thing for Michelle to do. So I sent him a note saying, “You seem nice. I don’t think we’re right for each other, but just FYI, you might wanna rethink ‘Sexy Gentleman’ as a screen name. It might be, for some women, a little too on the nose. You know?”

         I felt like I was helping people. This incredible feeling rushed through me. I could help the creeps overcome their creepiness and also find some great dates for our hot babysitter. And there were certainly a few guys that I liked. There was this music teacher with long hair, and he was very humble and sweet, and he wrote these long, funny emails about xylophones. I took him to Michelle and said, “What do you think?”

         “Alright,” she said. “I’ll meet him.”

         So they have a date at the Mexican restaurant. I don’t go to spy, even though I really want to. When she comes back, I ask her to tell me everything, and she’s like, “Yeah, I liked him. I think I liked him. He was cool, sweet. I’ll go on a second date.” And I’m like, “Yes!” Because I am living vicariously through her, and also through him—through both of them.

         I was relieved, too, because this was her first date I’d set up and my personality—her online personality, that is—is a little bolder than her real personality, which I warned her about. But she told me that she changed her personality at the restaurant to try to fit into her online one. She tells me that when he walked in, she made him turn around to check out his butt.

         I was learning quickly that it’s very powerful—for me it’s a rush—being a hot woman. For instance, I got this other email from this guy whose opening essay started, “When I was a child, I witnessed a clown jump to his death from a seven-story building, and it was the only time a clown has made me laugh.” Obviously, I was disturbed, and so I wrote him back, saying, “You know, you seem nice. You’re very funny. But you’re a little dark for a sweet girl like me.” Then when I look at his profile the next day he’s changed his opening essay completely. Now it’s all about Care Bears and snuggling and rainbows. He writes me that day saying, “I need a sweet girl. I like you.” I felt a pang of compassion for this bizarre, creepy man. But I couldn’t bear to reach back out and set something up—I couldn’t do that to Michelle.

         The sleazeballs continued apace, dozens of new ones every day. This one guy who looked like John Turturro opened with the line, “You seem like a handful.” To that, my only response was silence.

         A few months before all this, I had read in the course of my work for Esquire magazine a book about pickup artists, and one of the strategies they use as an opening line is to mildly insult the woman. The idea is to lower her self-esteem, and then she’ll wonder if maybe this pickup guy talking to her is better than she is, and maybe she sort of sucks. The term for that is negging, as in saying something negative, and as the book about pickup artists came back to me, I realized this guy had just negged me. So I wrote him back, saying, “Hey, have you ever read the book The Game by Neil Strauss?” He writes back, “Why do you ask?” And I’m like, “I just busted your ass. I knew it.” Because I knew that if he hadn’t read The Game, he would have said, “No, I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

         After some back-and-forth I finally got him to confess that he’s a part of this pickup artist community. He knew all these other guys who subscribed to the philosophy. When I find this out, I get quite angry. “This is not a game! I am looking for a boyfriend or a husband. Stop toying with my emotions!”

         I was like Susan B. Anthony, and I just wasn’t gonna take it.

         Soon, I found another guy who I really liked, a scientist who seemed very sweet, though he had ears sort of like Prince Charles’. I asked Michelle, “What do you think?” And she said, “Yeah, let’s try it.”

         We make a date. When Michelle comes back from it, I ask her about everything, and she tells me he never showed up. “He blew me off,” she said. “I’m out. I can’t do this anymore.” I could tell she’d been crying. “You know,” she said, “this is too…” but she didn’t finish the thought.

         I thought, “What the fuck is wrong with this guy?”

         The next day, the guy emails me. He was at the Starbucks. He was outside and she was inside. “Sheesh,” I think. “Kids today. They can’t even find each other in a Starbucks!”

         Next I get my favorite email yet. This guy whose screen name is “Watch Me on TV” and who doesn’t have a picture reaches out. “Who is this?” I wonder. “Al Roker?” I open the email and it says this: “I’m married, but I’m looking for a girl on the side, and I wondered if you could be that girl? I love the forbidden fruit.”

         In retrospect, I should’ve just left it right there—that would’ve been the mature thing to do. But in the end I couldn’t leave it. I’ve thought about why that was for some time, and partly it’s because I think I’m a fourteen-year-old boy mentally, and I wanted to mess with him. Partly, though, it was also because this guy was my gender and he was out there ruining our reputation. He was a scumbag, and I wanted to punish him.

         So naturally, I flirt with him. I say, “What’s it like to be so famous?” And “Watch Me on TV” reveals that the reason he has that screen name is that he appears once every couple months on some CNBC show at something like three in the morning. I couldn’t believe this guy. He’s trying to leverage that into sex with hot women, on the side?

         I keep going. “Hey, you’re so famous,” I write, “and I’ve always heard famous people can do some pretty crazy stuff. What’s the craziest thing you’ve ever done?” He says, “I’m so crazy, I’m going to run for political office.” Great, I think. This is what we need: more politicians who pick up women on the internet. Then he tells me that he has “some pretty wild fantasies.”

         “Do tell!” I say. I was starting to break a sweat.

         “I don’t know,” he demurs, “they’re a little risqué.” I tell him not to worry. “I can take it. You can say anything to me.” It was a total setup.

         He emails me this two-page letter, a detailed description of how Michelle is wearing this fur coat in a strip bar, and she’s got on a black bra and her nipples are hard. She’s grinding her crotch into guys’ faces. And it goes on and on, only getting more graphic. When I get this, I am, as you can imagine, very excited.

         So I emailed him back. I decided to take a different tactic now. I wrote, “You disgust me! You want to treat me like trash. I can’t believe you would consider me a piece of meat who would grind my crotch into guys!” Suddenly, he is all groveling and apologetic, saying, “Oh, I’m so sorry, I didn’t know.” That was when I decided I’d done my best to teach the guy a lesson, and it’s time to move on. I wasn’t Chris Hansen from To Catch a Predator. That guy gets to sit there all day doing this, but me, I’ve got to find Michelle a boyfriend.

         She agreed to go out again with the guy with long hair, the music teacher. They meet for dinner. When she comes home afterward, I’m eager to discuss it all. “So, how was it?” I ask. “He’s nice.” She shrugged. I knew that was the death knell.

         Although it broke my heart, she did not go on a third date with this guy. I did set her up with a bunch of other guys. It turned out that she didn’t end up with any of them, but she did end up with an old friend of hers that she knew from a decade ago. So even though I can’t take full credit, I do like to take a tiny bit of credit. The way I rationalize it is that Michelle hadn’t dated in five years before I put us on match.com, so in a sense, I got her back into the dating mind-set. Yes, it was probably delusional, but I didn’t care—I felt good about that.

         And for me, the online dating was one of the greatest experiences of my life. I loved it because I got all this positive feedback I wasn’t used to, and I also loved how I got to see this side of men that other men typically don’t. I got to see the sleazy guys that I kind of expected, as well as the guys I didn’t expect—men who were very emotionally vulnerable and open and romantic.

         Thinking about those men, I decided I’d do one more thing as Michelle. I searched the website for “lonely and depressed” and saw this guy with a profile that said, “I live at home with my sick mother. I take care of her. I have no life. I’m a loser. I go to work. I come home. I play video games. And I’m really depressed.” I wrote to him as Michelle and said, “Listen, we can’t date because you’re in another state, but I just want you to know that I think it’s wonderful that you take care of your mother. I think you’re a rock star, and you’re gonna meet some beautiful woman someday soon, and you’re gonna make her very happy.”

         I felt that was important to do, because with great beauty comes great responsibility.

      

   


   
      
         
             

            Taking the RISK!

            A Q&A with A. J. Jacobs

         

         
            You’re used to writing for the page, but this story was originally spoken conversationally on the stage. How does that make you feel?

            I try to make my writing as conversational as possible, so I think it’s a good fit for me.

            Are there any parts of the story that you feel need tweaking now? Why?

            I wish I could redo the whole experiment now. In the age of Tinder, it might even be crazier.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Michele Carlo

            The Gift

         

         It was just a typical Tuesday a couple of weeks before Christmas. I came home from school and, as usual, went right into my bedroom, where instead of starting my homework, I opened up the window and went out on the fire escape, where I lit a cigarette, took out my mini boom box, and tried to get my favorite radio station’s signal so I could finish a mixtape. That station’s signal was weak in my part of the Bronx, so I had to wrap the boom box antenna in tin foil and point it toward the Whitestone Bridge.

         In between making the tape and smoking the cigarette, it started to snow. So now I was trying to keep the snow off the boom box, too, so I didn’t hear my mom at first when she came into the room and said she needed me to stop what I was doing and run to the store for her right now. And I thought, “Aw, man!” That was the last thing I wanted to do! When she told me what she wanted me to get for her, it was the last thing I wanted to get…Kotex. And not just any box of Kotex, but the “Super”-size box, which was big and purple with bright yellow letters. A box so tall it stuck out of any bag it was put in, so when you were carrying it down the street, anyone who looked at the bag (and you) knew you were the one that was bleeding…a lot. And when you’re fifteen, you really don’t want someone looking at you and knowing you are bleeding.

         I growled to myself and stomped the five blocks to the drugstore, swearing that if I ever had a daughter, I’d never make her go out and buy my menstrual supplies. At the drugstore, the pimple-faced, four-eyed cashier gave me that weird, knowing look as he rang up the box. I stomped out of the store and started to walk home, when all of a sudden, I felt a gust of wind as two boys whizzed past me, grabbing the bag out of my hand as they slid down the block.

         “Oh my God!” I screamed, because these weren’t just any two boys; they were Dennis and Louie from the Overing Boys Crew, the two coolest boys in the neighborhood. Every boy in the neighborhood wanted to be them and every girl wanted to make out with them…except me. Which was a total lie because I had the biggest, my-first-ever crush on Dennis. But I knew, even before this, it would never be reciprocated, especially once he saw what was in that bag. And so my obsession turned into the type of hatred that only another teenager could understand.

         I ran after them, trying to catch up, but when I got close, they started playing Salugi with me, which is the New York City version of Monkey in the Middle. I caught up to Louie, and he threw the bag to Dennis; I ran up to Dennis and he threw the bag back to Louie. Meanwhile, I was so terrified one of them would see what was in the bag and call me “Kotex Head” for the rest of my life, my fury and shame gave me superhuman speed. I jumped and yelled, “Fuck!” tackling Louie—and saw the box of Kotex fly out of the bag onto Westchester Avenue, where a Number 4 bus immediately ran it over.

         I started bawling. Louie’s back was to the street, so he didn’t see the maxi pads crushed down into the slush. He said, “Aw, c’mon, Shell, it’s only a box of cookies!” And I thought, “Cookies?”

         Then Dennis came over, looked in the street, looked back at me and said, “Shut up, Louie.” I knew that he knew what was in the bag, but for some reason, he wasn’t gonna tell. He helped me up and said, “Come on, Shell, we’ll walk you home.”

         As we started walking back toward my building the snow was really coming down. We walked past all the neighborhood’s holiday displays from people with small budgets and large imaginations, and somewhere between the talking Rudolphs, dancing Jesuses, and competing sounds of Donna Summer’s and Andy Williams’ Christmas albums, we started playing.

         I remember twirling around, trying to catch those big, fat, wet snowflakes on my tongue. Dennis scooped up some snow from a car and threw it at Louie, and then Louie threw snow at me. We started climbing onto the cars to get more snow, which you could do before there were car alarms.

         We pulled down all the snow from the car roofs and threw it at each other. Then we all started running, slipped and fell, and rolled down the street like giant teenage snowballs all the way to the end of the block, right up into a light post. When we hit it, a spell seemed to shatter. I remember standing up and seeing that the three of us were somehow holding hands. This freaked me out—you know, what with my crush on Dennis—so I dropped their hands. The sun was setting. The sky was a blazing purple-red, and in the halo of the streetlight, a snowflake was resting on one of Dennis’ eyelashes. I remember thinking it was the most beautiful thing I had ever seen. Even though I knew I ought to stop looking at it, I couldn’t, and so I saw Dennis was looking at me. “Shell, are you home?” he finally asked. I just nodded because I couldn’t speak.

         Dennis bent down and kissed me full on the lips, and Louie kissed me on the cheek. Then they both ran up the block saying, “Merry Christmas, Shell!” I had never been kissed on the lips by a boy before. I felt like Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer, when Clarice, the reindeer he loved, kissed him and said he was cute, and I floated up the five flights of stairs to my family’s apartment, saying, “I’m cute! I’m cuuuuute!”

         When my mother asked, “Where’s my box?” I told her a bus ran over it. She then made me pay her back out of my allowance, and when my father came home from work, he had to go out and buy it.

         Not long after Christmas, Dennis and Louie were murdered. They were walking to a McDonald’s when someone in a car driving past threw a beer can at them. Louie threw it back. The driver then looped around the block and someone from the back seat shot them both dead.

         I don’t know if you’ve ever been to a teenager’s funeral, but it’s not like when your grandfather died because he smoked for seventy-five years. Everyone from the neighborhood was at Dennis and Louie’s funeral. Boys, girls, parents: comforting each other, crossing themselves, kneeling in front of the closed caskets because Dennis and Louie had both died from massive head wounds. I remember kneeling on the bench before Dennis’ casket, shaking and crying, and out of the corner of my eye, I saw someone kneel down next to me. It was Dennis’ mother. I looked at her. She was the grayest, saddest person I had ever seen in my life.

         “Did you know Dennis well?” she asked.

         I didn’t know what to say, so I just said, “Yeah, kind of.” She looked at me for a minute, and then went off to talk to somebody else.

         Now, as I look back, I realize Dennis’ mother was there alone in that huge room of people. I didn’t see any brothers or sisters, no father, no grandparents, no aunts or cousins. She was probably about the same age then as I am now. And only now can I understand what a gift it would have been for me to tell her what a gentleman her son was. That he didn’t betray my secret. That he played in the snow with me. And that his kiss was my first.

         Many Christmases have come and gone since that day, but I will never forget what the wind and the snow and the colored lights gave to Dennis and Louie and me on the last pure night of our childhood.

      

   


   
      
         
             

            Taking the RISK!

            A Q&A with Michele Carlo

         

         
            This story also appears in your memoir, Fish Out of Agua. What was different about sharing it as a radio-style story on RISK!?

            Sharing “The Gift” for the RISK! podcast felt more intimate. In order for me to get at some of the more emotional stuff while writing the story for the book, I had needed to distance myself a bit from it. But when I told the story, I needed to be wholly connected to those emotions for the performance to have any impact.

            How are stories about childhood different to craft than stories about things that have happened in recent years?

            When you’re writing a story from your childhood, you have to be aware of your perspective of those events as a child. You can use your grown-up experience to make sense of what things meant to you at the time, but you have to make sure you don’t put your grown-up reasoning/reactions onto the child. When you’re writing about your experiences as an adult, you don’t have to worry about those two different planes of interpretation.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Jan Scott-Frazier

            The Riverside

         

         In 1988, I was twenty-two years old and living in Japan. I had moved there the year before in order to study cartoon animation. I lived in a little apartment on the Tama River right at the edge of Tokyo. To earn money for rent and school, I worked at a restaurant, washing dishes and doing kitchen prep.

         With the pressure of both animation school and work, both of which I was trying to complete with next to no grasp of the language, I found myself lonely and stressed all the time. One night, I decided that I would try something I used to do when I was anxious in my childhood: take a walk. There was no better place to stroll than along the Tama River, and since I had always walked south along it in order to get to school and work, I decided that this evening I would walk upriver.

         The river was wide, and we were far enough from the city that there weren’t very many people around, especially since I only started my walk at midnight. I wandered up this path, where the buildings got farther and farther apart. It got quieter and quieter until all I heard was the cool breeze, the frogs, and sometimes the ducks.

         I kept walking up the river until I finally came to a place where the river widened, and there was a waterfall of sorts, a three-meter sloping drop. On the side of the river I was on—the north side—there was a big concrete platform, and at the edge of the platform was a waist-high railing. You could stand on that platform and study the river, which glistened in the moonlight as it streamed down the waterfall. Across the way, a small city, Noborito, threw lights into the sky.

         I stood there for a long time that night, feeling the tension and stress flowing out of me.

         After about an hour, I walked home. I slept so well that night that for the next few nights, I decided I should walk up there again. I would get off work at ten thirty or eleven, take the train home, then go for my little pilgrimage.

         On the third consecutive night I went up there, I spotted someone ahead of me standing on the platform, a woman. I was startled at first, and then I felt invaded. I felt like my private little place had been taken.

         On the other side of the platform were cattails and bull rushes, and on one side were huge concrete jacks meant to keep the area from eroding. I walked down into those jacks where the woman couldn’t see me, and I sat there for a while, waiting for her to leave. But she wouldn’t leave.

         I wondered what she could possibly be doing. I crawled surreptitiously over these jacks until I could see her, standing against the railing. She was crying. Every so often the wind would blow the right way, and I could hear her sobbing.

         After about half an hour, she finished and walked upriver. “How very sad,” I thought, and then I realized I was doing much the same thing, which was even more depressing.

         I spent my half-hour shift up there, and then I went home. The next day, I got busy and couldn’t go. But when I returned the following week, I saw her there every day, standing at the railing, crying. I went back down into the jacks, and every time, I crawled a little closer to her.

         I wondered if what I was doing would be considered stalking by some, though I didn’t see it that way. I felt such empathy for her. On the final visit of the week, the moon was on its way down, and because of the lack of light, I needed to climb closer than ever in order to make her out. I could see that she was a young woman, maybe in her very early twenties, and she seemed inconsolable, just sobbing, sobbing.

         After she went home, I was left standing there, looking out over the river, listening to the frogs and the ducks. I kept thinking about her and how very sad she seemed. Did she not have friends? Did she have nobody who cared about her, who could offer her some level of comfort that a solitary river view couldn’t? Somehow, I couldn’t understand why she would come here alone. I know I came here alone because I was a foreigner struggling to live here for a year with almost no knowledge of Japanese and no friends. How could she be even more bereft?

         I had to go back to get some sleep, but I couldn’t stop thinking about that woman. In fact, I started to feel a kind of strong, warm feeling toward her—not a romantic feeling, but one of deeply felt compassion.

         I saw her again the next Wednesday, and I did my usual thing, sitting in the jacks and waiting for her to leave. But this time I had this strong drive to get up and say something. The problem was that I’m about six-foot-one and she was about five-foot-three, so if I tried to make an approach, I’d appear as this giant, tall, White person stumbling through curt sentences of misspoken Japanese. I would have been so nervous that I would have probably ended up saying something like, “Hello. I come to destroy you!”

         So instead, I watched her leave again. The next week, I decided, I would say something.

         But what could I say? “I wish I could help you,” was something I wanted to tell her. Or, “How are you hurting?”

         I was delayed at work, though, during my evenings the following week, and when I finally spotted her one day, she was just leaving. So I followed her up the river. I had never been beyond this point, and as I followed her I kept a good distance behind, since my white skin shines like a searchlight. She eventually left the river path to walk toward the KO train line, then she disappeared in this big group of apartments.

         I continued to see her every week, and every time I did, I felt worse and worse. I just wanted to run up and embrace her, and tell her, “You know, there is somebody else out here. There is somebody who cares.” I started to feel this love for her, strong love, not friendship and not romantic love, but something I had never experienced before. I could not get her out of my mind.

         I decided that the next week, I needed to finally do something. I would set a trap, as it were. When I saw her, I would walk past the lookout up the river a ways to these other concrete cylinders that you could sit on, which were much closer to the lookout than the jacks were. “What I’m gonna do,” I said, “is sit on these concrete cylinders and just kind of hang out, like I was casually reading a book outside alone at one o’clock in the morning.”

         I sat there, and luckily, there was this fat white cat nearby that was chasing bugs, so I got a weed, and I played with the cat. I looked for the woman out of the corner of my eye, wishing she would hurry up. I couldn’t play with this cat forever.

         Finally, she came, and I saw her, and did my best impression of someone who comes here to play with this cat at one o’clock in the morning every night. As she strolled past me, I turned and wanted to say something, but when I looked at her, I couldn’t, because she had the saddest expression I’d ever seen on her face. I tried to put a thought together in Japanese, and by the time I did, she was long past me.

         The trap had failed—I had failed at it—and so I looked to form my plans for the next week. I was beginning to form fanciful ideas about how our interactions could progress, probably owing to the dramatic stories I was writing in animation class. Nobody loved her, the story went. She was the saddest person in the world, to whom all these horrible things had happened. She didn’t have anyone to talk to. The only person she would open up to about her problems was a mysterious foreigner who couldn’t really speak Japanese. They met for coffee every evening, and they would talk and talk across their language divide.

         On my way to my animation class, I walked by a toy store in which I spotted a cute white stuffed dog in the window. I decided I would buy her this dog.

         The problem was that I didn’t want to walk up to her and go, “ Hey, dog!” using all the Japanese I knew, so I would need leave it there with a card explaining that it was a gift for her.

         I bought the dog, and I wrapped this pretty red bow around its neck. The next Wednesday, it was raining, and I decided I would get to the platform before she would and leave the dog for her. I left work early so I could do this. I placed the dog on the platform, then went down to the jacks and sat there in the rain. As the water came down, I got colder and colder.

         The woman never came, and the first thought in my mind was, “How dare you? I bought this dog. I’ve been waiting a month and a half to say something to you, and I finally get up the guts to do this, and now you don’t come!” But the second thought I had was happy. Perhaps she no longer had anything to cry about. Maybe something wonderful had happened in her life.

         It was a wonderful thought, but somehow I didn’t really think that was the case. I retrieved the dog, which at this point was soaked, and I walked home to a very troubled sleep that night.

         That was on Wednesday. The following Sunday, something happened at the restaurant where I worked. We had a dumbwaiter there—it was a two-level restaurant—and since it was wooden, I constantly had to put newspaper in it to keep it from rotting. As I put a layer of newsprint on the bottom of the dumbwaiter, I saw a picture in the newspaper that looked exactly like the woman. It was dead-on. By this point, I was confident I had memorized her face, having seen her from so many angles in the moonlight.

         I spent the next two hours looking at the picture, thinking it had to be her. I tried to read the article, but my seven-month-old Japanese was not up to the task.

         So I asked a couple coworkers to help me. They told me her name was Asuna Tsurukawa, and she had a difficult life. Right after high school, her father kicked her out of the house and said, “Go fend for yourself.”

         So she moved to Tokyo, the big city, to try to figure her life out. She wanted to go to school, but was unable to come up with the money. She took a job in a bakery instead, but she was very alienated from her coworkers there. She didn’t have much in common with anyone, and didn’t feel like she could have an honest conversation with people. In short, the article gave the impression that she didn’t have any friends.

         On the night when I was sitting out there on the jacks waiting for her, she had really wanted somebody to talk to, but her coworkers wanted to go out and drink, so they told her they were busy. She went home, and decided to take a bath, a nice, warm bath.

         When I was sitting there in the rain with the dog, she opened her wrists with a razor blade. When I was walking back down the trail, freezing, the cold water dripping from me, her lifeblood was washing out into the tub. We went to sleep around the same time, both troubled and unhappy, only her sleep would last forever.

         Years later, I would have the opportunity to travel more of the world. I stayed in many different countries, learned multiple languages, and vastly improved my Japanese. In all those lives I lived abroad, though, I don’t think I met one other person on the planet who really cared that Asuna had lived or died. But I will always care. Now maybe you will, too.

      

   


   
      
         
             

            Taking the RISK!

            A Q&A with Jan Scott-Frazier

         

         
            Considering that the RISK! podcast gets a million downloads around the world each month, did you ever suspect your story would be heard by so many?

            I never thought my story would be heard by so many people. It’s very exciting.

            In what ways, if any, did you have to compress or expand on what you’re absolutely sure is accurate?

            I compressed a little, as happens with every story, but I did not exclude anything important.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Hanna Brooks Olsen

            Morning Shifts

at the Horseshoe

         

         When I was in college, I worked as a waitress at a twenty-four-hour diner in Bellingham, Washington, called the Horseshoe Café. Working there, I saw how twenty-four-hour diners are like the lightbulbs for the moths of society. At a certain time in the early morning, if you look closely, you’ll find the oddballs around, the people who just don’t have anywhere else to go.

         I felt that way as an employee, too. I saw myself as one of these misfits and was at ease with them. I had made very few friends in college, in part because I was waiting so many shifts, but I made a ton of friends at the Horseshoe. At the Horseshoe, I felt at home.

         One of the nights when I was working there, when I’d been there about a year and was coming up on graduation, I was going through a personally tumultuous time, as you do when you’re about to graduate and you realize you have literally no job skills other than waiting tables. That night, this kid came in and he was like fourteen. He had that skin that fourteen-year-old boys have that’s still really soft, and as a lady who values great skin, I wondered what cream I could apply to get mine to look like that.

         The boy was wearing a flat 59FIFTY hat, skinny jeans, and a backpack. He was holding a paperback and $2 in his right hand. He asked me what he could get for two dollars. It was ten p.m. on a Tuesday, so I figured this kid was probably not supposed to be here, but as a waiter, it’s not your place to tell people how to live their lives, how parents should raise their kids, or how kids should grow up. I said, “Oh, you can get coffee or a soda.”

         He nodded and said, “I don’t drink coffee.” And I thought, “Of course not, because you’re a literal child.”

         I got him a soda, and the thing about the Horseshoe is that we have a policy that people need to spend a dollar an hour to keep their table, though I don’t always stick to that because I’m not a monster.

         It was a busy night, as the patrons from bars closing nearby were pouring in, and I forgot about the boy for some time. I probably would not have thought about him again for the rest of the shift if it weren’t for the fact that he fell asleep. I was always on guard against sleeping. There aren’t many rules at the Horseshoe, but one of them is that you can’t sleep. The owner used to tell me it was some sort of a health code violation, but I’m fairly sure he was lying. I think the real reason is that at a twenty-four-hour diner, you’re already providing food and a place to sit. You’re so close to being a hotel at that point, that sleeping is a bridge too far.

         It was probably around two o’clock in the morning when I noticed him sleeping, and it was obvious to me then that this kid did not have a place to stay for the night, so I went over to talk to him and asked him his name. He said it was Kyle. Then I asked him how old he was,  and he said he was fourteen. I asked where else he had to be.

         “Nowhere,” he said. “I don’t have anywhere to go.”

         I have a lot of empathy for people in that situation. The thing with sleep is that, as animals, we require it to function. When you do not have a safe place to sleep, it amplifies every other problem you might be having. In fact, when people study homeless populations, they find sleeplessness is often the number one issue, and a big trigger of psychiatric issues such as paranoia or even schizophrenia, which are so hard on the homeless.

         So this is the point where my twenty-two-year-old brain can’t stop me from blurting out, “I’m off in a half an hour, so just come home with me. Just come, because I…I can’t leave you here.” I understood that maybe it was not the absolute best idea I’d ever had, but I would defy anybody else to look at that bleary-eyed fourteen-year-old and not be like, “Nah, kid. Come on.” And for once, it was fortunate, I thought, that I didn’t own a single thing worth stealing.

         When I wrapped up my shift, he and I got in my car, and we went to the store and bought some food, because I had no food in my house. Then I brought him back to my place in the wee hours. I was gonna walk my dog and go to bed, and then, I figured, in the morning, before I went to class or whatever I had to do that day, we would both sit down and talk about his situation. We would figure it out. I’d contact a youth shelter and find him a safe place to go.

         But as we were talking, I found out the reason that Kyle did not have anywhere to go was because he was on the run, not just from his parents (who did sound very shitty in his telling) but also from the law. Kyle had had a court date that he did not go to. So now, in my house, I had a teenage runaway—and I was harboring a fugitive. I was working through how I felt about it all, thinking, “I do not believe in the mass incarceration of youth. The way that we imprison children should be a crime.” Yet it also seemed possible that jail might have been the best place for Kyle at that moment, because the kid had nowhere to go.

         Thus began my campaign of trying to get Kyle to turn himself in, which lasted for the next four days that he stayed with me.

         So we set up some house rules. He could not be in the house when I was not there. (I would text him when I was going home so that he’d have a heads-up to start making his way there.) He had to help me out around the house. And every day, I was permitted to harangue him to turn himself in, and he had to listen respectfully.

         It turned out he was super-helpful. In fact, he was one of the best houseguests I’ve ever had. He helped with the laundry, walked my dog, and was very handy. When he wasn’t doing chores, he read voraciously. This kid was so damn smart. He would read any paperback I would give him, and I would give him a lot, since I figured he didn’t have anything to do all day and night while I was in classes and then working at the diner. I told him, “If you have a book, no one will stop you at the library and question you.”

         He and I had a lot of conversations. At the time, I was profoundly lonely, and I could tell that he was, too. And so we would sit up talking, and I learned from him one of the most interesting things I’d ever learned about how privileged I was. I had believed I’d grown up pretty poor, and from a financial perspective I had. But I grew up poor with a model of what adulthood looks like. This kid grew up poor with no hope and no support, and that is a very different kind of poverty—an emotional poverty. He told me at one point, “If I could have a life that looks like yours, I’d be really happy.”

         I’d laughed that off. “I’m a diner waitress,” I told him. “I’m living in a shithole apartment in a shithole town with no prospects.”

         “Yeah,” he said, “but you have a job and you have a place to live.”

         That actually made me feel, more than I had in a long time, like maybe I did have my life together. Maybe I was on the right track, or at least not on the completely wrong one.

         Kyle stayed with me for four days, and on the morning of the fifth day, I heard him get up, put a bunch of shit in his backpack, say goodbye to my dog, and then open and shut the door and leave. “He’s probably just gonna go do some hood rat stuff,” I assumed. “Perhaps that’s what he does during the daytime when I’m gone.”

         When I got up later that day, I had a text from him saying that he’d found another friend he was gonna stay with, and thank you for letting him stay on my couch. I wished him the best. After that, I didn’t hear from him, and I didn’t see him around.

         I always wondered what happened to him. In part, I wanted to make the connection again, because getting to know him had actually helped me pivot to living a happier life. I was hoping those days together had a similar effect on him.

         Two years later, I felt I finally had my life together. Somebody had the audacity to hire me for a real job, and I moved to Seattle to work as a writer. That’s when I got this phone call from a Bellingham area code. I assumed it was from my college, trying to hit me up for more money, and I was thinking, “Yeah, that’s not gonna happen. You have literally all the money you are ever gonna get from me, and actually I would like some of it back when you have the chance.”

         But it was Kyle. “Oh, I’m so glad you have the same number,” he said. He was calling me from juvie.

         Which was for the best, he said. “You were right,” he told me, which are the three greatest words you can ever say to another human being. He told me that he had gone to stay with a friend of his, and when her mom had found out what I had found out about the court date, she was not as forgiving as I was and threatened to call the police. That could have ended much worse, since getting pinched when you’ve missed a court date is often punished more severely than turning yourself in. So he turned himself in. On his intake, he was allowed to take a couple of paperback books, including one that had my number in it, and that’s how he’d managed, years later, to call me. He told me that he had struggled at juvie for a couple years, and he wanted to call me when he knew things were starting to go right for him. He was calling today to let me know that he was getting his GED.

         I started to cry, which I had done a lot when he was staying with me. I had felt profoundly lonely and fragile back then.

         Then I told him what I had never gotten to tell him, which is that having him stay with me had been really great for me, too. I had been emotionally closed off at that point in my life. I was dealing with my bipolar disorder, and was on all kinds of weird prescriptions and self-medications. It was lucky for me to have someone to kind of take care of at that point, someone to have a conversation with, and someone to also show me that I actually wasn’t fucking up as badly as I thought I was.

         He made fun of me for crying, and then we said goodbye. I told him that if he ever needed anything again, he should call me. He’d need to be the one to reach out, because you can’t just call back the juvie phone.

         That was seven cell phones ago, but I still have the same number. So I hope Kyle reads this at some point, and I hope he gets back to me. I’d really like to tell him that I’m doing well, and that I hope he’s doing well, too.

      



OEBPS/Images/pages_from_risk_tptext1p_online.png
RISK!

TRUE STORIES PEOPLE NEVER
THOUGHT THEY'D DARE TO
SHARE

EDITED BY KEVIN ALLISON

] Qﬁghette

NEW YORK BOSTON





OEBPS/Images/9780316478274_cover_epub.jpg
EDITED AND WITH AN INTRODUCTION BY

KEVIN ALLISON

FEATURING CONTRIBUTORS TO THE RISK! PODCAST:

AISHA TYLER A.J. JACOBS
MICHAEL IAN BLACK PAUL F. TOMPKINS
REGGIE WATTS JESSICA WILLIAMS

RISK!

TRUE STORIES PEOPLE NEVER
THOUGHT THEY'D DARE TO SHARE





