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Praise for Puppy Chow Is Better Than Prozac

“This tender, joyous ode proves, once again, that happiness is a warm puppy. I hope zillions of readers—manic, depressive, obsessive compulsive, borderline, or just plain normal—will be inspired to visit their local shelters and adopt a canine bundle of joy today!”

—Lee Harrington, author of Rex and the City: A Memoir
 of a Woman, a Man, and a Dysfunctional Dog


 



“Goldstein’s memoir is touching, inspiring and funny. It makes me wish that every psychiatrist would write a prescription for a pet.”

—Andy Behrman, author of Electroboy: A Memoir of Mania


 



“If you’re a dog lover, the subtitle will convince you to grab this book. Bend down, drop your umbrella and purse on the way, and see what Goldstein has to say for himself about his love affair with a Labrador retriever puppy . . . Is Puppy Chow overly sentimental? Maybe. But humor saves it. Is it for dog lovers only? Maybe. And then again, maybe not. Because the subtitle is right. Ozzy does save Bruce’s life. More, it’s about what we all, sick and well, must learn to expect from ourselves, no matter what. And finally, it’s about how the magic of love, even a dog’s love, can save us when we’re lost.”

—Writing Doctor’s Blog

 



“Funny. Tragic. Warm . . . Cleverly written, anyone who likes a grown-up dog story will be transported for the time it takes to enjoy.”

—The Yummy List

 



“An uplifting romance that will inspire anyone who’s suffered from depression and remind women everywhere why they started loving men in the first place—because deep down, they’re pussycats.”

—Zink


 



“From the opening sentence . . . to the last . . . readers will appreciate how one seemingly insignificant four-legged creature made a life-altering difference to a young, suicidally depressed man. Four paws up . . . Joining the recent wave of memoirs about dogs and their owners, Goldstein’s book differs in that it focuses on the ability of canines to touch our souls and provide unconditional love and support during times of extreme psychological stress. In that respect, it is similar to Mark Doty’s Dog Years.”

—LibraryJournal.com


 



“In this man-boy-meets-dog memoir, first time author Goldstein hits a number of satisfying . . . notes relating his story of heartbreak, mental illness and redemption in the big city . . . Goldstein’s chronicle is funny and absorbing, and should have dog lovers nodding along in happy recognition.”

—PublishersWeekly.com


 



“Goldstein bravely shares what it is like to live with bipolar disorder . . . [A] heart-warming and at times heart-wrenching story.”

—Blogcritics.org


 



“This is a 100% first-person account, and it is a harrowing one . . . The eventual ending of the book . . . is almost ridiculously tear-jerking, and at the same time so life-affirming that it is tempting to recommend that everybody with a mental disorder rush out and get a dog immediately. But that is not Goldstein’s point at all: he tells the story of what worked for him, not what will necessarily work for others. But he tells it with such heart that it is impossible not to wish for an Ozzy for everyone.”

—InfoDad.com


 



“The pace of Goldstein’s words alone will suck you in to his story. His descriptions are so vivid you’ll feel as if you’ve taken up residence in his brain, riding the raging storm within him. Your heart will race with his, and your breathing will slow when he is calm. Perhaps most importantly, you’ll come to love Ozzy (his “furry antidepressant”) as much as Goldstein does.”

—Colorado Springs Independent


 



“It’s more than just a story about mental illness. The book chronicles the way that raising a dog changes your life for the better.”

—Dog Fancy


 



“A very different, but wonderfully entertaining book . . . It is a chronicle of falling in love and experiencing all the joys of man’s best friend . . . A wonderful true story.”

—Bookviews.com


 



“Goldstein writes as a real person would. Not every author does that . . . If you’re looking for a good book, and yes, it happens to be about dogs, look at this one.”

—Palm Beach Post (blog)

 



“Goldstein’s story is captivating, sometimes heartbreaking, and honest. It has the unique ability to promote an eye-opening understanding of bipolar disorder while appealing to the greater population of dog lovers. No doubt it will go far to help dissolve the stigma associated with bp.”

—BP Magazine


 



“A true testament to why dogs are man’s best friend . . . The transformation between Bruce pre-dog and post-dog . . . is astonishing to read . . . Goldstein is unflinchingly honest and real, tapping into a deep, dark pain that most people never personally experience. This book offers insight into the terrors of mental illness but also has the tender and humorous moments that many dog lovers can relate to.”

—Curled Up with a Good Book
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To Mom, Dad, and Sharon,

To Brooke,

And to everyone who has ever loved a dog

 



In memory of Craig Demeter
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PART ONE

MOODSWING MEMOIRS

Dear God,

 



Please save me. 
Please save me from myself. 
I have become my worst enemy. 
I have lost control of my world.

 



I am solitary confinement. 
I am despair. 
I am the great wallower of self-pity. 
I am unpredictable terror, 
I am elation.

 



My imagination. 
My creation of hallucination. 
A world of isolation. 
A world of anxiety. 
A world of fear.

 



I am unbridled creativity. 
I am my prisoner of darkness. 
I will never let myself leave. 
I am death.

 



Please release me. 
Release me from my chemically conceived concentration camp. 
Remove my shackles to sanity. 
Return me to your world. 
Where I once had control.

 



I beg of you. 
Please save my soul. 
Before my dark twisted reality buries me alive. 
Kill me or make me laugh. 
Bring back that funny kid from fifth grade. 
I am Manic Depression.

 



And then God sent down Ozzy.
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HURRICANE BRUCE

It had been six weeks since the knives in my sink tried to kill me. Summer was here. Unfortunately, I was stuck in the dark dead of winter. My serotonin wouldn’t bloom, and there was nothing that could retrieve me from the depths of depression. I was sick and tired of asking God to save my life. And I was sick and tired of Satan taking it.

Mirror, mirror on the wall, who’s that sad-looking man curled up in a ball?

It was Saturday morning. I was hiding under the comforter, dreading the day ahead. My loft bed, surrounded by wooden posts, looked like a crib—or a fortress, depending. “I don’t want  to go. I don’t want to go,” I said, my pleas muffled. Deep in my heart I knew I had to go. Because I had nowhere else to go. This was my last chance to live.

So I took a deep breath and gathered whatever strength I had left. I begged God to please take care of me, as I faced my worst fear and forced myself out of bed. Step by step, I crept down the ladder. Getting up was a lot more difficult without my mother coaching me from the other end of the phone. “C’mon, you can do it,” she used to say. “It’s time to get up. Up, up, up.” Sometimes it would take an eternity. “Up, up!” She called me every morning for months before going to work, until she got hit with The Big M, menopause. Now I was on my own.

“Up, up, up,” I told myself the whole eight steps down. “There’s nothing to be afraid of. There’s nothing to be afraid of.”

When I hit bottom, all I wanted to do was climb back up. Instead, I stood there in my maroon underwear without moving for about five minutes, unable to make a decision. “The shower, the shower, not yet.” The shower could be a really bad place. The black satin curtain. The tiles. The torture chamber for my negative thinking. But the shower wasn’t what I was most afraid of that morning. In order to even get to the shower I had to walk past the kitchen. Charismatic cutlery. The knives weren’t through with me yet.

It was always dark in my apartment, which explained my dead plant collection. The only light came from the glass terrace door in the living room, fifteen feet or so from where I was standing. I made it my short-term goal. In slow motion, I walked under my loft, past the computer table into the living room, which was the same room but with higher ceilings. There was a large empty space on the wall above the entertainment center where one of my paintings used to hang. Two demonic faces. One red, one yellow. Screaming swirls of fiery  energy at each other. People were frightened of it. It had to come down.

Reaching the glass door, I peeked through the plastic Venetian blinds to see what was going on outside myself. Oh my God. It was darker out there than in me. The sky was black and blue. The rain, pissed-off purple. I put my face up against the cold glass like a little kid to get a closer look. Out of nowhere, the god of thunder struck. The city shook. I jumped back as a flood of light lit up the room, exposing everything.

Thinking that had to be the worst of it, I slid open the door and stepped out onto my semi-enclosed, white stucco, completely drenched terrace, my observation deck. The wind howled like a monster. I was soaked in seconds. Terrifying lightning scarred the skyline. I had to hold onto the railing with all my might, as I watched Lexington Avenue give the Hudson River a run for its money.

Not an ideal day for a drive, but I’d made up my mind. I slid the glass door shut and faced my own natural disaster. My head flooded with the people I’d hurt. The emotional blood that was shed. Odds were against me. Even I was against me. All that remained was a scared little boy in a man’s body. I couldn’t wait any longer for my storm to just pass. After drying myself off with an old yellow towel, I called for a ride. Allen was such a good friend. He was always there when I needed him.

“No way,” he said. “Bruce, you know I would do anything for you, but let’s wait till it stops raining. It’s crazy out there. I’m taping up my windows as we speak. Aren’t you watching the news? It’s Hurricane Bertha. A nor’easter. There’s flooding everywhere. People are being rescued by row boat, for God’s sake. They’re telling everybody to stay at home. And to certainly not drive. Unless you have a death wish.”

“Yeah, but Allen, I have to go, or it’ll be too late. We’ll go slow.”

“Bruce, are you listening to me? It’s suicide out there.”

It was suicide in here. The night before, after I had given up on the thought of even getting a dog, after I had basically given up on life, Dorothy, this dog breeder, had called out of nowhere. She said she had two puppies left, one of which was special according to her nephew, and she said this couple was coming by her house to have a second look at him. “Don’t you understand I have to go. Allen, I have to go, because if I don’t . . .”

“Ahh, don’t start cryin’,” Allen pleaded. “It’s just that it’s too dangerous.”

“I don’t care. I’m going. We’ll talk later. Bye . . .”

“Wait, Bruce. Wait! This is crazy. You told me you’ve forgotten how to drive.”

“I’ll just remember. I have no choice.”

“All right, give me time to get dressed. I’ll be over in a little bit.”

Thirty minutes later there was a Hefty-Hefty cinch sack at my door. Despite wearing garbage bags over his clothes, Allen was drenched. Water was spilling out onto my linoleum. “Bruce, you have no idea,” was all he said.

“What, did you run here?”

“Yeah, I did. I couldn’t get my mother’s Mazda. So we’re going to have to take your car.”

Grabbing the keys, Allen went down to get the car while I finished getting dressed. Black pants. Checkerboard flannel. Yankees baseball cap. Prayer.

When I got outside, I was almost turned inside out and blown away like a three-dollar umbrella. Strapping myself into my trusty green Toyota, already named Toto, it felt like we were going white-water rafting, instead of embarking on a two-and-a-half-hour journey in the hopes of saving my soul. “You sure you want to do this?” Allen asked. I nodded, “Yes.” And we were off to see some woman named Dorothy, somewhere over the gasoline-stained rainbow.

At fifteen miles per hour, we were sailing one of the only cars on the highway. “Allen, watch out for that chair!” We didn’t need windshield wipers, we needed a trash compactor. Garbage cans and multicolored lawn furniture were flying everywhere.

So much water was coming down we couldn’t tell which lane we were in. With a wicked sense of humor, the wind tossed us around like an empty Sprite can. We almost hit a van, then a guard rail. Dirty, menacing rain drops banged on the windshield like they wanted to come in. Salty tears blurred my vision. Then everything went foggy. The defroster stopped working. I had to wipe the glass with my sleeves.

Allen asked me to crack the window. Big mistake. “Whoa, whoa. Close it! Close it!”

“Allen, are you okay? Can you see?” I started to panic. “This really is crazy. Maybe we should pull over onto the shoulder and wait for it to stop. I’m serious. Allen, pull over!” What the hell were we doing?

Allen didn’t even look over at me. Squinting through the deluge, he never took his eyes off the road for a second. “Don’t worry, Bruce. I’m fine,” he said, holding the steering wheel in a death grip. God, I hope you know where you’re taking us. Please, please don’t let us crash. But maybe it was Satan who was navigating. Wave after wave of unspeakable despair. I couldn’t see what was in front of me. And I couldn’t turn back. I had nothing to go back to. I no longer knew how to get back. I needed a miracle. Just a small one. God didn’t need to part the Long Island Expressway for us. I just wanted him to put me back together again.

Then as ninety miles per hour winds tossed us from one side of the asphalt to the other, this warm feeling filled my heart. This calming presence. And I just knew no matter how bad it got, we had to get there. I had to meet this dog.

I wouldn’t have thought this had anything to do with that weekend in Martha’s Vineyard. When I lost my will to live.  When I lashed out at one of my closest friends. When I cried out to God to answer my prayers. To heal me. When I begged the Master of the Universe for mercy. I prayed for a miracle that day in the woods. I just didn’t know for the longest time that He had heard me.
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THE GRINCH WHO STOLE MEMORIAL DAY WEEKEND

On a soothing backdrop of blue, under an afternoon moon, the sun was opening people up like tulips. Blades of green grass were rising up through sidewalk cracks. Squirrels and purple pigeons were playing together like school children and a Rottweiler was relieving himself on a parking meter. It was the end of May, and everybody was so happy on the corner of Lexington Avenue and East Twenty-seventh Street—the heart of Little India, New York City. Almost everybody.

Up in the sky, in a tan brick building, beyond the cabbies and clouds of curry, I leaned over the ledge of my balcony to look  down upon the little Whos in my Who-the-Hell-Caresville, as they merrily loaded up the rental van for our Martha’s Vineyard holiday getaway. I had an odd group of friends. We had attended the Fashion Institute of Technology together four years earlier, and most of us were in advertising. There was Charlie, the good looking preppy from Boston, sporting red pants by Ralph Lauren, and Kim Lee, his spunky girlfriend, who was a hair stylist on Broadway. David Weiss, the next Spielberg, was there with his camcorder in one hand, and Isabella’s hand in the other. He was short, Jewish, cleft chin—from Long Island. She was tall, dark, Chinese, Venezuelan—from heaven. Then there was Liam McNulty, a six-foot something Irishman who loved football and Guinness and wasn’t seen without his Chewbacca key chain. Liam brought along his heavy-set friend, Spencer from Texas, who brought along his friend, marijuana from Thailand. Allen Bloomberg, the up-and-coming actor, showed up with his Sheltie named Barney, who looked like a stumpy Collie named Lassie. And then there was Ricky. Michael J. Fox meets Baywatch in his Bahama-mama board shorts and red baseball cap. Ricky liked dancing on bars and screaming. He called me “The Big Watusie.”

Instead of running downstairs to join the welcoming committee, I stepped back inside my purgatory apartment and collapsed into the mouth of my black leather couch. I just sat there in the dark, staring at my television, watching nothing but my demented reflection. My eyes were watery; my goatee was shaggy. I just sat there, I just sat there thinking. I just sat there contemplating how frightening it would be for me to leave my familiar surroundings. I was scared to be around people. I was scared to use somebody else’s bathroom. And what if I started seeing that evil face in my head again? “No. No. No. I can’t. I can’t. That’s it. I’m not going.”

Twenty minutes later, a dark shadow hovered over me like a building. “Brucie, Bruce, you funky goose, are you ready?” I  looked up. It was Liam McNulty. He’d showed himself in. Most of my friends had copies of my keys for moments like this.

“C’mon dude, everybody’s waiting.”

When I didn’t answer him, he knew it was happening again. He called it my “funk.” Despite my blank stare, Liam kept knocking on my door of desperation.

“C’mon, Bruce, let’s go.”

It was no use. I wasn’t home. I was off in some kind of depression dimension.

“C’mon dude, we’re gonna have a great weekend. Now snap out of it.”

That was like telling a blind man to see. “Just see. It’s so easy.” Since this had been going on for months, my friends had learned how to deal with me. When I couldn’t make up my mind, they made it up for me. Liam grabbed me and my overstuffed black duffel bag.

“C’mon Bruce, you’re going.”

From the moment I heard the metal door on the red van slam shut behind me, I felt like a prisoner. My stomach dropped. My face turned white. Despite the fact that I was with all of my friends, I never felt more alone in my life. When Spencer popped in his homemade tape of dope smokin’ tunes and everybody started singing along, I wanted to jump out the window and go home. But it was too late. I was in for a long weekend. Everybody was. With my lithium secretly packed, our five-hour journey began. A thousand bottled-up feelings on the wall, a thousand bottled-up feelings . . .
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MIGHTY MOUTH

Traffic was miserable on the West Side Highway. To pass the time, my friends played this celebrity name game that required a good memory, a sense of humor, and quick reflex thinking. I checked none of the above. I sat all the way in the back next to the dog to avoid them. Charlie went first. “Julia Roberts,” he said. Then Kim Lee had to name a famous person beginning with “R,” the first initial of the previous celebrity’s last name. “Ray Charles.”

Next up was David who jumped up and shouted, “Chubby Checker!” Since that name had the same two initials, the game reverted back to the previous player.

Kim Lee went again. “Cindy Brady,” she said.

Back to David. “Barbara Walters,” he came up with.

Isabella shouted, “Wayne Newton!”

And leave it to Liam to come up with “Nellie Olson.”

Like a child in school dreading the teacher to call on him, I prayed it would never be my turn. When Spencer said, “Oliver Twist,” I said, “Oh shit.” They were coming around to Ricky. I was next. When he said, “Tommy Lee Jones,” I said nothing. I froze. I had no response. I wished I didn’t exist. I wanted to evaporate. I couldn’t concentrate. I couldn’t think of anything, except how I couldn’t concentrate, and even if I could think of something to say, I was afraid to speak. I was afraid to say the wrong thing. I didn’t trust my brain. Luckily, while everybody was getting impatient waiting for me, Allen yelled out, “Judy Blume!” What a relief. The pressure was off. I could relax a little. But just as I was catching my breath, before I could finish drying off my forehead, it was Ricky’s turn again. “Chuck Mangione,” he said, and I desperately needed a celebrity starting with “M.” I was dead. “Bruce! Bruce! Bruce!” everybody was yelling. My ears were echo echo echoing. “C’mon Bruce, just name somebody!”

I felt beads of sweat drizzling down the sides of my face. “Uhhh, uhhhhh . . .” Nothing. I felt like somebody had siphoned my vocabulary. It was impossible to focus on the letter “M” when my think tank was on “E.” Then out of nowhere, I felt this burst of energy shoot through me like somebody injected my veins with Jolt cola and an eight-ball of cocaine. I started breathing really heavy, and my head started shaking. There was somebody else living inside of me, and he had awakened. Every cell in my body was tingling. I couldn’t sit still. I was vibrating. My mind was racing faster than my speeding heartbeat. I felt invincible. Powerful. Confident. I felt like I could do anything. And then, when nobody was expecting a response out of me, I  jumped up from my sweaty seat like my spine was a spring, and I screamed out the syllables that would set me free.

“Mighty Mouse!” Here I come to save my day! “Go again, Ricky!”

“Mickey Mouse!” he screamed.

Back to me: “Mike Myers! Yeah, baby!” I was back. I was me again.

Ricky squealed, “Marilyn Monroe!”

I blurted out, “Marla Maples! Right back at you!”

Everybody was cheering, “Bruce! Bruce! Bruce!” I felt like I was on stage. Back from the grave. From the little brain that couldn’t, I could do anything I damn well pleased. Allen was clapping. Isabella was elongating my name. “Go Bar-uuuuuuuuuce !” she screamed. I was talking with my arms, rubbing my fingers through my goatee. I was howling like Al Pacino. “Whowahhh !” Nonstop animation. Nothing bothered me. I had no fear. For the first time I was looking forward to Martha’s Vineyard. I wanted to go deep sea fishing. Scuba diving. I wanted to fly a little plane like Snoopy vs. the Red Baron. Unfortunately, I only felt that way for twenty minutes.

Ten, nine, eight, seven, six, five, four, fear, anxiety. Soon I felt the negative chemicals fill my brain. It was like I had disappeared, and this other guy was sitting in my place. He had no personality, and he was nervous and sweating. I hated him. He was scared of everything, and he was ugly. He was worthless. He had no purpose. Just look at him. His long face pressed up against the rear window, watching the orange sun go down, wallowing in self-pity. “Oh it’s you again,” I said. He didn’t answer me. His glassy eyes said everything.


Sniff. Sniff. Sniff. What’s that smell? Barney threw up all over the place. “Uhh, Allen, your dog stinks.” This joy ride was over. First stop, somewhere in Massachusetts. We spent the night in a Best Western.
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DIARRHEA OF A SAD MAN

In the misty morning under moody skies, the nine of us plus Barney headed for the ferry to Martha’s Vineyard. New Bedford was like a ghost town out of a Scooby-Doo episode. A mile off to the west stood a motionless old Ferris wheel, a remnant of a one-time fun park. Unamused, I waited anxiously at Billy Wood’s Wharf for our boat to float in. My four-day forecast called for hazy days, highs, lows, and tremendous pressure fronts. A 90 percent chance of depression for Friday, Saturday, and Sunday, with a 10 percent chance of elation. Monday, melancholy. And for the remainder of my life—mostly shitty. My mood was so thick when we boarded the ferry Schamonchi  that I kept my distance from my friends. They had heard enough about my demons.

“Hey Allen, does your chest ever pound so hard you think you’re having a heart attack?”

“Hey Charlie, did you ever see evil faces in your head? It’s normal to see faces, right?”

“Hey David, do you ever get depressed? . . . No, I mean really depressed?”

“Bruce, that’s enough. I just want to have fun this weekend,” David said just before we had left. “Oh, okay.” That put me in my place. Now I felt more isolated than ever. I was contagious. Instead of walking the plank, I hung my head over the rusty railing. Atlantic winds camouflaged my saltwater tears. I was lost at sea. I was lost in life. I was lost without Paige.

Long, vacant weeks had passed since we had spoken. I had needed to call her. My friends warned me about opening up the wound that had just started to heal. They said it would just make things worse, that I had to get over her. I didn’t care. I didn’t think it was possible to feel worse. Wrong. A couple of days earlier, I had been fantasizing about us getting together for old times’ sake. I thought maybe there was a chance we’d go to Jones Beach like we used to. I broke down and made the call. Contrary to my imagination, Paige said she was on her way to dinner with some guy and that basically, I wasn’t on any future menu of hers either. “I have plans to go away Memorial Day weekend, Bruce, and so should you.” And so should you. She had plans for every weekend of the summer, she said. Her and her house in the Hamptons. Then she said, “Bruce, I’m sorry, but you have to get on with your life. I’m getting on with mine. I have to go now. Good-bye.” The tears of pain I thought were gone forever opened the floodgates of my emotional dam. My one-time love, my “Snugglebutt,” had butchered me as she severed our relationship. My cut was bleeding again.

Eight months. That’s all we were. But Paige, Paige was my first love. I was twenty-five years old, and Paige Whitestone was my first real girlfriend. Before Paige, I never had a special someone. So everything we did together, I treasured. From going shoe shopping to doing the dishes. The hand-holding, the pet names, the little kisses were a whole new world to me. A simple thing like Paige calling me on the phone everyday just to say “Hi” made me so happy. I had spent so much time with Paige that my friends hardly saw me anymore. I even started dressing in her style. I traded in my big black boots for a pair of toe-baring Birkenstocks. There was no sign of Bruce anywhere. And when she left me stranded at a bitter coffee shop back in January, I didn’t know how to be alone again. I had lost my independence. How the hell do you get over somebody you had spent every minute of the day thinking about? I mean, how do you just say, “Good-bye, have a nice life,” to your best friend? I stopped dwelling on the past, the moment I spotted the island.

As the current pulled us in, my friends started pallin’ around and laughing away. David had Isabella. Charlie had Kim Lee. Liam had Spencer. Allen had Barney. Ricky had his walkman and suntan lotion. And I had no one but the haunting voices in my head and my gurgling intestines. Who was I going to play with?

The first thing we did when we abandoned ship was rent another friggin’ minivan to take us across the island to the house where we were staying. We made a quick stop at the local supermarket to get the bare essentials: Heineken, hamburgers, and Charmin. I couldn’t believe my friends thought two rolls would be enough. When they weren’t looking, I squeezed another four-pack into my backpack. I wasn’t taking any chances.

Ever since I was nineteen, my stomach has been in turmoil. Staten Island’s premium gastroenterologist, Dr. Kaplan, blamed my excessive diarrhea on a combination of stress, greasy french fries, and the milk in my Rice Krispies. “Stay  away from dairy and roughage” were the doctor’s orders. After months of sharp shooting pains in my gut, keeling over in public and pooping a lot of blood, it was time to pump pints of white barium into my rectum to get to the bottom of my bowels. A barium enema, an upper and lower GI series, and a sigmoidoscopy (use your imagination) revealed I had Crohn’s disease, alias ileitis. I was one of the one in ten thousand who suffered from this disease with no known cause or cure. For two years, I tried everything to get better. Diet after diet. Anti-inflammatories: Asacol, Azulphidine, Pentasa. I took folic acid. I took a steroid called Prednisone—the best the medical industry had to offer—and I still had to be rushed—really rushed—to the operating table. I had an intestinal blockage which had punctured a hole in my ileum. Poisonous gases had been spreading throughout my body. I needed emergency surgery. Yesterday.


As I was going under the knife, I got really frightened. I wasn’t scared of dying. I was scared of living. I was worried that the rest of my life I’d be constrained to wearing a colostomy bag—a porto-potty attached to a newly reamed rectum just above my hip. I’d be handicapped. I’d never fall in love. I’d never have a family. I’d have no friends. But as a result of my resection, thank God I only lost thirty-five pounds and two feet of my small intestines. My surgeon told me that I only had had a 30 percent chance of living, and out of that 30 percent, I had a 65 percent chance of complications. That put things into perspective. I was grateful not to be dead. The only problem was that Crohn’s disease is a stubborn disease. Once you’ve had it, it could always come back, anytime, anyplace in your gastrointestinal tract. Inflammation from your esophagus to your anus. And it did.

My diarrhea was now worse than ever. With less intestinal footage, my finagled food processor passed things through a lot faster. It drained me of all my energy. It made my joints ache. It made my moods swing. I became irritable, angry, and nervous,  and being nervous made my stomach more upset, which made me more upset, which made my stomach a complete mess. It was a vicious cycle—mental and physical. I tried everything to plug up my irritable bowels. I guzzled bottles of Pepto Bismol. I took every new pill on the market. I tried God knows how many gastroenterologists, and then I gave up on modern medicine and tried acupuncture. When needles weren’t for me, I went to see Dr. Wah, a witch doctor herbalist in Chinatown. Aside from brewing ancient teas from the Orient, I tried eating the “right” foods. But there were no right foods. No dairy. No roughage. No bread. No coffee. Nothing worked until I tried Imodium A-D, a temporary Band-Aid for my inflammation, but not a cure. There was no cure. It was something I had to learn to live with. I had good days and Crohn’s days. And on those days when I’d feel sorry for myself, I’d go outside and “coincidentally” run across somebody worse off than me. It’s amazing how many people without legs you see when you’re having a bad day.

Every day revolved around my stomach. I was constantly conscious of my colon. “If I eat this, will I make it home in time?” Wherever I went, I always scoped out the nearest bathroom. Some people brushed after every meal. I flushed. I avoided social events. I didn’t want to stink any place up. I lived in fear and embarrassment. Being around women was the worst. I was able to hide it from Paige until the first night we slept together, when she insisted I take my shirt off. “Oh my God, Bruce, what happened to you?” she said.

“Oh this.” I had a seven-inch scar going down my stomach, a surgery souvenir. One time a girl on the beach asked me if I had been shot there. My friends called me Scarbelly.

Paige was great about it, though. “It’s okay, Brucie. Going to the bathroom is a biological function,” she said. She even offered to go with me for a colonoscopy. Paige made it so much easier for me to deal with my Crohn’s, and now that she had left me, me and  my stomach were out of control. Flammable hemorrhoids. I lost ten pounds. God, I wished she was with me in Martha’s Vineyard. It was just me and my butt-pluggin’ Imodium. Luckily, before we left Manhattan, I popped enough chalky green caplets to back up the Holland Tunnel.

When everybody piled back into the van, they started jumping around like a bunch of crazy fifth graders on a class trip. “Watusie, are you psyched or what?” Ricky said as he smacked me on the back. “Oh yeah,” I said. But he had no idea what I was really thinking. I was sinking. I was sinking fast. I knew I had to pull myself out of this mental quicksand or I was in trouble, so I tried tuning into the radio. Bad idea. They were blasting Dio, “We’re off to see the witch and we may never, never, never come home.”

The trees out the window looked dark and dreary. I wanted to go home so badly. And then they started in with the recreational activities. When Liam and Spencer started yakking about kayaking, I started panicking that I couldn’t swim. Ironically, this was the ocean where they filmed Jaws, and the mechanical man-eating shark they used just happened to be named Bruce. Their excitement was doing me in. I felt like I was nine years old again, trapped on that yellow bus in my red swim trunks, off to the YMCA for swimming lessons. I was thinking about the time I got thrown into the pool. I had nothing to hold on to. I couldn’t breathe. What the hell was I gonna do on this trip if I was scared to go in the water? I wasn’t going horseback riding either. When Charlie said, “Who wants to go horseback riding?” my overactive imagination started overreacting again. I envisioned that I’d tear a ligament or mess up my vertebrae. The last time I rode a horse was my first and last time. His name was Random.

The more my friends’ neurotransmitters got boosted, the more mine got short-circuited with fear. “Let’s rent bikes! Let’s go bungee jumping!” they chanted. We were getting closer and closer, I could feel it. So could Barney. He was going crazy,  jumping all over the seats. I tried to focus on the good things. “Think positive,” my mother would always say. “I’m gonna have a good weekend. I’m gonna have a good weekend.”

“Look, there it is, 1624 Elm Street,” Kim screamed when she spotted the green, two-story country house sticking out of the woods. My hands were clenching the seat as we pulled into the long, winding driveway. My face felt redder than a beefsteak tomato. All I kept thinking about was running away, heading back to New York City. My heart was beating heavy. When the van came to a complete stop, so did I. My face drooped like a weeping willow. As they started unloading the luggage, I was about to unload my feelings all over the place. When everybody started walking toward the splintery staircase, one duckling after another, I pulled David aside and told him that “it” was happening again.

“Just relax,” he said

“No, David you don’t understand. This is really bad.”

“What’s wrong? What’s wrong with Bruce?” Isabella sounded concerned.

I looked severe, and it showed in their faces. That made me more worried. While we were standing by the van, before everybody noticed what was happening, Ricky walked over and said, “I’ll take him.” But before Ricky could grab me, I darted down the driveway. Over damp, matted leaves, through a swirl of gnats, across the muddy road, deep into the willowy woods, I felt Ricky’s presence behind me like a bloodhound hot on my teary-eyed trail. I kept running and running. The only thing on my mind was where I was going and I wouldn’t know where that was until I got there. I was in so much mental pain that I barely felt the branches whipping me in the face. When I realized I couldn’t escape myself, I stopped dead in my tracks.

Where was I?

I was standing in a circular clearing surrounded by pine trees and large rocks. It smelled green. Off to the side was a little  stream. I was getting bit by giant mosquitoes, and there must have been thousands of gnats hovering around me. This was the end. I didn’t know what was to come of me. Twenty-six years old. I had accomplished nothing. Why did God send me here in the first place if I was over at such an early age? I tilted my head back. I looked up to the sky, and at the top of my vocal chords, I screamed to the Master of the Universe, “Why are you torturing me? What happened to Bruce Goldstein, and when are you giving me back to me? I can’t live like this anymore!” My cries for help echoed throughout the ecosystem. Black birds flew out of trees.
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