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To my brother, with Love

To all my traumas, big and small.

For breaking my eyes, heart, minds.

Which serves to open, open, open.






neither

TO AND FRO in shadow from inner to outershadow

from impenetrable self to impenetrable unself by way of neither

as between two lit refuges whose doors once neared gently close, once turned away from gently part again

beckoned back and forth and turned away

heedless of the way, intent on the one gleam or the other

unheard footfalls only sound

till at last halt for good, absent for good from self and other

then no sound

then gently light unfading on that unheeded neither

unspeakable home

SAMUEL BECKETT

Fuck narrative coherence, what about the dude is broken don’t we understand!?

ISMET PRCIC








Obligatory Warning1


Translating feelings and experiences into language, as I’m attempting to do here, will ultimately fail my feelings, my experiences, and my language, not to mention you, the reader. Adding to that the fact that your language is not the same as my language shall make the matters even more difficult. The name of the game here is translation and translation is a war between two sides of one mind, the native side (B) and the tourist side (A). The life experience is thus ruptured in the absurdity of this war and becomes incommunicable to others in all its complex constitutions. The tourist settles for the gist while the native wallows in the intricacies of detail. Both sides lose, always: one misunderstands while the other is misunderstood.

Now that we all know what losers we are, let us at least try.

Hear:


	
1 Excerpt from Bunnylove Savagery, or In Place of an Afterword from Unspeakable Home by Ismet Prcic







Dear Billy Ol’-Freckles Burr,

I’m writing this super-slowly for ya because I know you can’t read super-good… Heheheheh, I’m just messing around! I’m a longtime fan and listener, first-time douchebag. This is going to be a weird one, Bill, as you can’t take a compliment to save your ass, but I’m actually writing to thank You, a famous comedian I’ve never met, from the bottom of my heart. Look, I know you’re not going to read this on air during the podcast—because… I’m a nutjob and everything, I understand—but still, I actually had to write to you because I ran out of flesh-and-blood people in my real life. It’s a Hail Mary attempt (to steal your own expression) to be heard.

I don’t know why I’m sending this in to the Advice segment of your show, as I’m not asking for advice—Overrated/Underrated would perhaps be more suitable for my situation—but it’s all really moot at this point in time because I’m writing after the fact. See, two years ago, my life exploded. My beloved ex-wife and I had gotten together when I was twenty-one going on eight and she was eighteen going on, like, forty. Too early to get married, right? I hear you.

Anyways, it was a foregone conclusion that one day mine and my ex’s life philosophies would come to a clash, with me being a depressed writer of trauma, a refugee of war, obsessed with mere survival, and her being a computer coder from California and a dreamer of beautiful, achievable dreams, though with a tendency to keep her feelings bottled up in the way you, Bill, have been known to, from time to time, go on and on about.

Though the explosion had been coming for a minute, it still felt like it came out of nowhere, and I found myself living in our Prius (oh, Jeysus!) and pissing in plastic bottles, because I had to for a change. Back in Bosnia, during the war, I pissed in plastic bottles and used them to keep warm in those boom-boom winter nights that broke my mind and made me this way. I continued when I lived in my college teacher’s attic in Moorpark, CA, because the collapsible stairs leading to it were super-finicky and trying to go down them to the bathroom, drunk in the middle of the night, was life-threatening. Eighteen years later, by the time I gave up on myself, I was depressed and a drunk and wanting to die for good. Pissing in bottles and forgetting them in stashes around the house was one of the reasons I was invited out of it to live in the car.

Long story short, I got divorced, and like five days into my homelessness, I moved in with a woman from my program, an alcoholic like myself, into this one rented room we started calling the womb, an achy joke that stemmed from my dumb attempt to sound like you doing Arnold Schwarzenegger. It fit just a bedroll and a dresser upon the beige shag and had a single window covered with a magenta duvet, daily washing its walls in pink. We’d been broken, left, and stunned in such similar ways that our ghosts just clutched at each other despite being otherwise mismatched. Both pragmatically clueless about how to live life, we slept on a bedroll under an AC unit and watched Netflix nonstop. I suffered through a bout of hepatitis, burning up and shivering, going in and out of consciousness, melting and losing over fifty percent of my muscle mass because I couldn’t get up, couldn’t stand. Though I thought I wouldn’t survive, for some fucking reason, I kept watching your comedy specials and laughing until my nonexistent core muscles hurt.

I’d start watching one of your specials and wake up mid-another to feel like I hadn’t passed out at all. I’d lose consciousness with you bald, in black and white, talking about helicopters, and come around to you with full head of hair, in color, talking about no traffic on the Serengeti, and the act still made sense to me even in that order. I don’t know what it is about Your art that helped ease my mind and soul so much, but it played a huge role in my recovery efforts. I crawled through, Bill; I’m alive.

It wasn’t until I did a deep dive online and dug up your NPR’s The Moth appearance, in which you talked about your childhood trauma without being allowed to make jokes about it, that I understood. Once I heard that raw, clipped, throat-squeezed whimper coming from you of all people, everything fell into place for me too. I really don’t mean to amateur-diagnose your work or make things awkward here, but I intuited that it is the trauma that is a through line in the voice of your comedy, which is why it seems to click into my heart’s toothed receptors with such ease.

I’m better these days, though this post-divorce isolation is hard to take; I don’t have peeps here in this country anymore. I live in a miniature apartment in the fruit-and-veg-packing district in Salem, OR, across the street from a rowdy dive, and only go there midday to eat jalapeño poppers and watch white people in micro-fleece sway in the same way to every beat. When knuckles and knives start to fly, around four–five p.m., I huddle my head down and trek over into my apartment complex that used to be a ropy motel, and I do what immigrants do: I hide there, thanking my fucking stars.

But personally, on the inside-like, I’m working on it; I’m working on myself. When I get in trouble, I write. It worked for me before. So, I’m writing again—revising and reimagining really, foreverfinishing (this) another book, trying to find bits from my life that can be of some personal meaning, perhaps even to others; I figure you have to do something similar, only for comedy. I break my life into manageable chunks and capture, dream up, and improvise therein. Every narrator is a version of me, every chunk a snapshot of a particular brokenness. And in that brokenness, I can go anywhere for meaning, anywhere for feeling, healing. I can become homeless or fail at being a punky voice of a run-over generation, find peace in the painful memory or inhabit unlikely hypotheticals, call myself by any name, future-trip on worst-ever nightmares, all of it in preparation for that inevitable crush of breath and bone that is the big D aftermath, which, by the way, if I’m to be really honest, puts my war-memory shards to shame.

I make these chunks resemble stories and bits, but you of all people know that stories and bits don’t do justice to the blood-and-guts anguish that gets us screaming about our shit in the first place, and neither do my jagged attempts. It seems that I just burn the body of my life for narrative heat and story smoke. I just don’t know what else to do with the misery I’ve accrued over the years. It has to out. It has to transmute. It’s hard to find humor in it, but I try all the time. Thank You for always insisting on it in your stuff, Bill. It’s a strength like no other and a true inspiration.

I know you work your material and try jokes on your lovely wife, Nia, or some other first responder, but I haven’t had that since my first roommate in the U.S. who proofread every assignment, every paper, I wrote, making sure I don’t go out there embarrassing myself, as I wrote all of them in the vernacular of our bachelor pad, complete with swearing and slang and jokes I heard on late-night TV from the likes of You. These strange scribblings were left on the bathroom sink for my fatherly roommate to edit during the most important bowel movement of the day. All the swears were always cut, of course, but I’d find a way to sneak some of them back in.

Shit, now that I think about it, can it be that what I’m actually doing, by writing this letter to You, is just an attempt to fashion a surrogate father again, just a friendly consciousness that will hear my thoughts before everyone else, even if I don’t necessarily end up taking the advice? Who am I kidding, though? In real reality this will (and should) be intercepted by your assistants, screening your incoming electronic mail, which I’m a hundred percent okay with by the way. I’m thinking: I’ll even take placebo effect; I just hope the act of hitting send proves activating and therapeutic for me even if the missive goes unread. It has worked for me before, this kind of self-hacking to trick myself into engaging with the world at large, making this inner work feel like real work. Which it so is, if one exposes it and offers it to the world, no matter how painful it is, and polishes that proverbial turd into something that can be of help to others, right? Art can save your life and all that?! That was the damn thesis of my first book!

My ex started off liking that I’m this kind of writer but as soon as she recognized some of her own tendencies and traits in my characters, she balked at being seen or speculated about, cringed at what people might think about her as they read my pain, without having any control or input on the matter. She really didn’t like the autofiction, the way I mix the real and the invented—my healing process.

So, I had to write this second book in two halves, kind of like a mix tape almost, a side A (merica) and side B (osnia). The first, the more palatable chunks that didn’t have anything to do with her per se, Beloved was still willing to read and comment on. But the more personal stories from our life together, the ones in which the invasive, deep-rooted shit emerged into my voice and seemed to take over my narrative intentions—she wouldn’t touch those B parts with a ten-foot pole. Too close to home, she’d decided, to shield herself from what my trauma processing unearthed about our marriage in the process, though both sides of the book were being written during the same period of time. The same time she was remarking on the stories from my youth that didn’t shake up the official story of our life, I was writing the weird and unhinged side-B chunks that foreshadowed the end of the relationship. I was split: my daylight self was writing to keep the bond and build a home, while my shadow was digging up the dark truths that the official me was trying to drink under the carpet. There I was, trying to feel okay in a beautiful home while simultaneously rehearsing already being left and divorced.

But I’m oversharing now; I’m sorry, Bill. It is not your cup of tea, I know. You’re right: trauma shouldn’t define us. If you’re really reading this, all I meant to say is Thank You and keep up the good.

Much love to You and Yours. And, as it is the custom on The Early Monday Morning Podcast, Go fuck yourself!

Smiles galore,

Izzy Prcic

P.S. I love the way you say “unreal.” I love it so much that every time I go into a public restroom I unroll the toilet paper some seventeen sheets out and on the eighteenth I write THIS SHIT IS UNREAL, RIGHT? and roll the paper back up. A little something for the next fuck in there.

P.P.S…. I think I’m going to do a thing here now… Yes, I’m going to go all the way, Bill, and I’m going to attach the chapter that serves as the foreword to my book. I wrote it in the womb after most of the fiction chapters were already—at least—drafted, in an attempt to create a quick overview and a location map of my entire life so that, as the narrators change throughout the book, the reader can glean what part of my own brokenness I am trying to tackle with each chapter, what particular wound it is that I am writing from. The impetus for the foreword was a distinct memory one dawn of feeling like an imposter in the very house my ex and I owned, slinking out of our marital bed and fleeing into the gray streets of Northeast Portland and witnessing myself—as from above—making a map in my notebook of all the fruit-bearing trees in the neighborhood in preparation for what felt to me, for the first time, like an inevitable reality that I’m destined to end up homeless.

When I started to write it, I was looking at a photo of my pregnant mother. I continued by remembering vignettes from every other place I called home, chronologically. I omitted some of them, like when I lived in Croatia, in Scotland, with my theater teacher in Moorpark… because I’ve already covered them in writings past. Others, like when I lived with my in-laws for a year, I omitted because it was too traumatic at the time.

I also have to admit that there were way more pages about my beloved that I went and deleted in a huff when she broke it off. I nixed everything that was a good memory out of spite to myself, as I felt I didn’t deserve to remember how much she loved me and how much I loved her. Back then I felt that the fact of the divorce proved me unworthy and I was adamant to lean into it and act the part, that I was destined for pain and death. How stupid does grief make us? How grievous does stupidity? Couldn’t even use her name.

Bill, I’m sorry again. I can hear you go: For Christ’s sake, how many times is this motherfucker gonna apologize? I hope you understand that my intent to connect with You is at this moment both real and unreal at the same time, both successful and doomed—like Schrödinger’s cat—just like this book attempt. God, just look at all this bullshit I have to contrive in the absence of honest-to-goodness emotional support, something I’d had for nearly two decades and had been taking for granted. And yet note the absolute lived necessity for it. I actually had to write this letter out all the way to these very words to find out why I had to write it, and now, having reached this point, I feel like I had planned to make it part of the book all along. But I hadn’t.

But you’re in it now, Bill! Sorry.






Homo Homini Home Est? or In Place of a Foreword


1.

I made myself at home in my mother. I drank her host-blood for nutrients, bathed in it for coziness and warmth, paying nothing in rent. I stretched out and elbowed for more and more space in her, imprinted my wanton shapes into her squishy organs as into a beanbag, leeched out and bogarted all of her accrued minerals. I tossed and turned, causing hot flashes and acid reflux, urges to vomit and actual vomitus. Her ribs were monkey bars, her bowel sack a trampoline. If she got merely near citrus, I secreted my alien chemicals which skirmished with her own, resulting in clusters of rash-bumps on her neck and breasts. I made her fart, snore, burp, and diarrhea at all the inopportune moments. In turn, I gained weight and sentience, got snug like a kidney in tallow, grooving to the muffled music of her inner workings.

I was called upon to exist and cherished into manifestation, growth, and, of course, just like many a spoiled human cub, I overstayed my welcome. Nine and one quarter months, ten and a half fucking pounds in American measurements, chiefly in the bum and noggin.

When the time came to move out, I threw untoward parasitic tantrums, boarded myself up in utero by willfully tangling up in the umbilical web, and hung in there for dear life. They did things to induce my eviction, and after a twenty-two-hour campaign, I was made to leave home via bruised and battered limen, made to breathe that homeless outside air all by my lonesome. I wept as my warm mush hardened against the cold into a body, the same one I have spent forty-some years now trying to make feel like my mother felt back then. But no go, so far.

I’ve been incapable, so far, of making myself at home in me.




2.

Out of the Gradina maternity ward in my father’s drunken arms I was carted into an orange Fiat Cinquecento, where my mother, still hospital-gowned and with no underwear on, sat in the back, in tears from pain and exhaustion. These tears were characterized as pissy because she made a comment that her husband forgot to bring her a change of clothes in his selfish excitement at having a boy. Not a peck on the lips from him until the next day.

My father’s sister drove and squealed, lambasting my mother for daring to be wounded in this way, in this particular moment, as if she weren’t a woman, a mother of three, herself.

I bawled at all of them, especially Aunty, irked by novel sensations.

The two-bedroom apartment on Titova Street was full of strange relatives and sharp, hangoverish sounds and smells. A throbbing blur of kitschy late-seventies color palette—browns, oranges, and greens.

They plopped me on the fleece surface of a comforter in a darkened bedroom, and Aunty butted in to unswaddle me, dismissing my mother in her own home, her need to hold me. I promptly pissed right up and into her face.



Time passed in the two-bedroom on Titova Street, bringing staunch, everlasting, everloving, fucking change. In time I quit my sedulous fussing, realizing the fettle I was in, that there was no arguing with is, with now, that every so-called home was but a sojourn between changes, any way you sliced it.

Change was the name of the game and the game was compulsory so I made a home of my mother’s breasts when they were near, my oaken cradle when I chilled, my blue blanket when I slept. I made a home of the orange shag carpet like a sprawling lake in the living room, my block toys—sampans in a storm—strewn about.

I made home inside my dreams too, hoping to bring back the good old times, prodding into the pliancy of dreamstuff, striving to conjure it into my mother’s womb again, my ears wide open, hoping for the hum of her aorta. I’d send my protuberances out to goad, expecting sweet, loving pushback, just to find nothing but more and more of that flapdoodle dreams are made of. I did take note that the dreamstuff was just like the stuff of the two-bedroom on Titova Street—continuously mid-change.

At some point—when my turtle expired in a furniture-moving accident, I think—I was told of heaven, which sounded eerily like my first home—in the feel of it, at least—and I’ve spent years thinking of it that way, like it was a place to one day find again, go back to, somehow. But home, like heaven, is not a place. Land and walls have fuck all to do with home. We’re born into lingering homelessness. Returns are as absurd as raptures. Who returns? To what?

The problem really lies with the nature of language. It allows us to call home places that only resemble it, to call love feelings that only come close to it, to round up 0.784 to 1 because it’s easier to live in the world of integers. It’s easier to live with ourselves when we can justify our selfishness by calling our wants our needs. We even limit something we call reality to a consensus of realities, rounding up intricacies of individual experiences into a common one that is more painlessly negotiated. Go us!




3.

When we were new growths, eager to escalate, to be big already, to have that grown-up power already, my cousin Eko—who didn’t read or dread consequences or do any kind of arts and crafts but loved to throw aerosol cans we found in the riverbed into leaf-fires, eager-squatting at the base of some knobbed willow with his hands over his ears, waiting for that giddy boom that was to come—this troublemaker, earnestly believed that cartoonish U-shaped magnets we saw on Looney Tunes right before the evening news on Yugoslavia’s Channel One would attract objects that were not necessarily made of metal, like, in this particular case, pigeon flesh.

We were outside of our grandfather’s house on Jalska Street, in the country, where I spent my summer holidays and where he lived. It was a balmy, birdsong-choked, bugs-kamikaze-ing-into-your-head-holes, arachnids-trying-to-topple-you-like-in-Star-Wars kind of afternoon when a miscalculating country pigeon flew full speed into the next-door neighbor’s living room window and thudded hard like you wouldn’t believe. The birds, the bumblebees, the breeze, they were all stunned quiet.

We squatted behind the hedge-swallowed wire fence and through it saw the creature’s gray breast heave then quit in the weeds between two properties. The way its wing fanned out in plumage looked like a curtsey.

“If I had that big Acme magnet from the toons,” Eko whispered, “I could… zoom in that pigeon right here, get it right onto the spit?”

“What?” I spat. “That’s not how—”

That’s when the widow Umija, the next-door neighbor—a slatternly Baba Yaga and the reason why we really ducked behind the hedges in the first place—popped into the frame of her window to investigate. We went prone in time; she didn’t see us. Just stood there, head on a swivel like a human turret, searching the scene for culprits. When she shut the lace curtains, it wasn’t with malice but like a fisherwoman casting a net. One could still monitor through the lace.

We hated her because every time we played soccer in the commons in front of her house and our ball went over the fence and into her yard, she would stoop and creep through the overgrowth till she found it, raise it up into the air just long enough for us to see it and hope that it would be thrown back to us, then stab it to death against her thigh with a boning knife, muttering hate. It wasn’t until recently that my mother told me Umija had lost her man, two of her three children, and eleven brothers and sisters to tuberculosis.



There were no homeless people in my grandfather’s village.

Every madcap, certifiable, down-on-luck, heartbroken, disillusioned, abused, henpecked, handicapped, dead-inside, shell-shocked, disregarded, misunderstood, bipolar, fucked-with-during-childhood, can’t-face-the-real-world fetid sot or poet, nomad-at-heart or piddler-about, village idiot or slut, they all had a home with a cot. Who paid for that? an American would have asked. Normies paid for that. Normies who knew that their normalcy amounted to nothing but luck. Normies who knew that they were two or three bad turns away from becoming just like that. They suffered them, paid for their meals, laughed at them, and thanked their lucky stars. They paid for it like they would a mulct. These were their lunatics, their fuckups. Unlike city folk, they knew their community and could tell a bad zit from a chancre.

During those hoary, slow-motion summers, Eko and I could hear the jangle of a horse-drawn buggy way before we could even spot it surface out of the green. We’d mad-dash to the turn in the dirt-and-pebble road to see if we could beg our way onto it for a jaunt. A carter would often just salute to us and keep the horse at a trot. But sometimes he’d slow down and let us clamber on and—for the stretch of the road from in front of Grandfather’s house on Jalska Street, across the froggy Jala, through the neighborhood of Žabljak, all the way to where the dirt road met the asphalt leading either left or right into the world at large, which was where we knew we had to get off—we felt like something was happening, something was actually going on, in our lives.

Once, there was a tuber-shaped man in the back of the buggy with us, barefoot and crammed into a straining, buttoned-up coat, way too small to keep all of him in, and topped off with a French beret, of all things. He ponged of death and had a huge moist mouth like a beartrap and distinct grooves in the fat of his face. Some momentous chompige too—a toothy living-and-breathing caricature.

“The air-people will come in hives,” he said, his black eyes burning, “and kill us all with their air-machines.”

He was known as Idriz Belegija, a tediously familiar occurrence in the village. Belegija is a piece of rock or maybe metal (it’d be telling if it contained lead, because we all know how heavy metals impact sweaty human skin on a hat brim, though I don’t know shit about agriculture) that reapers would wet and use to sharpen their scythes in the fields. During harvest time the hills around the village sounded like dozens of samurai continuously sheathing and unsheathing deadly swords.

“The locusts are gonna come and they won’t be grasshoppers.”

“C’moan, Idriz-aga,” piped in that particular carter. “Shut that shit up in front of the kids!”

But Idriz beamed at us, his jowls slightly trembling. His eyes never left ours and we didn’t know where to look but back.

By the carpenter’s house Idriz spotted a covered woman working the pump at a well, stiffly bending up and down to keep the stream steady. He stuck his face in his armpit and took a coveting whiff. “I’d sure like to smell her personal exhaust before it’s all over,” he whispered, his shoulders drawn up, trying not to be heard by the carter. Eko and I couldn’t help but look. The woman stood up and bent down, stood up and bent down, and was gone as the buggy made a right turn around a foundationless, slapdash little house with no facade, its two concrete steps leading to the front door at least ten inches separated from it, sinking into the yard.

“If you want to see a show,” Idriz said, “and learn something,” his eyebrows dancing, working the two-finger piston of his right hand into the raspy cylinder of his left, “that’s the place.”

And at the end of that year I would see, through a hole in the wall of the slapdash house, a mentally disabled man with a bony pelvis batter away at the backside of a mentally disabled woman, wearing a diadem made of corn husks, a show that I still cannot currycomb from my—child’s—eye. I learned nothing from seeing this, except to stay away from sex as long as possible.

The real lesson came later in adulthood when, again, my mother told me the final chapter of their story, these two intellectually limited neighbor kids who fell in love, and whose parents couldn’t keep them apart, and so built them a hovel where they could be the way they were. That they kept the woman medicated so she couldn’t conceive, as her lover was a funny braggart who invited villagers to come and watch them make love. That love found its way and that they had a little girl who miraculously was born without her parents’ afflictions, who raised herself and her parents while going to school, tricked her father, at age thirteen, into having a vasectomy, finished a vocational high school, joined the department of tourism and catering trade in Tuzla, and moved to Neum on the Adriatic Sea, sending money home on a monthly basis.





4.

Back in Tuzla, my family moved from the two-bedroom on Titova Street to a three-bedroom on Stupine Block just as I started high school. It was a clutch of parallel high-rises with parks and parking lots in between. People lived around and on top of each other like caught crabs, knew the exact moments when their fellow apartment dwellers celebrated birthdays and sport achievements of their teams, when and if their women came during sex, when they saw red and beat their loved ones, took their shits or fell asleep. Whole conversations could have been taped simply by pressing a recorder to a radiator pipe. They all bitched and moaned about it until the war started.

When that son of a bitch arrived on the scene, it came with a grand swelling of disharmony that wouldn’t burst for years; imagine the opposite of a continuous Buddhist om. The sound of it was tangible and wrong; it juddered through human tissues with the power to rearrange, and it fashioned a sort of psychic ingot that shaped and contained any and every thought, emotion, and utterance. The dwellers all shut their fucking mouths afterward, their grievances made laughable in the wake of it.

In reaction, the grown-ups succumbed into their new roles and malformed into unhinged victims, perpetrators, onlookers, survivors, cowards, heroes, opportunists, reactionaries… People became their guiding archetypes. They leaned hard into every fear-soaked decision with absolutely every ounce of their being. Us youths, we did the same, only we were guided by our own limited knowledge and experience. Some of us aped the fearful, some fearless, without realizing that fear is the operating word.

When my guy friends started going after pussy—about age fifteen—I, in turn, fell in with a rogue theater troupe, head over heels, heart and soul. I fancied myself more enlightened, wanted ichor, not bodily fluids. There’s time for that, I thought.

Boki was our twenty-five-year-old artistic leader, and he looked for inspiration for our troupe’s pieces everywhere, both in literature (from holy books to Marquis de Sade) and in real life. He’d been sniffing around this thirty-year-old nurse. She had flirty hazel eyes and took minute drags of her cigarette as if milking the joy out of the last glass of posh cognac. We were in Café Galerija and he asked her to buy him a cup of coffee, since he was a starving artist and because women were emancipated. She fell for it. That’s who got us into Kreka Psychiatric Hospital for a study of behavior, Boki’s idea.

The building was cracking white and its cheap paint chips fell upon the courtyard like flakes of acute psoriasis. Like blossoms. Our troupe filed in through the dented gate into this otherness. The people in there had the consistency of unstirred sludge. An orderly was pulling someone’s pants up. A man in a windbreaker zipped over striped pajamas and a pair of plastic slippers on bare feet clap-clapped over and asked Boki for a cigarette, avoiding his eyes.

“You can’t smoke, Nermin,” our nurse chided, shaking her head. “Your blood is like rice pudding.”

“Where are your scrubs?” He smiled at her, guilty as charged.

We waited in the waiting room till she changed into her uniform. The grime on the checkered tiles was like glue to the bottoms of our sneakers. Yellowed radiators were redolent of fear. Barred windows at the end of the corridor beckoned to be smashed through with a washbasin like in that old film with Jack Nicholson. Every so often the draft wailed and went berserk like a bad ghost. I was scared. Somebody was praying in the doorless WC.

Upstairs, a blank orderly followed our nurse’s direction and unlocked the psycho ward. The key clanged. I expected him to come in with us, guard us, assure us that everything would be fine, but he just let us through in silence and locked the door.

“How’re we doing today?” our nurse broadcasted to the emaciated patients, lightly touching their biceps or shoulders, confident, in her element. They all wore their own pajamas. One young buck shambled over and showed us his flaccid thing through a pajama flap.

“Come on, Djoko,” she rebuked him, “put it away. Nobody wants to see that.” He did what he was told, snickering with pure joy.

The nurse took us to a lounge area with two tables and some benches. I sat down like a schoolboy, tight-assed, feet together, hands on knees. My eyes must have looked like ping-pong balls, for when she took my hand and told me to relax—at her touch—I was convinced that I was one of them.

Then Boki recognized Sasha Z. He’d been in Do You Remember Dolly Bell?, a hugely popular movie in the Balkans. He’d sung this heartbreaking song about having a dream in which he meets a blonde on a beach, in a pleasant breeze, who makes him so incredibly happy. He looked old but had the same bird features, and his hair was cropped oddly. Upon Boki’s request, he sang a little bit of the song to us, without feeling, as if tired of his fame, as if bored with it all. You could see he wanted to be who he was now.

Boki asked him how it was to work with Kusturica, the director, and Sasha said he recalled someone giving him little chocolate bananas. Then he changed the subject and asked us why we were there.

“We’re here just to visit you guys,” Boki said. “See how you’re living, what goes on.”

“What’s your diagnosis?” Sasha asked.

“We’re not… patients.”

“Yeah, right.” He laughed, sincere-like. “Nobody’s a patient.” He looked out through a shrapnel hole in the window, through the bars of the window, and stilled.

Djoko, who had disappeared, returned to the lounge with a face full of cheese pie that he was trying to devour in a rush. Our nurse jumped in alarm.

“Hey, buddy, where did you get that pie?”

He faced the wall, trying to swallow an enormous wad of dough, and when she touched his back, he threw some elbows at her face, his screams muffled, his eyes squirting tears.

A squat, compact patient I had not noticed before ran up and pinned him against the wall, calling for an orderly, who thundered in, picked Djoko up, and simply carried him away. Our nurse followed them out and the squat man came to sit among us on the benches.

“What was that?” Boki said.

“Klepto.”

The man turned out to have been the master carpenter in the Bosnian National Theatre. Small world. He held his hands clasped together while he talked. He told us that one day something came apart in his brain and he knew that he was crazy. It happened when he was kicking the shit out of his wife’s lover when he found him squatting, half-naked, behind the barrel of sauerkraut on the balcony.

“Something just came apart,” he repeated.

He said it was like the world turned to rust. His wife was gone in the morning, but he was convinced that she had left a small radio hidden somewhere in the house to drive him crazy because she was a bad seed, and that he shouldn’t have married her in the first place, but that he was thinking with his pecker rather than with his brain back then, and did we know how it was.

We nodded like we did.

“That’s life,” Boki offered.

The man scoffed, looked right at him. “Life?” he said, chuckling in disbelief, at the stupidity, it seemed. He stood up. “Lives that sunder that easily shouldn’t be called that.”



Boki murmured what we should be looking for in the patients’ behavior and gave us a goal to approach one patient and find out what they are about. We were to base our new characters on these observations. For art’s sake.

I observed a blond man with rolled-up pajama bottoms pour water out of a plastic bottle of Pepsi Light onto his left foot, whimpering with horror. He stared at his wiggling toes, as if waiting for them to ignite again, then screamed and poured more water on.

Hell no, I thought.

Boki made rounds from patient to patient as if shopping in a grocery store. The rest of us meandered with fluttering hearts. There was something uncompassionate about this whole thing, as if we were there to steal souls.

I noticed a young man on all fours staring at the place where the floor met the wall. He susurrated, wrinkling his brow, tapping his forefinger against the plaster. After about a minute of that he got up, walked across the room, went down to his knees, and did it all over again in a different location. I followed him back and forth for the remainder of our time there, mesmerized. I didn’t notice it was time to go home. Boki touched my shoulder, whispered: “We should go soon.”

But I wanted to find out what this guy was doing, and so, with a huge amount of effort, fighting against my innate spinelessness, I went down to him and made myself present in his world. He looked at me, sensing my silent puzzlement, then pointed to a stationary ant on the floor.

“Look at him,” he said. “That’s Huso.”

“What’s up, Huso,” I said.

“Come over here now.” He lifted himself and waved me over to the other location, to another ant there. A lot of Bosnian jokes are about two guys named Huso and Haso.

“What’s up, Haso,” I said.

“Oh, you got it.” He clapped me on the shoulder and kept his hand there. He seemed enamored with the insect.

“You like ants?” I asked.

“Not really. It’s a scientific experiment. Although they are the same species, Haso possesses a significantly larger head then Huso, yet they are both invalids—I picked their legs off myself—and therefore unable to change their location without an outside device, in this case me. In other words, they are stuck in one spot. But one has a bigger head than the other. What does that tell you?”

“I don’t know.”

“They don’t need to move because they live their lives in their heads. It’s just that some lives are smaller than others, hence the discrepancy in head size.”

This wouldn’t make much sense to me until three years later. Not the part about head sizes and cruelty to animals, but the part about the fact that wherever we go, we’re stuck with the lives inside of our own heads.
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At the age of eighteen, out of the war and into a SoCal gated community in the sun with American relatives on Garnett Lane, by the skin of my teeth, I started waking up in home number five, or rather the home base, an entirely New World concept for this Old World pilgrim.

Bald geriatrics sporting tiny white ponytails needed help out of their brand-new yellow Corvettes. Liver-spotted women in visors shuffled around the lake with minute hand weights, motioning like they were running but going two miles per hour. Zero kids in sight. Spotting a UPS guy running up to a mailbox was like seeing a cheetah in the wild. Wow, calf muscles!

Daily, Mexican workers cleaned the community pool in which I was the only community, ever. War-skinny as I was, lacking muscle mass, it was an effort to stay afloat. I tried floating on my back but would start to sink as soon as I exhaled. I persisted a couple of times and hyperventilated. Eventually I’d just hold on to the edge, position my crotch in front of one of the jets in the curved baby blue wall of the pool, and let the strong gush play with my balls. I’d close my eyes and right away be back on a buggy in Žabljak, and the covered woman was standing up and bending down, standing up and bending down, water surging out of the rusty spout into a bucket. Its chatter would change in pitch and when I’d open my eyes there’d be a fat seagull tussling with a squirrel, making a racket, and four or five community-watch zombies would emerge through the palms with loose fists ready to call the cops. They’d ask me where I lived, whether I belonged. Totally, I thought. I mean, look at my nineteen-year-old skinny ass. I fit right in.

In the community center on Agoura Street, I played pickup basketball and the Americans called me Kukoč or Divac, massacring either surname. I had no dribbling skills but had a decent mid-range fadeaway and would chip in a few points a game. I played hard—I’ll-be-wearing-your-T-shirt—d-fence, and they called fouls on me every time. I’d say shit like What’s this, ballet? pronouncing ballet like ballot, and they had no clue what the fuck I was talking about.

One time the game was canceled because in barged a horde of white couples armed with yoga mats, stipulating they had the court for the next two hours. The ballers staged an impromptu sit-in, and I couldn’t handle that many people so close together and got the fuck out of there. Outside was a downpour and people ran for their lives in panic from this crazy water falling out of the sky. I strolled across the parking lot to the entrance to a fancy pizza joint where I was to meet my relatives in an hour. The staff looked unnervingly cheery and the couple in the first booth stared at their laminated menus with the concentration and gravitas reserved for those mariners on nuclear subs who have to turn their keys at the exact same time and end a civilization or two.

I hit upon a spot under the awning where the business kept their industrial recycling bins, put on my hoodie, took out a paperback, sat Turkish-style with my back against my backpack, and plunged into the text I didn’t fully understand but could tread in okay, like the community pool on Garnett Lane, sans ball massage.

I was informed that the detective in the novel was eating a pizza and, sitting to the side of a pizza restaurant, I had to stop to think what that meant. The very next sentence and he was on the phone talking to his mother about borrowing her car because his transmission something-somethinged. I stopped, went back to the word pizza. What pizza was he eating? Something like what I would be eating in an hour? Or the real thing, from Italy? I thought of what my mom called pizza, this thick-dough rectangle made with ketchup and Poli parizer cold cut and smoked cheese. Pica, we say in Bosnia, slang also for vagina. A racially insensitive childhood joke popped in my head, a joke Japanese name that sounds like Pizza Koyama but in Bosnian means pussy as big as a cave.

“Excuse me,” said an old black woman with a fancy hat, holding a pizza box in her hand, an offering.

I scrambled up, stiff and muddled, ashamed of what I was thinking.

“I couldn’t finish all of this and was gonna take it home, but I think you need it way more than me.”

And I knew my mother’s pizza was somehow in that outstretched box. I could see her strong little hands knead the dough the way they did the tissues over my shoulder blades when last she hugged me, before I boarded the bus with the rest of my theater troupe in front of Hotel Tuzla in Stupine Ward. Her fingers dug into me, like THIS is home! That rickety banger of a bus took me away from her, out through and around the war, into Croatia, Slovenia, Italy, through the mighty Alps and into southern France of lavish green, onward across the La Manche to the rosy shores of England and farther northward into Edinburgh, and my back carried still the fraught depressions of her fingertips, like a fallen angel’s scores. Even when I escaped my troupe and hid in kind people’s houses in Scotland, and again in Croatia, while waiting for immigration papers to America, I didn’t want those indents ironed out and slept on my stomach, my side, so that I felt hugged, loved.

The old woman stepped back at me, coming in for an unwitting embrace. I caught my arms halfway up and brought them back. I witnessed myself through her eyes and I took the box; I took what was actually offered. She saw through all the bullshit. I was homeless.
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Crestwood Chalets apartment complex in the old Thousand Oaks, CA, south on TO Boulevard, past the Record Outlet Used, left at the Chef Burger, and up the incline and into the grove of ancient oak trees. The Shade, my American roommate called it, our Apt. #3—my home number six.

Even now, in the hierarchy of places I called home, this little two-bedroom with cottage-cheese ceilings and beige shag carpeting, with a wooden balcony overlooking a grimy shitkick compound where poor, drunk white people yelled at one another about money, shines glorious and special—shines transcendent. It has to do with how liberated I felt there, out on my own for the first time, away from all that Balkan naysaying at my uncle’s place, all the bullshit notions of what an immigrant should be studying, how a young man should be dressing, in what ways a thankful newcomer should be changing in deference to his benefactor and the host culture, for his own good, no less, to fit in.

When I called Bosnia and told them where I now lived, my father said: “Indian country, huh?”

I said: “Yeah, like the whole thing.”

He said: “Yeah,” but I could tell he was miffed that I’d leave the gated community and members of his side of the family (a sensible option) and move to a lowly apartment and work at a movie theater to be able to afford community college (a dangerous dream). He wasn’t a person to understand me in any meaningful way; any soultalk, any mention of feelings or deeper meanings, or God forbid premonitions, sent my father into a distrustful and anxious sulk.

I didn’t know what else to say to him, couldn’t tell him a single thing that was really going on inside of me. I couldn’t tell him that I experienced a miracle of love, that, while at my uncle’s, I’d been secretly working on a book called “The Man from a Lightbulb”—in which a young man lives through the hell of Bosnian war, loses his consciousness in one of the last mortar attacks on his town, just to wake up tiny, inside of a lightbulb on the ceiling of a room belonging to a redheaded girl in an American suburb, where the only way for him to free himself from his glass bubble is to become pure light and the only way to accomplish that is to love and be loved in return, and he falls in love with this redhead, the only girl he can see, as she does with him, and in the moment they come together in a burst of light he’s sent by the energy of their connection back into reality, into his conscious state, back into the hell of Bosnian war, where he finds himself truly disfigured by shrapnel but doesn’t consider his situation hell any longer but a paradise of sorts, a stretched-out feeling of oneness with what is, all on account of the vision he experiences while unconscious—a book about enlightenment, and that the moment I left my uncle’s, the moment I enrolled in Moorpark College, in the very first class I took there, I’d met that redheaded girl, the very one I’d imagined while writing (she even had the white-painted wrought-iron bed I’d described), and that the first time she hugged me goodbye after running lines for our scene together I didn’t want her to ever leave the embrace.

To my mother, next in line on the phone, I told the truth, that I fell in love with a girl in my acting class, that she was my dream, my everything.

She said: “You just turned twenty. Be careful.”

To Boki, married now and expecting a kid, I said that I got me a girl.

“S’wrong with you?” he said. “That hot sun get to your head? Look at me. I don’t know what’s worse: having to look at what I can no longer fuck, or having to fuck what I can no longer look at.”

On and on he went, and I couldn’t but feel sorry for him. Boki obviously didn’t have what I had. He didn’t swoon when he saw her coming out of the Psych Building with her hair on fire, her long green dress shimmering in the sun like wet dragon scales. He didn’t open up his heart to her for three and a half hours behind the Music Building, making her miss her photography class altogether; didn’t feel her take off his two-dollar gas-station sunglasses so that she could see the sincerity of his tears. He didn’t plummet into that kiss in her Dodge Avenger after which it was impossible to find the door handle, to know how to use it, what a door handle actually was. He didn’t know what it was to merge with her into a steamy human octopus, to have her sit naked in his lap inside a tent on a beach one night and become one being, with all these goading limbs, with two brains and a single heart. He didn’t have a soulmate. He didn’t know how to build her a home inside of him, how to enter the one she made for him in her. He didn’t have… her… my Honeybee, my beloved sweetness with a sting. My dream. My everything.

God, I forgot; I’d written it all down, our love, and then deleted it all up in anger. Maybe it’s for the best. Maybe the rest of this section would’ve been redacted anyway, for sentimentality and flowery adverbs, however earned.
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But after our year in community college together, Honeybee opted for a southernly migration to a feeder school in San Diego. Way back when, she had made a pact with her two childhood besties to live their college years together, have some fun, be each other’s rocks. She up and left and we became long distance. Our homes we built for each other inside of ourselves became far apart. I couldn’t stand for it, the fact that I had to fucking rapture or astral-project every time I wanted to go home. So, when it was my time to transfer, I applied to UCSD only and, a star student, I got in. I followed her from Thousand Oaks to a three-bedroom house she was sharing with her BFFs in what Ron Burgundy would later brand Whale’s Vagina, CA.

I, refugee, a man in between homelands, packed up my so-called life—my bag of clothes, my box of books, my scribblings—into my silver 1980 VW Scirocco that would stall every time I brought it to a complete stop and, in what I thought was a romantic gesture, showed up at her door. There is no counting the number of red flags in that sentence. I did my best to assure her friends that I intended to have a life of my own, that UCSD was the best theater school on the West Coast for what I wanted to do, but it was clear they felt that the beehive was entirely compromised. Sensing an attack on the sisterhood, these girls turned protective and cold. They loved my beloved in a different way. What they couldn’t stand was my following her, choosing her, and showing it so unabashedly, without reserve. When I wasn’t around, they told her I was too serious for her, too old, too clingy, what does he expect? They told her she would regret staying with me and not living it up, not doing what they were doing, which was trying everything and everybody, being young.

Honeybee helped me find some roommates, gave me some of her furniture, helped me move into a Spanish-style little house on the corner of Dwight and Mississippi in North Park, and then she broke it off. Gone.

It was in this brick-and-mortar home number seven for me that I started to drink in earnest, because of my emotions, to get through the day, through the heartbreak, and not to have fun or lower inhibitions or blow off steam. I even started to perceive things differently, more like an observer, as someone around whom life was happening.

It got bad. One day I got drunk four times because I kept seeing her everywhere, kept seeing red.

The day before—it was the middle of finals week and she’d left me earlier in the quarter—I was drinking Albertsons vodka, openly in front of the skittish guppies of the living room aquarium and in secret after six p.m. when my roommates came home from work or outrigger practice or whatever the fuck. They said I ate too much mayo and that it was bad for me and I thought, If you guys only knew.

Later, halfway through a Steven Seagal movie, someone telephoned and I promised I’d be in the Porter’s Pub tomorrow at nine a.m. and wrote it down on a Post-it and stuck it to my forehead. It seemed like a good idea, in sync with my current humor of bluesy self-pity to which only Tom Waits could give some credibility. Tight-lipped Seagal beat up on fools, and I swear to God one of the extras looked directly into the camera.

In the morning garbage trucks I thought Serbs were advancing up Dwight Street with tanks. The Post-it said: “Porter’s Pub @ 9—be there!!!” and I got up to obey my own handwriting, ill-remembering everything. There was a red hair in the sink. I hurried out. Everything in my room was the stuff she’d given me. I brought my wallet with me because it was mine.

A morning walk, out of North Park and into Hillcrest, with painfully tightened calves. I slowed down. There was a guy shaving in the driver’s seat of a PT Cruiser at the stoplight on the corner of Park and University and it hit me that I lived in America. It hadn’t happened in a while. Someone honked and I gestured wildly.

A derelict Santa Claus was sprawled on his back on the concrete bed of flowers in front of Pick Up Sticks with a chunk of his late dinner as if carefully woven into his impressive beard. Next to a crumpled beer can, twisted out of habit into a colorful misfortune cookie, his hand laid tough and creased with wrinkles of something harsher than time and blacker than the dirt under his fingernails. For some reason I imagined a watch on his wrist.

There was a cloud of bees by the Scripps hospital parking lot, and they can smell your fear, so I crossed the street. A fat man walked out of Carl’s Junior with a shake and I warned him about the bees. He proceeded, paying me no mind, the daredevil.

At the shuttle stop everyone was Asian.

The doors hissed open and my man Robert put the shuttle in park. People poured out. “How you doing?” he asked without betraying his style, the way I thought only a black man can. I sat all the way in the back. Some Barbie with a pierced navel tried to bring on a Styrofoam cup.

“Can’t let you bring that on board,” Robert said.

“But it’s empty.”

“Read the sign.”

“But there’s no trash can outside.”

“I don’t care.”

She stood there with one fancy shoe on board and the other one on the curb, but he waited her out. She tossed the cup over her shoulder and climbed in, tsk-tsking her outrage. We got moving to jazz. There was still some latte in the cup. I saw it spilling out onto the pavement.

Eavesdropped on a conversation in front of me until the girl said “whatever floats your boat,” which is what Beloved used to say all the time, and then it was like it was her sitting there, flirting with the guy, and I made a hell of an effort to care about the palmy scenery. Tons of redheads on the road too.

On campus, hard nipples through white tops and crusty eyes and running up and down Library Walk with blue books. I watched all this on fast-forward, gloating because I was done for the quarter—aced everything. I took a shortcut through the grove. Something invisible ran through eucalyptus leaves, making a lot of noise; I couldn’t see what it was. Eucalypti are poisonous and nothing grows under them. There was a guy in Bosnia who in the wartime shortage of tobacco smoked oleander by mistake, his last mistake.

But there was Alan Wilson in front of Porter’s with a greasy bandana on, baggy shorts, and sneakers on bare feet, sitting on a basketball.

“What’s up, Monk-a?” He knew I hated when he called me that. He never explained it either, this verbal tic of his, this obnoxious little nickname. We were in a scene together earlier in the quarter. At rehearsals he would just start singing “Izzy the monk-a fish” over and over when he was bored. It used to drive me up the wall because it stuck. “Let’s booze up!” he said.

“They don’t open till eleven.”

“Don’t worry about that.”

He had a buddy working there, and we sat in the back slurping down Old Guardians, and he thanked me for letting him stay on my couch next week. I was unaware of what he was referring to but kept my tongue behind my teeth and sucked down the beer kindly provided by him. Apparently, I’d agreed to this last night. Ahh, what the fuck, I thought. It was only for a couple of days.

Buddy brought another pitcher and the sun was just starting to poke out through the June gloom. They were pissed that the Lakers beat the Kings in Game 7 and I told them that NorCal hella sucked. They made fun of my accent and called me a commie fuck.

Another redhead passed the window, and another, and another, and fuck me if the whole world wasn’t turning freckled and pale. I tried to mindpush her lingering specter out through the back doors, heard again the blistering words that had singed me. One, two, three gulps and the Old Guardian did its job.

Then Buddy had to open and Alan had an exam so I went to see the other half of my acting class perform their final scenes, applauded too loud, laughed too loud, generally overdid everything.

Afterward we all decided to hit Rock Bottom, the teacher and all. I met up with Alan and he drove me there in his truck. All his possessions were in the back, tied together under a tarp. There were at least three pairs of basketball shoes behind my seat and the air smelled like feet.

“How did you do?” I asked him.

“Two more to go,” he said. I felt like a square, watching him wing his finals, envious of his lack of care for any good outcome.

He played this country song on tape and sang along, displaying emotions I’d never before seen on that face. Said it was for his Singing for Actors final. I detected stronger ties between him and the tune.

Rock Bottom was full and the first two vodka tonics were like rag water until I tipped the bartender five bucks and then they adopted the taste of lighter fluid, which was a good sign. My peers stuffed themselves with hot wings and salt-and-pepper calamari rings and artichoke-spinach dip and listened to the teacher talk about “the business” and what to expect. None of us will ever get a job, I thought, and spotted a redhead across by the pool tables and asked Alan to switch seats with me.

“What’s up with you, Monk-a?” he asked, rather genuinely. I knocked back my lighter fluid.

The group slowly eroded and it was just Alan, Jose, and me around Jose’s nachos and my barely touched sixth V-tonic (the first two were throwaways) that I couldn’t even think of touching for now. The screen above the bar was green with golf and I bitched about Honeybee, which reminded Alan to call his girlfriend in Spain. Jose was a silent bastard from Guatemala with an aura of a Latin lover extraordinaire who never had a problem in the broken-heart department and even if he did, he was silent about it, and cool and mysterious, and even now I can’t fucking shut up.

Alan came back and blabbed about his girlfriend with a mixture of dejection and hopefulness that was eerie. For the second time I thought him a closet country lover. Details of a long-distance relationship with a punk-rock chick.

“How do you do it?” I asked.

“Distance makes the heart grow fonder, Monk-a.”

Jose scoffed. That last “Monk-a” went through me like a welding spark through a soft-toed shoe and I felt like swinging.

“Fuck off! You fucked Amber’s roommate at Jackie’s last week… and that Moroccan dancer at Ditko’s way back… and that’s only the ones I know of I’m sure… so don’t tell me about… fucking… heart.”

“I didn’t fuck them.”

“Fuck off!”

“We kissed and she gave me a hand job.”

And in the middle of it I had to hurl. I ran through a shifting corridor to a restroom and deposited the first batch of Jose’s nachos and liquor into a trash can and then hugged the urinal for the rest. When I came out, the corridor was shifting no more and I was neither that drunk nor that mad; it was amazing.

We moved to the patio so Alan could smoke and Jose left and everything was fine. I was hungry now so I ordered a four-cheese pizza because I needed something solid in me. Alan explained they had broken up before she left for a year with a possibility of reattachment if the coals were still burning. I apologized. He called me Monk-a again and I told him to quit.

The fucker started us again on brewskies and tricked me into going on a diatribe on avant-garde theater and once I started on the subject I couldn’t stop and he dozed through half of it and I didn’t care one bit because for a change I wasn’t thinking of Honeybee. Soon we were buzzing again and he came up with an idea, scribbled it on a napkin, and slid it over to me, slaloming in between the wet rings our beer mugs left on the surface of the table. On the napkin it said:

ALAN & MONKA’S AVANT-GARDE THEATER PROJECT #1

Order of business:


	Find a venue

	Find a single spectator and convince him/her to come

	Perform something off the top of the head (total bullshit)

	Swarm around the spectator asking him/her if they liked it



As I was trying to make sense out of this, he said we should go up to the Theater Building and do this immediately. He said that his eyes were drunk but his hands weren’t. He wanted to drive up. No way, I decided, but went.

“Your truck smells like shit,” I told him. He drove up the hill with a window down, bellowing that song.

Nothing was being loaded or unloaded so we parked in the zone, right next to a dumpster, and went in to see if the GH157 theater space was open. We peeked through the back to see there was a performance going on. It was an invited dress rehearsal for an undergrad Page to Stage show and they were treating it like an opening night, there were like twelve audience members in there. Alan’s parade was shat upon and we went to Studio D next door and dribbled his basketball until someone came in and told us to stop because there was a show going on. We broke into a prop closet and fucked around with the props.

“Dude, we should walk through their play,” he said.

“No, man…”

“Dude, just find something to cover your face with and we’ll just walk across the stage like we’re part of it.”

I felt insane but giddy too. There was an orange and white traffic cone and I put it over my head. I wrapped myself in a blanket and picked up a broom. He stripped down to tighty-whities and I made him a ninja mask out of a T-shirt.

We crossed the hall. A stagehand carrying a nightstand with a phone screwed to it performed a classic double take. The other one, the one with a potted palm tree, actually froze, her mouth agape. We passed them calmly and went backstage.

The show was in a transitional phase; they were setting up for the next one-act. “Cat Scratch Fever” was playing and Alan and I went on, did a little spur-of-the-moment dance, and left. Everyone was confused because we were ahead of our time.

Afterward, it was basketball with two freshmen under the sun. We were shirts. They were trendy pierced nipples. I was alcohol sweat and I didn’t care and everything I tossed was going in. I wished I could play like that when I was sober. Then Alan took over. I was there only to get the ball inbound. My heart was zooming and my brain was pumping and Honeybee was there under the basket and I threw the ball too hard every time.

He drove us home drunk, singing his stupid song as I scanned the 5 South for Honeybee’s red Dodge Avenger, which was one car in ten. Well, not really, but it seemed it. In my Spanish-style home I cooked some mushrooms and onions because Alan was vegetarian and we ate it with the leftover rice from takeout the day before. I was tired with drinking. Everything below my knees was slush.

“We’ll get you laid,” he said.

I didn’t want to go but he wanted to meet up with someone so I went. Lancers on Adams had Waits, the Pixies, and the Pogues on tap, and I turned festive, drinking girlie drinks. I just ordered fluorescent colors and a Mexican bartender was a speedy gatherer of spirits.

Alan’s someone never showed. He went silent. A barstool over, a short blonde kept smiling at me and making self-deprecating jokes concerning her looks and I shriveled away, not knowing what to do. Not my scene, I told myself, put my hand in pocket to give off the appearance of leisure, and found Honeybee in the lint there. But Alan effortlessly jumped right on, telling her she was full of it, that she was sexy, and soon we were in her apartment literally across the street smoking bowls.

From the patio we watched two white people fight outside the bar at closing, and stumble over curbs, and yell fighting mantras no screenwriter could manage, and try to run each other over with a Cadillac or something big like that. Alan promised he would drive us home when his swoon turned to buzz and I went to find some reading material to take a shit in this lime bathroom and discovered a collection of Calvin and Hobbes in the river of literary self-help, the one with a two-headed snowman on the cover. I got myself to reading.

But when I got out of the bathroom, the front door was locked and the patio was empty and I panicked, thinking Twilight Zone shit, and the blonde came out in a nightie with puppy eyes and Alan was in her bed without a shirt on, so I knew he wouldn’t drive and got her to open the door.

“You guys have fun,” I said, and plunged into the town with wailing sirens and wives that shrieked and androgynous creatures with Ralphs paper bags for shoes that threw kisses in my direction. It’s quite puzzling how many redheads one can encounter on the route from Adams to Park to University to Mississippi to Dwight at four-thirty in the morning.

The next day I decided to slow down, that it was pure luck my grades didn’t suffer, that this was my fucking life, that next quarter I should really commit. I buried myself into my theater major, took Business of Acting, and was told that I epitomized a goober, that the way I looked, I could maybe play a foreign exchange student on That ’90s Show. In Art of Auditioning, I was taught that you never show up for an audition in costume.

The Theater Department was casting undergraduates for bit characters in four plays for their annual New Play Festival. One of the plays was looking for a Homeless Man. I took a page of sides and went home to memorize them. The day of the audition I dug up an old navy trench coat and blotched it with peanut butter, put on a pair of ripped Levi’s I dragged through a mud puddle under the fig tree in front of the Spanish-style, stuck a yard-long wooden slat through my jeans leg and into my sock (to give myself a real-looking limp), used a phone cord for a belt, dirtied my face by sticking two fingers into my car’s exhaust and smearing it dramatically like commandos on TV, put on a Pac-Man baseball cap way too small for the crow’s nest that was my head back then, and drove my ass up to the campus. Five minutes before being called in, I slipped into the restroom and downed the jam jar of vodka I’d brought with me. When I walked into the rehearsal space chewing at my lower lip, whirring with madness, it was obvious to me, to the playwright, to the director, to God Itself, that I was Homeless Man.

“Name?” the director asked, with a real click in her throat.

“The air-people are coming and they gonna kill us all with their air-machines,” I said.

The director left the box empty, hovering the ballpoint over her notes as I launched into the lines. The ball at the tip of that pen never rolled, never made a point on that paper, for three and a half minutes.

Hours later, the moment I heard I got the part, I stumbled into the Art of Auditioning teacher’s office hours in all of my hobo-chic glory to chide her that everything she’d taught me was wrong.

“See,” she said, smiling, shaking her thespian head, “even when you do stand your ground and take a chance, you can’t help being a goober. I had you pegged. And don’t you tell anybody what you got away with neither! Jesus, this is a school still. You’re sweatin’ booze, Izzy!”

Month and a half later, during the tech rehearsals, I was outside on a break and in costume, over by the faux Stonehenge across the way from the Dance Studio, when I felt someone approach me from the left, and by the strangeness inside my chest, by the way my breath waned and then redeployed, I knew it was her. Honeybee, my Beloved, materialized in front of me, kind of looking down at her shoes. I had fingerless gloves on like a real NYC hobo, and my character’s beanie cost more than my own.

“You finally went shopping, I see,” she said, and my soul grabbed for her.

Like that, Honeybee came back to me, disillusioned apparently with hive life. The home I built for her in me was taken care of, still on the grid, utilities current. My home in her was also viable. She moved into the Spanish-style and we eased ourselves into each other once again.



Year later, I got a spot in a Theater Design course taught by a legend in the field, an Old World impresario notorious for making American students cry by dismissing their efforts as “shit,” a word pronounced with such finality in his Romanian brogue that it patently crushed many a syrupy dream. He liked my production concept of Beckett’s Godot, which imagined the world inhabited by humans as God’s fourth-grade school diorama that earned it a B, was saved for posterity, but essentially abandoned to the caverns of a massive, shambolic garage in the sky.

The final we had to do was fully creative and I decided to make a short video.


A Day in the Life of Homeless Man

In the dark, “The Return of Jackie and Judy” by the Ramones, but performed by Tom Waits, roars. Camera scuttles out from under a pillow in the shamanic rhythm of Waits’s rhythm section, goes down to the whorls of sheets on the bed, barely brushes them, then backs off to find another objective, a bulbless sconce with a moth gibbeting on a string of web, then back out, meeting doorjamb, telephone, side of an aquarium, and the television with a candle on it, in this fashion—all along taping “our” progression from a bedroom to a hallway to a living room to the kitchen of the Spanish-style little house in San Diego. It all looks like demented footage done by a spastic, sputtering drone, commandeered from who knows where by a tech journeyman who’s never before operated a joystick.

In the breakfast nook it encounters an ashtray with keys in it and a pencil mug with a protruding American flag, propping itself over the lowly pens and pencils. Still in rhythm, the camera goes for a make-out session with the flag, then retreats, sticks its beak into the ashtray, going down to a key chain with a Bosnian wartime flag on it, then fucks away from it too. For three seconds it hovers, breaking the beat of the song, holding both flags in frame.

When it starts again, it’s dancing no more. It descends in whirling fury and pecks at the colors of the flags, America, America, Bosnia, America, Bosnia, Bosnia, America, Bosnia, A, B, B, B, A, A, BABAABBAABABBBAAAB… We can hear the camera hit the actual objects—deafening thuds when the microphone connects—until it all comes to an abrupt rest, and we’re left looking toward the perfectly framed kitchen.

Tom Waits wails, though nothing stirs the tight beige cabinets. It’s a small kitchen with a midmost butcher block, a fridge to the right fended with shards of magnetic poetry, a sink to the left fended by a magnet-stuck range of knives above it. Beyond the block, the canopy of the air/smell intake contraption suggests the stove is right below it.

A nightmarish face moseys into view from the fridge side, swallowing the kitchen with its close-up. Its glossy, fat black makeup around the eyes clashes with the caked-on, crackled white of the cheeks, making eyes and teeth of the face yellow in the light. When the creature gawps, its face is still. When it leers, the paint flakes off into dust.

The creature beckons us into the kitchen, slips behind the butcher block. It waves, insistent. The drone elevates gingerly, inches in after it. The creature takes a cast-iron off the range and drops it on the wooden block. It starts to gag and curb, curb and gag, till a chicken egg plunks out of its mouth. On the egg, in black Sharpie, it’s written:

YOUR NAME HERE

The creature is near cream-dream with exaltation. Its gloved hands crack the egg into the cast-iron, where it sizzles into splutter. It’s like an anti-drug commercial, then cut.

Sudden daytime, and I wake up on that same pillow from the dream sequence, realize that Honeybee is taping me with a camcorder, sing-saying: “Wake up, sleepyhead, time to go to work.” I throw a throw pillow in her general direction, hitting the camera, prompting a cut.

I’m brushing my teeth when I realize she’s back at it, taping through a slit in the door. “Come on, now!” I say like I’m angry, but curve my lips to show her I’m really not. I open a container of black clown paint and one of white, stick some fingers in the first, some in the second, and smear the mess on my face.

“I don’t have time to make breakfast now,” she says, and turns past the aquarium and deeper into the living room, shutting off the camcorder.

I’ve turned on the camera, grabbed a banana from the bowl on the butcher block, when I hear her honking. I dash out on the patio, shut the door, go past the fig tree and out the low gate. She’s business-clad in her new Ford Focus, going: “C’mon, I’m gonna be late!” I point the camera at her face as I open the car door. “Don’t shoot me,” she says, no acting. I swing the camcorder on the neighborhood.

NPR is on the radio, reporting from India. Mumbai’s background honks and toots, horn blasts and backup beeps, disagree with the chill glide down Mississippi Street in perfect California weather and no traffic. Past the Albertsons we make a left on University.

“Where do you want me to drop you off today?” she says.

There’s an overpass on the corner of Park and I spot a loose shopping cart with my camera, overturned among some orange pylons.

“Up there,” I say, pointing. She slows down, veers right, and drives up the mesa to the top.

“Here’s good,” I say. She stops the car and we touch lips, so my makeup doesn’t ruin hers.

“Have fun at work,” she says, then takes off.

“You too.”

I place the camcorder on the bottom rack of the shopping cart, where the bulky items go, make sure it’s aimed back at me, my nightmare face, my ripped jeans, my telephone-cord belt, my arms in a navy blue trench coat. I brandish the banana and eat it like an ape, looking around, waiting for the whir of my madness. With upper teeth I scrub my soul patch.

“All systems are go,” I say, and plunge into the neighborhood.

As I push on, the camcorder pogo-dances, catching slices of sky and spikes of white sun, blurs of green and arbitrary details of the buildings, all non-sense but for the slog of my legs moving through the real world made jittery only by my presence, the state I’m in. Through the cart’s clatter I deliver potsherds of monologues in Bosnian that make sense only given the circumstances: “Kad sam bio nishta, bio sam svashta… A kad sam post’o ovo, bio sam samo ovo… K’o da nisam nishta… Al’ opet sam neshta, a k’o da i nisam… Al’ svi smo neshto… A k’o da i nismo nishta… Svashta…”

Through the bars of a static shopping cart, I shunt into frame to wave to a jet in the sky, in the cactus garden in Balboa Park. Giddy but silent, I caper and jig, really wanting to be noticed by the faraway passengers. Waving intently. To the side, an old Latino man in a fedora looks on.

Erbes Road looks spastic as I plummet down it, the eye of the camera now facing forward. Dry scrubland coming to a wall of eucalypti.

“Amerika i Engleska,” I sing with pomp and circumstance, doing a Bosnian Tom Waits, “bice zemlja proleterska!,” when a police siren burps and then aborts, with pomp and consequence.
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