


[image: cover]








Praise for A Little Crazy


“A Little Crazy is utterly brilliant in its creativity, candor, and voice. By the end, you will understand: nothing is impossible when confession, faith, and love collide.”


—Neil White, Bestselling Author, In the Sanctuary of Outcasts


“Simultaneously heart-wrenching and joyous (like life itself), this powerful memoir reminds us of the unfailing power of redemption, hope, and almighty love.”


—Jay Wellons, MD, MSPH Author, All That Moves Us, one of Publishers’s Weekly’s Best Books of 2022


“David Magee is a wise, generous, and honest guide, who’s sure to make you laugh, cry, and think more deeply about the impact of your story. You are holding a book that will move you toward more joy and meaning.”


—David Thomas, Therapist and Bestselling Author, Raising Emotionally Strong Boys


“Powerful. A Little Crazy is a must read about resilience, stigma, redemption, and the importance of finding joy and purpose in the struggle.”


—Zac Clark, Founder, Release Recovery


“A Little Crazy is inventive and fearless with form and style and mirrors David Magee’s approach to life. Told through a series of vignettes, David entertainingly takes us on his own choose-your-own-adventure story, full of fantastically real highs and lows. David’s honesty is compelling and, at times, disconcerting. His unabashed willingness to report his vulnerabilities demonstrates the infinite potential and opportunity for resilience in life, as well as the liberating power of self-compassion and familial love.”


—Andrea Hickerson, Ph.D., Dean and Professor, School of Journalism and New Media, University of Mississippi
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For all who believe we can soar, despite wounded wings.


And especially—for Kent, who helps me gain altitude each and every day.









This is a work of nonfiction. Nonetheless, some names, identifying details, and personal characteristics of individuals involved have been changed. Events, locations, and timelines are re-created from the author’s memory. Others may remember differently. However, the essence of the story, and the feelings and emotions evoked, are intended as accurate representations.









Prologue


Sanity, by definition, is considered an either-or scenario—we are rational (sane) or not (insane). One is viewed as good (sane), while the other, labeled with a severe mental-health issue, is not (insane). But most of us aren’t either-or.


Most of the US population with mental illnesses, some 25 percent, struggle with something mild, technically speaking, including ADHD, anxiety, depression, eating disorders, and substance use disorders. But these so-called mild diagnoses, which many of us face, can and usually do significantly impact a person and those they live and work with, including family and friends. Divorce rates spike among sufferers, particularly among those battling addiction or depression, as do job changes and persistent feelings of dissatisfaction.


That’s how it was for me, battling most maladies on this list over the course of my life until I finally succumbed, breaking down in a midlife crisis and losing it all—family, career, and the little self-esteem I had left.


I considered giving up more than once. But something unusual, if not remarkable, happened as I slipped from mild mental illnesses amid that dreadful crisis into an experience that can only be categorized as a severe mental-health issue. I lost a sense of reality for a time and some might question whether I have ever regained it completely. But what happened in that experience, and the twelve-plus years since, changed my life, sending me in pursuit of purpose and joy—a quest that helped me to better manage and recover from the mental-health issues I’ve faced, unlocking the work and the rewards I’d desperately wanted and chased in all the wrong places for too many years until I crashed in middle age, losing it all. That’s why my memoir, Dear William, about individual and family addiction, was only the prequel to my story. Arresting behavior is only the first step, after all. Recovery from addiction, and all mental illnesses, requires us to dig in to the root of the problem, and it’s never the drink or the drug. For me, that journey began in a fit of madness, when loved ones questioned if I’d finally lost it. Frankly, I wondered the very same thing. But losing it, I learned, is sometimes the start of finding it.


This book is that story.









Part One


REACHING









CRAZY IS, CRAZY DOES


My mind is playing tricks on me.


I have an idea for my next book that could take me from counting the cans of SpaghettiOs remaining in the cupboard before the next paycheck to dining once again in the buzziest restaurants on three courses. I’m crafting an email to my newish literary agent, Esmond. He’s a blue-blood Harvard Law School graduate from the United Kingdom who’s likely never eaten SpaghettiOs, much less from the can with a plastic spoon. But I’m hoping to sell him on the concept I’m feverishly hot about: I’ll write about my immediate family from a father’s perspective, including my wife and three children as subjects, a story of individual and family struggle and a path forward to redemption with faith as a foundation. Never mind that I’ve only been to church a few times annually in recent years. Never mind that only weeks ago I signed a final decree of divorce with Kent, my wife of two decades. She filed because I’d eaten turkey on Christmas Day with another woman, and different entrées in the past decade with other women. She filed because I hadn’t consumed fewer than four glasses of red wine in an evening the past two years, and she filed because I took all of my Adderall ahead of the prescribed time in the same two-year period, roaring like a hungry lion when it was gone.


Never mind that I have no job, or prospects, and I’m living alone in a no-lease, monthly-rent, one-bedroom guesthouse in Southern California where I don’t know anyone and I’ve got less than $1,500 in my bank account. Never mind that back at home, my former home, my two teenage boys smoke marijuana from pipes nightly in their rooms, alone, and binge on alcohol on the weekends with friends, or that my youngest child, a teenage daughter, follows up most every meal in a bathroom, shoving three fingers into her throat, producing one big and another small splatter in the toilet. And never mind that each of my three children lets my text messages linger and my calls go to voicemail.


My wife is done with me, my children won’t pick up, and I am unemployed. I’ve just lost the small, national cable current-events TV show I’d hosted because I saw myself in the monitor and didn’t like the view. I’ve never written a book like the one I’m proposing. Still, my mind races with assuredness about this fatherhood-and-family book I’ll write, most certainly my first bestseller. That’s because a confident voice inside my head I’ve known since middle school as the Dreamer delivered the vision as clear as the outline of birds flying against the backdrop of the bluest skies on a low-humidity day.


The Dreamer had spoken clearly before with a big idea here or there, but nothing as far-reaching as deciding to write about family strength at the very moment mine has withered.


“I’ve got it,” I write to Esmond, my agent. “My next book. A winner. The latest bestseller out, Battle Hymn of the Tiger Mother, reminds us there’s a substantial market for books on raising children and families. My book about the role of a father . . .”


I type the message on the Mac computer that I plan to sell on eBay in several days to gather short-term funds for meals, because so many SpaghettiOs have turned my digestive system into a faucet of red dye and my Honda Insight is on a short list for repossession. I look at my fingers before hitting send to make sure they are real, to confirm I haven’t finally gone completely mad because I know how this will look on the receiving end: a crazy email from an alone, middle-aged man who’s just lost most everything he had, thinking he’s got the next hot book about family.


I’ve been called that before, crazy, since my teens, and it always feels like a bowling ball dropped on the inside of my stomach, whether heard in person or via hearsay. But it has happened enough over the years that I’ve come to understand that, yes, that bowling ball belongs in my stomach, and I’ve learned to live with that label like a visible mole one is chronically self-conscious over, though not so self-conscious as to have it removed. But in this moment, emailing Esmond, I wonder if that mole has become cancerous. I pause and consider, but I can see that, yes, my fingers are real. Yes, this is my next book. I’m thinking clearly enough to understand that where I’ll fail the clear-thinking test is when I actually share the idea with my agent, or anyone.


A normie wouldn’t do that. No.


A normie might have a far-fetched notion, because who doesn’t, especially in stressful moments like this? A normie would have the sense to keep it to themselves, however. A normie wouldn’t broadcast it in an email to a blue blood with a Harvard Law degree. But here I am, emailing Esmond, risking the alienation of one of my only viable lifelines remaining for a decent meal.


I understand the risk.


I do.


It’s just that the Dreamer’s plan has landed and lingers in my mind with the clarity of a January sunrise, bold in appearance and equally stunning in refraction. I see clearly in the fresh light, my future dancing before me as colors electrified by glorious song, the chords beating with my heart.


I’d identified as a person of faith in my earliest memories, not because I had joy, joy, joy down in my heart. No. It’s because, growing up in small-town Mississippi in the 1970s, there were two things a boy couldn’t be—gay, or an atheist, and for heaven’s sake, not both. I’d known I liked girls since the fourth grade when I sat in class behind Lynn, mesmerized by her shiny blonde hair that flipped at her bony shoulders. She sat in the row before me, and in the fortunate moments when she turned and looked my way, I’d see a hue of blue from her eyes and pearl drifting from an easy smile, and my palms would sweat. She loved reading, so I loved reading. She loved math, so I loved math. She didn’t talk much, so I didn’t talk much, focused instead on her Marcia Brady locks that smelled like Breck Concentrate. It all felt so manageable—the time, the place, and the simple relationship that only required periodic shampooing and occasional glances to feel whole, to feel worthy.


We traded school portraits, Lynn and I, the tiny ones you’d cut from larger sheets to give to classmates. Oxford, my town, was a small university community without major industry, so most of us couldn’t afford to get more than two or three sheets of six small photographs. I was left-handed, making school scissors a backward fit, so I’d lose a photo or two as crooked-cut casualties in the effort to share my mug, which meant selectivity was required on who got the handouts. The handful of doctor’s children in town, perhaps, or my friend Burt, whose father owned the local cigarette and smokeless-tobacco distributor, would get enough sheets of mini photos to cut up and pass around to all twenty-one classroom mates. But numbers were limited in Lynn’s and my households, where the same four or five outfits ordered from the Sears catalog had to endure throughout the year, so gifting one meant the receiver was highly admired.


When Lynn turned back from her chair in the row ahead, handing me hers, I noticed first her straight cutting skills, which cropped the small photo close to the edges, unlike mine, with borders that looked like broken teeth, never repaired. In my hands, her tiny image handed over had looked directly at me, eye to eye, and my face turned bright red, burning like a candle flame running from the top of my ears down my neck.


“I have one for you, too,” I managed to say, somehow. I remember reaching under my desk, into its storage bin, and pulling out my jagged-edge photo, delivering it with a red-faced question.


“Will you go with me?”


I’m not sure when this line originated, or how we fourth graders inherited it, or why I didn’t simply ask, “Will you be my girlfriend?” No matter. With several older sisters, the language was one she knew. Lynn took the photo from my hand, looked down at it with a quarter-blink of her lids, her snow-white cheeks reddening to match mine, and said, “Yes,” before turning back around.


We didn’t speak again that semester, that I recall, despite sitting less than two feet apart. My confidence and joy beamed in the space of that nothingness, though. I knew I belonged, in that classroom, in the fourth grade, in Oxford, Mississippi, and that I was okay, because Lynn, with her golden locks and mesmerizing smile, accepted me, acknowledged me, and made me a notable citizen in our cozy learning community.


Christianity wasn’t so simple. I’d professed believing in God to my parents or friends for the same reason I’d claimed to like root beer despite never finishing more than half the bottle. That and on Sunday mornings most everyone I knew in town got dressed up and went to church, and in ours, the preacher said hell was a hot, horrible place, and I didn’t want that.


Church never felt comfortable like Lynn, though. I’d wait to get dressed on Sunday mornings until my adopted mom and dad made me, and I’d drag my feet, acting like it took a long time to button my shirt, comb my hair, and tie my shoes. They’d drop me off at a Sunday School class that served orange juice, saltine crackers, and Jesus, all in limited amounts, no sense getting too full. When the bell rang, I’d meet up with Mom for big church, listening to Dad play the organ and the preacher fuss like he was arguing with somebody. When he’d ask us to close our eyes and pray, I’d close my eyes but think about anything but God—Lynn, the weather, the next meal, how I could become a superhero and save the day. I didn’t understand how something I hadn’t seen, that nobody I knew had seen, could be real. I’d pretend to pray, but, frankly, it seemed a little crazy, this following of something nobody had tangible proof of that I could see.


Nonetheless, I’d told my friends, and Mom and Dad, the few times it came up that I was a Christian. I carried that same profession of faith into adulthood, despite the fact I’d still never seen God, or heard God, because I wanted the normality from what ironically looked more like insanity that came with that statement.


Yet I sense something like faith in the voice of the Dreamer, as if he’s been taken over by his more confident, focused father, if not Father. And I wonder if this is that thing I couldn’t see as a child that got everyone to church praying and praising in the first place. The Dreamer’s words about writing a book for struggling fathers and families entered my mind like an invitation, and I saw myself so many years before, when I’d merely professed a faith of convenience, seated on a wooden church pew, beside Mom, wearing a floral-print dress, with her decoupage purse wedged between us. The preacher, at the end of a sermon lasting so long that I’d stopped thinking of lunch and was now dreaming of dinner, held his right hand in the air, tightly clutching a Bible, with eyes closed as the choir in the background tenderly sang, “Jesus is tenderly calling thee home—calling today, calling today!” while the organist, my adopted father, repeated the keys as the cadence bellowed from the silver pipes anchored along both sides of the sanctuary.


As a child, I hadn’t understood the lyrics, much less their call to action. Most Sundays, I’d only heard my stomach growl. But as the Dreamer speaks, pronouncing my destiny with beaming confidence, I find myself so thirsty for that hymn, and its saving grace, because I’m not whole, because I’m not healed, and because I’ve wandered, lost, for so many years.


Demented?


Perhaps.


If so, that’s better than prematurely turning into ashes, where I was headed, weeks before, when I’d mapped out my end of life in intricate detail before aborting because the negative voice in my head I call the Doubter, who likes to verbally beat and lash me with negative talk I can’t help but embrace even though I know better, suggested I’d mess it up, an end-of-life attempt, leaving myself in purgatory, half dead, half alive, which scared the hell out of me.


So, yes. It’s decided, my future.


I’ll write my next book about family, fatherly leadership, and healing—answering the Dreamer’s call to action.


Send.


If Esmond thinks me crazy by virtue of the email, he doesn’t say. Too well groomed for that. Instead, he suggests in a courteous but brief reply that I give the concept more consideration, the sort of patented response agents deliver a writer when a project holds zero interest but they don’t want to cut the author loose because, you know, maybe one day, in the future, that writer will present a gem worth taking to publishers. His passing on the concept should have deterred me. Weeks prior, days prior, I would have pivoted, listening to the contrarian cries from the able-voiced Doubter, causing panic for showing foolishness to my agent, forcing a quick backpedal with immediate diversion.


Psych! That’s not what I meant, Esmond.


That’s what I could say, dreaming up another business book to write with a half-attentive effort just for the paycheck, proving I am not delusional at all.


I’ve written half a dozen business books in the past seven years with moderate success, explaining in one why John Deere’s quality is so-so but its price in the marketplace preeminent, and how Toyota went from making looms in Japan to become the world’s largest automaker. I could offer to write about Ford’s successful CEO Alan Mulally, whom I’ve known for a few years.


Bingo.


But, no. I’ll not fall for the fool’s gold diversion this time.


The Dreamer has called my attention elsewhere, and I’m listening.


It’s early 2011. I’d recently stopped taking my prescription Adderall, a stimulant, because I’d been misusing the medication. I’d take two on many days instead of one until the thirty-day supply would run out. I increased alcohol consumption from a few drinks a day to five or more daily beginning in the late afternoon to help alleviate the draining feeling that attacked my mind and body when the stimulant pills began to wear off. Now I’ve quit drinking alcohol because I had misused it with Adder-all, and with life. In the aftermath, I’ve been sleepy like an aging tomcat who’s chased too many mice, taking morning and afternoon naps as my scorched adrenal glands rest along with my frail psyche. My dreams have been vivid, blurring into waking moments, providing a path to my healed future, since it’s not just plans for my next book I’m hearing so clearly, so convincingly.


Beginning my third and fourth days of AAA (After Adderall and Alcohol), the Dreamer erupted in my mind like a miscast performer who’d adopted a new costume and enhanced persona, emerging as the most central character on the stage after so many overshadowed performances. I can’t look away.


With eyelids closed and a hypnotic, beating heart, my mind illuminates like a crystal ball in the glare of a shining full moon. I see leaves on trees in the season to come, as if I’ve just gotten glasses correcting nearsightedness. I see faces I’ve never met, and tears well in my eyes for the pain they will suffer. I want to help them from the storm.


I must help them.


You will, the Dreamer explains, as long as you don’t let the Doubter regain control.









A LITTLE FAITH


A week passes. No, it’s been three weeks. I don’t know. I’ve lost count in the undistracted days. Cluttered minds need a clear channel to run at high power, I’m learning, and mine has become electrified in its dreaming state.


It’s late afternoon. I’ve awakened from a two-hour slumber, remaining outstretched on my rented bed, counting heartbeats, and turning the practice into a sort of pacemaker to get myself to the next moment. My stomach rumbles for food, for engagement with other humans, if only in passing. With less than $300 remaining in my checking account and no prospects of a paycheck, I’m driving to a nearby P.F. Chang’s for happy hour appetizers. I considered taking a walk first, or a shopping stroll, pretending consideration for things I can’t afford, but was unable to summon the energy. I need food in my stomach, because my aloneness is growing there dangerously. The tables in the restaurant are mostly full, leaving the only available seats at the actual bar, where I’ll have to look away from tall pours of wine and cocktails.


Before AAA, I’d covet a seat at the bar for dinner. I’d sit alone when traveling, ordering food along with rapid refills of red wine. It occurs to me now as I give in and take a seat that I’ve never once sat at a bar in the last twenty-five years without ordering alcohol.


I’ve seen people do it, eating at the bar while imbibing water or Diet Coke. It reminded me of watching TV without the sound on. But if they can, I believe I can, too. I crave half-price pork dumplings and dry-rub seasoned kabobs and more socialization than I’ll find in the drive-through at Jack in the Box across the street.


There are plenty of open seats, and I choose one on the right elbow. My mouth waters as I scoot a stool up close and drop my bottom onto it, placing my hands and forearms onto the bar. My plan is to order a Diet Coke, wet, salty, fizzy, and caffeinated enough to tease senses into divergent acceptance. But the memory of the sweet and bitter taste of pinot noir erupts in my mouth, rippling around my imagined tastebuds like an electrified pinball gone wild, and there is only one thing to do.


Order one.


No, order two, at once.


I raise my right hand for the bartender, who is talking to a coworker on the far end.


He catches my wave and nods to say, Be there in a moment.


Hurry up, I think, my hands fidgeting and mouth watering, waiting.
 

The image of a man approaches the center bar, taking a seat, and I look his way.


“Dear God,” I mumble audibly, as my breath momentarily freezes on inhale.


His face. The man’s skin is so thin and translucent I can see through to jaw and teeth like an X-ray. He’s a heavy drinker, of course. That’s why he’s here at the bar alone at 5:30 PM for happy hour, taking a seat he’s likely claimed many times before. That’s why the skin on his face looks like wax paper.


I touch my own face, staring at the man, remembering how months before my skin felt different, slick almost, and thinner, and how I’d searched the internet for why and learned that alcohol slows collagen and elastin production, damaging skin, notably on the faces of chronic drinkers. I remember thinking I wanted that damage to stop.


Someone on my end of the bar speaks to the man, and as he turns to answer I watch and gasp, seeing the skin on the right side of his jaw is gone, completely, like it has rotted and disintegrated, exposing the skeleton of his mouth.


I feel sick and look down at my trembling hands.


Think, I tell myself, think. Look at your hands. Count your fingers. Yes, ten there.


This isn’t real.


It’s impossible to see through someone’s skin like an X-ray. You’re imagining, hallucinating in withdrawal from the Adderall and alcohol.


There’s a voice. Familiar.


The Dreamer. He’s back.


Believe, he says, it’s real.


The man’s face isn’t real in the sense that I can see through it transparently. No. But it’s indisputable that his skin shows signs of alcoholism, and that’s how I will soon look if I continue drinking, starting with the two pinot noirs I plan to order.


Perhaps this man at the P.F. Chang’s bar is a vision sent to guide me in the right direction, the direction I want to take my broken life—the path I’ve been searching for since I joined the world as a professional, as a married man, as a father, hoping to give value to each role, crumbling instead from the weight of what felt like underperformance, which only led to more, a downward spiral of negative energy that sucked me in. Perhaps it’s a new sort of conscience, pulling me toward this destiny I keep hearing about, that I’m trying to follow. It makes sense, because, if I drink these pinot noirs I’m foaming at the mouth for, I’ll want more, and then my aloneness will lead me down the wrong path, into arms where I don’t belong, or into the side of a car.


I’ve never had a DUI or been arrested. But I’ve been jailed metaphorically by substances for years, and finally, I’m free from the shackles. If believing in this mirage is what’s required to stay the course, I’ll believe. What exactly in the world is real, anyway? Hair is dyed, Botox injected; parishioners worship what they can’t see. So what if my reality blurs slightly in this moment? My faith in the image of this man won’t infringe upon anyone else. If anything, others will benefit from my vision—the world, in the tiniest but most important of ways, will be better from my vision, safer from my vision.


I wonder: What is faith, anyway?


I think about those Sundays in church, when I pretended belief but focused more on impending lunch, when I heard “amen” but thought, Hell no. I think back to several months ago, when I was driving across the country in the record cold with my son William, my oldest child of three, who was accompanying me on my escape West. We stopped in the higher elevations of New Mexico, the temperature sixteen degrees below zero, the coldest we’d ever experienced. When I looked into the stars that frigid night, faith had bolted through me like a meteor, sparing my shattered soul, and we’d shouted joy into the night for something I felt and knew was real, though I didn’t yet understand its implications.


I’m beginning to understand.


I think.


“What’s it gonna be today, sir?” asks the bartender, now before me. “Beer on tap and house wines are half price for happy hour, so that’s a two-for-one bargain.”


I can do that math. Instead, I’m working on a new equation: two minus two equals zero. I don’t want the drinks because they will betray me, firing dopamine for an immediate burst of pleasantry when I need to feel my predicament wholly to find my way out of it, and because my mind and body weren’t made for such betrayal. Look where it got me; look where it got him.


I pause, looking back at the man at the bar, before turning my eyes to the bartender.


“You know,” I say, standing up from the stool, “I’ve changed my mind. I don’t want anything. I’m just gonna hit the drive-through across the street at Jack in the Box.”


I step off the stool and walk briskly from the restaurant to my car because I’m hungry—no, starving—for a double-stack cheeseburger, for a purpose in this life more profound and richer than chasing an immediate stoke of dopamine, which is only about me and never pays off beyond the moment anyway, and even then, it comes at a high price because it keeps receipts, always demanding a costly return.









WHAT LOVE LOOKS LIKE


Time to think without distraction is vital to regeneration, but a little crazy shouldn’t percolate for too long in isolation, so it doesn’t age like good coffee left on the burner past its peak or a long walk in the wrong shoes. Besides, I know what I want, what I need. It’s time to go home, time to start the journey.


It won’t be easy. Kent may not want me back. My children may not, either. And I’ve never lived well in the moment, much less had a sharpened gaze on the future. But it’s time to leave the slumber, time to start taking small steps into my calling, even if I don’t completely understand what that means.


I pack my clothes and few remaining possessions not sold on eBay, consisting of books I’ve written and a few family photographs, and begin the thirty-hour drive east, to Chattanooga, my former home, broken up by two sleeps in budget hotels and one in my car with the driver’s seat reclined halfway in the parking lot of a West Texas Walmart. On the roads, I’m hypnotized by the hours of clickety-clacking along the interstate highways, and my mind replays the imagery of my future path with such clarity that it feels real, already, though only in generality, because it’s void of detail but more like how I imagine heaven. It feels like I’m a butterfly, floating over tomorrow, and hovering ever so close to the reality of today, though never touching it.


Perhaps I should have allowed my monarch moment to pass before approaching Kent, my ex-wife, about my revelations and therefore plans, including her becoming my wife again, and me saving the world, but enthusiasm decided differently.


Thirty minutes away from my previous home, which she got in the divorce, I message from my new 706 area code number, asking her to meet at a nearby community park. It’s late in the afternoon, and daffodil blossoms are yielding to flowering forsythia and wisteria that spread out under clear blue skies with a temperature in the low seventies when I flutter in with my big ideas.


We’d married two and a half decades before in her small hometown, with baby faces and a big American dream: We’d bathe day after day, year after year in the normalcy of that picture, having several children, a house with four bedrooms and a yard big enough for a swing set and Wiffle ball field, and I’d work at a predictable job with a predictable paycheck yielding predictable retirement. Along the way, we’d enjoy family vacations to Disneyland and the Florida panhandle and holidays with family marked by toasts and memories that stacked upon one another, rich and nourishing like fallen leaves decaying on the floor of a dense, healthy forest, until my time would expire and the eulogy about me would make everyone in the crowded church nod and perhaps shed a tear, and think, What a good man he was.


The Dreamer had sold that picture, and Kent had believed it. So had I, assuming I could deliver it. If I just chased a picture of perfect, catching enough to fill a few photo albums. I’d vowed to myself on our wedding day that I’d work at getting to the middle and staying there, as a normie, and for many years, on paper at least, my life looked like something worth framing. The young-adult Sunday School class I taught, the many nights of tucking my children into bed with a story and a kiss, and a pledge that I’d love them like no other father and keep them safe from everything. The youth sports teams I coached for my children, totaling nearly two dozen in all, without once demanding they perform, focusing instead on their enjoyment, their teammates’ enjoyment. The kiss I planted on Kent’s lips when I left for the day. She was the girl of my dreams, the one I’d wanted to love with, rear a family with. But here we are, intersecting in the aftermath of a long nightmare because I’d reached none of that, a shell of a man hollowed out from pursuit of all the wrong things.


Being honest, I’m not doing Kent a favor with this return, not in the short term, at least. It will be harder for me, too, since it’s much easier to change persons and blame the one you had than it is to change yourself and beg for forgiveness. For the rest of your life.


There’s a reason some 50 percent of marriages in the United States end in divorce. It’s not that the marriages couldn’t be saved, considering the survey I’ve seen that says some 60 percent of those who divorced say a better understanding from the outset of the commitment required for a marriage that lasts might have made the difference in them sticking around.


I certainly didn’t understand the commitment required, not from the beginning. It’s just, I know Kent is the one for me, Kent is the one I want. I know this marriage is the one I want to keep, regardless of what my actions until this point have said.


We meet in a parking lot, and I kiss her on the forehead, taking a deep inhale. Her hair and skin smell sweet, like a ripe plum, and my hunger abates. I take her hand, and we walk together, slowly, toward a playground swing set with seats for two. The park is empty except for birds, chirping in seasonal rebirth like a church choir on Easter. We take seats on the side-by-side swings, moving slowly as a gentle breeze coaxes conversation at a safe pace.


“Listen,” I say, placing a hand on Kent’s. “I know it’s only been a few months, but I’ve changed. Everything is different. I’ve got a plan.”


“A plan? What do you mean, a plan?”


“Well,” I say, “it’s a little hard to explain, but I’ll try.”


I come in easy, explaining how I envision us one day walking hand-in-hand in a park, with grandchildren we’ve dreamed about scurrying up ahead, calling for us, seeing us as one, grandparents who made them, in part, grandparents who make them, in part, begging for our attention like new puppies who want eyes and hands upon them, squealing in delight as we catch them, hold them.


She smiles.


“You know that’s what I wanted. William is graduating from college soon. I bet it won’t be long.”


She ponders, then slingshots back to reality.


“But David,” she says. “What will you do?”


Typically, a question like this, even from someone I love, especially from someone I love, sends me to a position of defensiveness. That’s because I’ve never found a job that I wanted to sink into forever, where I felt like I was making a difference, where I felt like I was matching with my talent, much less my idiosyncrasies. This search, this struggle, has made me feel like a failure, year after year—it’s made me feel ashamed, that I wasn’t a normie who could merely punch a clock, cash a check, pose for the picture, and be good with that. We are all wired differently, of course, but jobs are designed to more narrowly shape us into more of the same, and that mold never fit me. Thus, I’ve spent years writing, freelance, with some success nationally, internationally, but even then, I haven’t found a calling for what I’ve been writing, and therefore, even that work has left me uncomfortable, fidgeting, searching for the false feedback that comes from self-medication and infidelity. That’s why this feels different, the Dreamer’s vision, focused on helping others rather than chasing for myself. That’s why I’m taking this chance with Kent—risking sounding crazy, talking about my future, only because it feels strangely, in its craziness, like the sanity I’ve never known.


“Well, I’m going to hold an important job that leads and helps others, like a president, but not the president—I mean, maybe the president—and I’m going to be in a reality show and write a book or books to improve lives. So, yeah, books and TV, about healing and family.”


“Family? You’re a family man, are you?”


She covers her face with her hands, sighing, while me, the cheater, stares ahead, focused on delivery.


“Reality show?”


“Yes,” I say, looking around. “Cameras may be on me now, actually. I’m not sure. But I have to assume they are, that everyone is watching what I do.”


“David.”


“What’s wrong?”


“David. What’s wrong? Are you crazy? I’m imagining what people will think when they hear you say this. They’re going to say you’ve gone mad. I think you have gone mad.”


“I know,” I say. “I know. And listen, I don’t really think cameras are on us now. Not really.


I look around, catiously, with suspicious eyes, as hers roll.


“It’s just, I feel like I’m in a show, that everyone is watching.”


———


Reality TV, as they called it then, had been a part of my reality just before my breakdown, before my marriage, my career, and my family had slipped through my fingers. At the time, I was writing a weekly column for the local paper and hosting my daily small, national radio and TV show—the days I had the emotional energy to get on the air.


I had not heard the name Susan Akin in more than twenty years when a friend called, asking if I knew her. We were students at Ole Miss at the same time in the 1980s, and she was perhaps our best-known student of all—better known than the quarterback of the football team or the chancellor of the university. My friend repeated a rumor that an overweight, hard-luck woman was seen on Signal Mountain, the suburban bedroom community at 1,600 feet elevation on Chattanooga’s outskirts, the night before, and that she was a former Miss America who had sung the national anthem before fifty or so parents and children at her son’s youth baseball opening ceremonies.


Miss America, in its prime, represented the most beautiful, talented, and dreamiest young woman in all the land, and no winner captivated quite like Susan Akin, the 1986 winner from Mississippi. Since she had been a little girl, she’d aimed for the title, pushed by her mother, Dorothy, into hundreds of pageants with rigid training in song, dance, and poise. She’d shined in the light as America’s most high-profile unmarried woman—touring the world with Bob Hope, sitting with President Ronald Reagan, delighting audiences with her Barbie-like figure, perfect smile, and pleasant Southern personality laced with wit. But the moment Susan’s one-year term as Miss America ended, she lost her sense of identity. She’d worked for the title all her life, the win framed as her worth. Without it, she fell into depression and substance misuse with alcohol, cocaine, and other drugs, and out of sight.


“They said her name is Susan Akin,” my friend said, “and she lives up there, on the mountain, that she sang like a former Broadway star who’d smoked too many cigarettes since. Said she keeps a low profile and got a moody husband who sells insurance, but she wanted to do the anthem for her son’s ball team.”


He chuckled.


“Said she’s Miss America, but honestly I’m not so sure.”


She wasn’t easy to locate, but I found a number after a few days and called.


“Yep,” she said, “it’s me, the woman formerly known as Miss America. I don’t look much like her now.”


She wouldn’t let me drive the ten minutes up Signal Mountain to see her face-to-face.


“I’m not the same,” she said, mentioning addiction and a car wreck. “I don’t know what happened. Painkillers. That’s funny, right? You take painkillers but end up feeling like shit.”


She mentioned missing a few teeth.


“Hard living,” she said, sparing details, but even I know what causes that.


She mentioned wrinkles and sagging breasts due to too many cigarettes and overzealous breast augmentation before the Miss America pageant.


“I need to get them redone,” she said.


“You mean the wrinkles or the sag?”


“You’re funny,” she said. “All of it.”


So many reasons I’m learning she had to avoid me, to avoid herself.
 

After several months of insistence, she agreed, finally, reluctantly, to meet in person. I pulled into the gravel driveway of the small frame home she and her second husband rented on the suburban mountaintop and knocked softly on the door. My phone buzzed seconds later.


“I’m not ready,” the message said.


I waited on the porch. I watched the time with frequent checks on my phone. An hour later, Susan opened the door, peering around its edge, with most of her face and body hidden. I saw clips holding her hair above her head, with deep black roots extending six or more inches to bleach-blond tips. “I wanted to get my hair done before you came but didn’t have money, honey,” she said, exasperated. “I can never get pretty like I used to be. I wanna be pretty again!”


“You look great,” I said, gently pushing my way in, and she relented, diverting my gaze away.


“Look,” Susan said, gesturing to pictures hanging on the front-right wall in the den. Two framed photos, a handshake away from the front door’s extension, hanging side by side. “It’s Ronald Reagan and me. And look, me and Bob Hope. I still can’t believe it. Sorry I don’t still look like that,” she added.


“Well, you still look good to me,” I said.


We were both in our early forties, but Susan looked older. She showed me a newspaper clipping from weeks before, when her mug shot had appeared after an arrest for pretending she was a nurse to obtain painkillers and I applied a headline in my mind—FORMER MISS AMERICA BUSTED FOR PRESCRIPTION FRAUD.


“I didn’t mean to,” she said.


Furnishing in her house was sparse and hand-me-down worn. Her teenage daughter, Alex, came and went with few words, along with a boy a few years older, who said none. “I’m losing her,” Susan said. “She wants to get a tattoo. Shit. I’m sorry. I talk like a sailor. Momma taught me better. I don’t know what to do with that girl right now.”


I didn’t know if she was talking about her daughter, or herself. Or both.


For the next year and a half, Susan and I developed a platonic friendship that was strangely trusting, funny and sad, ambitious and failing, all in the name of getting our careers and lives moving in the right direction again. She pushed boundaries, constantly asking for micro amounts of money that I delivered, despite suspecting what she did with it, and, yes, she tried to tangle the relationship. “It wouldn’t hurt you to kiss me,” she once said, and I didn’t have the heart to tell her that even though I was an active infidel, she wasn’t on my list.


“Not a good idea,” I said.


“I’m sorry. That’s what I do,” Susan said. “Mess it up because that’s what I was taught. Be pretty, make men like you.”


“I do like you, as a friend,” I said.


Besides, I needed her as much as she needed me—for a paycheck. I’d been looking for a big book to erase the mediocre business biographies I’d written, needing a story that would resonate as a comeback tale of inspiration since America remained in a haze, still reeling from the recession that erupted in 2008. Too many Americans had lost dreams—their homes, their jobs. “I see you as incredibly beautiful, Susan, on the inside, mostly, and the out. I’d like to help you get back on your feet so the world can see that. We need to get Miss America back where she belongs,” I told Susan.


She’d smiled, lighting a cigarette.


“Can you help me?” she’d asked, the cigarette hanging from her mouth as the words blew at me in exhale. Sun poured in from a window and the haze encapsulated us, yielding a vision.


“Maybe,” I said, taking a drag from a cigarette. “I have an idea.”


The prescription Adderall I was taking made me crave cigarettes, and the affairs I’d had made me crave the pills and alcohol, and I was beginning to see that I was as much of a mess as her, just not yet down to losing my teeth.


Mr. America gone wrong, chasing everything I didn’t want, afraid to sit in the saddle despite some initial discomfort to make the journey toward what I did want. And I wondered: How many others might relate? We’d had so much promise, Susan and myself, yet there we were, panting for nicotine and a handout.


I knew we were not alone.


Thus, I saw possibility in our smoke-filled conversation, for her, for me.


I pitched a show to reality TV producer Bunim Murray, known for creating the popular program The Real World. We were trying to find our way through reality, and it was the only and best reality producer I knew, one of the original production companies to find enduring success. The program concept I came up with was a fallen Miss America’s rehabilitation, and Bunim Murray loved the first pitch, and we signed a contract to take a show to market—Susan as the star, me as a producer and co-star. I approached a national women’s fitness gym for an endorsement contract for Susan—former Miss America working out, come one, come all, misses and Ms.’s and Mrs.’s.


Sure, they said, we’re in.


There was just one obvious problem: Susan.


And me—I was a problem, too, of course, but I could only see her struggle as the issue in that moment. I didn’t understand the look, the impact of addiction, since I was still digging my own hole. It’s hard enough to see from the bottom and nearly impossible to see on the way down. I wondered if Susan lacked drive, honestly, staring out the window for no good reason since the show’s other producers and I could not get her moving toward the program she’d claimed to want so badly—she didn’t have the energy to leave the house or to wash her hair some days, not even the energy to open the door.


I urged her to drive to the Walmart at the bottom of Signal Mountain to apply for a job.


“Are you crazy, David? I may be white trash, but like all white trash, I still have pride.”


I urged her to go to the gym. Give a workout a try.


“I will,” she promised. “Once I get in better shape, so folks can see me.”
 

I didn’t yet understand addiction, but I did see her problem. Nearly half the country had watched Susan get crowned the most desirable Miss in all of America, the real-life Barbie who represented the nation in a picture of perfection that she now felt was impossible to live up to, and that was the same thing I was facing, in my own way: pressure and failing for being less than enough as a professional, as a father and husband.


Eventually, the Bunim Murray team scheduled a make-or-break conference call.


“Susan, we’ve got a network interested in the show,” a producer said. “But unless you get moving, we don’t have a show.”


“I used to work hard,” she said. “Momma pushed me to lessons and lessons, and I pushed myself harder. Before Miss America, I ran three miles a night without eating all day. I wanted to be the best. And, in that moment, I was.”


She paused, lit a cigarette, and took a deep inhale.


“I’ve been wondering,” she said in a smoky exhale. “When can I get a new car? I’m thinking a black Mercedes.”


And we knew. She wasn’t yet ready.


Months later, I got a call, Susan wanting me to meet her at the foot of Signal Mountain in Chattanooga, in the parking lot of Walmart, the one where the TV producers and I hoped Susan might apply for a job. She said she needed a little something, which meant money. Not much, she said, “just a little.” That’s all she ever wanted, a little—concerning, since she had the opportunity to earn a lot but was chasing me down for a little instead. I didn’t have much to give, with less than $1,000 in the checking account and a house payment overdue, and Kent wouldn’t have approved of the handout, but I wasn’t asking. The bad news was that Susan was thinking more about the next fix than fixing tomorrow. But I showed up because she said it was urgent, and she had a pull with people that way: “I really need your help, but just a little, and I won’t forget it,” earnest enough in her misgivings that I couldn’t help but give the help she was after, even though I knew it was the help I was giving that was taking her down, not help at all. Even I knew the term “enabling” then, but I didn’t know or have the strength required to stop it.


Late as usual, Susan pulled into the spot beside me hot, leaning her sedan into two wheels on the driver’s side on the turn. She was out of the car, lighting a cigarette, waiting on me, before I could get out to face her.


“I’m sorry,” she said, “I can’t get it together. Do you have any Adderall?”
 

“Not that I can share,” I said. “I’d go crazy if I missed one day.”


“I got a prescription but took the month’s supply the first week,” she said. “I don’t need those things. I just need one for today.”


“I can’t help you.”


“That’s not why I’m here. I need $240.”


“$240?”


“That’s it.”


I avoided debate, walked inside the Walmart to the ATM, withdrew $240 I couldn’t afford, and returned to her car. I handed over the money.


Susan put the money into her purse and took out an ink pen. She reached inside her bra, the left side, pulling out a small piece of paper that unfolded into the size of an index card. It was lined in small writing with names and numbers. She found my name, pointed it with the pen, adding $240 to the several other entries already there, including $80, $175, and $150. She folded the paper back into quarter size and stuffed it into her bra.


“You know I’m good for it,” she said.


“I know, don’t worry about it, though. I have bigger problems than $240. But, hey,” I said, as she turned toward her car. “How are you doing? Really?”


She paused at the car door, looked me into the eyes.


“I’m not doing too well,” she said. “I’m not.”


It was the first time I’d asked her this question, and it was the first truly honest answer she’d ever given back. Sure, we’d talked about all she faced, with pills and alcohol and in an abusive second marriage, how he’d swat her with words, maybe more, when the whiskey took hold, and how she’d been known to give it right back under the same influence. But usually, these stories were delivered with her Southern style of it-hurtsbut-aw-shucks-here’s-a-joke, keeping the hardest truth of her pain buried down deep. There was so much—objectification she’d experienced dolling up, prancing across the stage as a child pageant star, the fact that her grandfather and father had been members of the Ku Klux Klan before she was born, allegedly closely connected with the group of men involved in the Philadelphia, Mississippi, Freedom Summer Civil Rights killings in 1964, information that had been kept from Susan but that lingered over her, and her family, like a dark cloud, that she’d pushed back with one drink and one pill, and another, until her teeth were falling out, until she couldn’t get off the couch to strike at opportunity, letting it pass by instead in exchange for numbing it all away.


———


The last time I’d heard from Susan, she’d asked for money to start divorce proceedings. Spiraling into my own divorce then, I’d written her a $300 check that she’d taken to a lawyer and that, months later, after I’d moved to California and was down to counting cans of SpaghettiOs on more than a few days, had bounced. Rock bottom at a new level: my best good Samaritan effort, help Miss America get free, goes bad.


One year later, here I am, back in Chattanooga, trying to save my marriage that is officially now in divorce. Still, I’ve got big plans for a future with Kent, my ex-wife, that includes me writing a book about family, our remarriage, and a TV show that I create, involving cameras on me. She’d grimaced, understandably, when I mentioned cameras and TV—suggesting we’re in a shot, real time, as if I’m Truman, and the world is watching, and I need to reshape the concept.
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