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    “A wonderful story on life’s struggles with grief, sacrifice, and redemption.”


    Fred Burton, author of Chasing Shadows


    “Josh’s storyline is the great storyline of history: God in pursuit of his beloved. Josh narrates God’s grace in the white spaces of his life.”


    Dave Goetz, author of Death by Suburb


    “Heroes and Monsters is a beautiful bookand an ugly one. Beautiful because it’s so honest, and ugly for precisely the same reason. Josh tells his life story with lively prose that explores the paradox of human splendor and wretchedness while dangling hints of redemption. As you read, don’t be surprised to find your story in his story, and the divine companion who interrupts his lifethe same one who has broken into yours. For Josh, the road traveled with God is twisting, bumpy, potholed . . . and well worth the ride.”


    Drew Dyck, managing editor of Leadership Journal; author of Generation Ex-Christian

  


  
    

    Veen. This. Is. For you.

  


  
    

    Author’s Note: Abbreviated


    The Thing before the Thing ...


    Most of this happened.


    I wish some of it didn’t.


    I hope the rest does.


    Author’s Note: Expanded


    This is, in its essentials, a true story, except for the parts that clearly aren’t feasible, couldn’t possibly happen unless one were living in a ... well, not here. Most of the names have been changed, substituted with the names of artists, musicians, and authors who have inspired me, which I find fun. Also, while this book is written in chronological order, there are a few places where the timeline has been slightly adjusted in order to minimize repetition, confusion, and additional lengthy explanation Or is it because I’d prefer it if my life had happened this way? Those instances are: (1)Pieces of chapter 3 actually happened following chapter 4. (2)Some of the events of chapter 6, specifically the part about the road trip, occurred later. Though, at this point in life, Gus and I were friends, as stated, and I was facing the included thoughts, issues, and questions, and Gus was playing a significant role in them. (3)Most of the events of chapter 15 actually happened after chapter16.
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    Grateful


    Thank you to my family and friends. Thank you to all the writers who are teaching me how to write. Thank you to Baker Publishing GroupRebecca, Chad, Jessica, Michael, Paula. And to Derek: Thank you so much for everything. Your abilities are, well, just flip through here and see. And thank you to Jack.

  


  
    

    I
 The Corner of Damned and Divine
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    I run my fingers over my soft-boiled body, my arms then my face, checking to make sure I’m not broken. I touch my tiny chest and tiny legs, expecting to find a million cracks running everywhere. Then I breathe easy. No cracks. Most of me seems to be in one piece.


    Through the windows, the world is dusty, everything tall and rickety, a city of mingling shadows, all of them looking down at me as if to say, You don’t belong here, little boy. I couldn’t agree more.


    Shifting in my seat, I unfasten the seat belt, rubbing the imprint out of my waist. It is deep and red, turning pink, turning to skin color. I look out over the dash and see nothing but stalks. They are everywhere, high and dense, like urban skylines and grandma hair, all except for one chunk straight ahead of me. My first growth spurt is still years away, long after most people I know will hit theirs, and from this short man’s angle, it looks like Is that a person? No. Ridiculous. What kind of nut would be out here at this time of night? Grave robbers, escaped convicts, werewolves maybe. I look closer, squinting, squinting, and duh, of course.


    Dirty but proud looking, he hangs from his wooden post, sort of floating there above the brown and yellow corn, just beyond the punched-in bumper. Based on appearance, he’d never be my first choice, but then again, we’re not supposed to base relationships on that, are we? Besides, this isn’t the time to be superficial or choosy. Whether I like it or not, I’m stuck with him. He’s all I have now, my only comfort out here. Out here, he’s my only friend, my only protection, the only thing separating me from darkness and total oblivion. A lot like God in that way, my mom would probably say if she were here


    What’s that noise? Insect? Mutant? I’m being stalked. Oh gosh oh gosh


    Fear rattles through me, so I tuck my feet under my butt, and sure, sure, maybe I’m drawing far-fetched conclusions right now, but they seem realistic and certain. I can see it, all of it...


    Even if I fend off the lurking nocturnal beasts and survive the night, I’m never getting out of here. So this field will be my new home, which means I’ll have to learn how to make fire from rocks and how to find water, and at some point, assuming I grow, I’ll have to sew myself new clothing out of beaten stalks. I must be resourceful. A savage. But oh! I will be! Eventually I’ll marry a field woman. She’ll have pigtails, and I’ll call her Dandy, because that will remind me of the way life was before it all went wrong. Together we’ll gather food, which will be easyideal, evenbecause corn can be used to make a million meals, so that part will be okay. So maybe it won’t be all that bad


    Wait. My family will never see me again. Mom will be so worried. She’ll cry at night, I’ll cry at night, every night


    Oh, this is grim, so grim, devastating, beyond devastating, and I’m trapped picturing it with no one but him, this man on a post, this field king.


    To my left, in the driver’s seat, is the only other person here. My dad. The beer version of him anyway. He’s just beginning to come to, his face baggy and loose, like falling pizza dough, his inflated, surgical-glove hands puffy and red, his eyes gone deep inside his skull.


    I guess, contrary to what anyone says, none of us is immune to becoming ugly.


    According to the dashboard clock, we’re supposed to be at a party by now, one for my parents and their friends, a catered affair, where everyone will show up just a few minutes latethat way the rest of the guests can yell, “Hey! Look at this guy!” when they walk inand retell the same stories, talking about their diamond lives and how everything is going just as they planned. My mom is already there with my sisters. Dad and I are supposed to be coming late, just the two of us, theoretically a few minutes behind them, and when the night began, this excited me. It meant that I got to spend more time with my dad, and for me, a little kid, life doesn’t get much better than that.


    Seaweed Monster, I’m Yours


    Every year for my birthday, my dad disappears for hours. And every year, his disappearance coincides with the arrival of some hero of mine, some bigger-than-life figure carrying countless wrapped gifts. One year it was a misshapen Spider-Man, the next year it was a Cookie Monster in gym shoes, and then another year the Toyota Tercel Santa. With that last one, I expected the gift haul to be greater than other years, not only because it was Santa, but also because Santa had apparently abandoned his reindeer and sleigh for a roomier, familiar-looking silver hatchback. So I was disappointed when I received the standard amount of presents, even though it was a great deal of presents, way more than I needed.


    We always think we need more than we do, and my dad has always given us more than we need. This could be because he was orphaned as a boy and grew up in a neighborhood that spoke with fists and cigarette burns. Since he didn’t have much to call his own, he wants us to have it all. He’s convinced we deserve every drop of wonder this world has to offer. Don’t we all? For better or worse, he’s a gift giverthat’s his way. And he, not Spider-Man, not Superman, not anyone else, is my real hero. He even has his own fortress of solitude.


    The only way to get there, to our vacation house in Wisconsin, is by dirt road. Dirt roads are the only way in and the only way out, and even better, none of them have a speed limit. But there really is no need for them, because it’s in the middle of nowhere. It’s like the freaking city of gold, so no one can find it without someone who’s already been there. And that’s the way my dad likes it. I guess we all kind of like it. In many ways, our family has built our life on privacy and secretsbehind them is probably a more accurate way to put it. So we’ll happily drive the six hours up to that Wisconsin house and stay for weeks at a time, completely removed from civilization, camouflaged, ghost-town kings, confident that our clandestine lives are safe among the trees. It’s not half bad, though. Actually, that’s where my dad taught me how to fish.


    My first rod was one of those crappy plastic Snoopy rods, the kind that sporting goods stores don’t sell, the kind that you can only buy at a toy store, right next to the Silly Putty and Rubik’s cubes. It didn’t really cast, and the line was always getting tangled up, so fishing with my dad back then was mostly an exercise in holding a piece of string into four feet of water and waiting for just one dumb fish to come and sniff it. Predictably, we never really caught much of anything. But that didn’t matter; I didn’t go for the fish. To just be within reach of my dad, that’s why I wentto watch him, to be surprised by him, to be near him...
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    Oh, he does this thing sometimes, this weird thing, where he’ll sneak away from where we’re fishing or swimming or whatever, without saying a word. Minutes will pass, and then, out of nowhere, he’ll emerge from the water, black seaweed draped over his shoulders and across his face and lips. I think he even puts some of it in his mouthmy dad has always taken pretending very seriously, so he goes all out, that’s how he is. Imagination is considered a form of genius in our family. Anyway, he’ll growl and throw his arms around like a willow, flex his hands into wide, gnarled tarantulas coming at me. He’s supposed to be a seaweed monster, and when he does this, he is. He absolutely is. I can’t say that I’m ever actually scared, but I do laugh. I laugh until my face hurts.


    My dad rarely knows how to talk about feelings or serious things, and because he works so much and is gone so much, he misses a lot of the everyday parts of my lifethe homework, the packing of lunches, the tucking in at nightbut he does know how to make me laugh, and sometimes there’s no better way to love someone than that.


    If you want to know the truth, I love my dad. And I love driving with my dad. For whatever reason, some of our best times happen in a car. It’s like a glimpse of him in unfiltered form, the dazzling core of the man. He’ll sit there behind the wheel, checking the rearview mirror, adjusting his hair, yelling at cars that aren’t really in his blind spot for being in his blind spot, and making up little songs about monkeys, but when he isn’t doing all of that, we usually discuss the Cubs.


    “Man, are they stinking up the joint or what, Josh?”


    “Yeah, it doesn’t look good.”


    And we talk about the Bears too.


    “Why can’t we get any first downs? It’s ten yards. You could get ten yards, Josh. Should I call Coach Ditka and tell him about you?”


    “Dad, you don’t really have his number, do you? Do you?”


    “What? Well, I’m shocked you’d think I don’t really have his number. Your father? I mean, really”


    “Da-ad.”


    And we talk about the Bulls.


    “Josh, I think you should stick your tongue out like Jordan when you play. It might make you jump higher.”


    “Yeah, right.”


    “Hey, I’m being serious here. I know what I’m talking about, son. I used to play a little basketball myself. When I was your age, they used to call me...”


    And then comes a story that he insists is complete fact. But no matter how ridiculous it may sound, he makes it so believable. My dad, a veritable urban legend.


    Then after that, he usually transitions into telling a string of bad jokes. I’m not talking about the kind of jokes that make you laugh because they’re so bad, and you repeat them to four or five more people because the stupidity of them is funny in their own kitschy way, but jokes that sponge the whole room of energy. Of course, like the fishing, none of that matters either. It doesn’t matter that the jokes are bad, it only matters that they’re between him and me. It only matters that he’s telling me the jokes. Me! Me! There’s nothing I’d rather be than my dad’s audience. I guess everybody wants to be somebody’s audience, to be near people who live to make us smile, who rally all parts of their energy and personality for our benefit, their life a tribute to us. Some spend their whole life looking for it. Not me, though. I’ve got it right here.


    Sometimes, when the radio dial lands on a song he likes, he sings the lyrics that he knows and improvises the ones that he doesn’t, totally winging it and not even coming close to the real words, all in this tortured clarinet falsetto voice.


    Yeah, our car rides are epic. I’d let him drive me all the way to the horizon if he offered. But tonight, being in the car with him wasn’t like that.
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    No, tonight was altogether different.


    Old Style


    Waiting at home to leave for the party, Dad decided to have an Old Stylethe official beer of Chicagobefore we took off. He does this often. But tonight, one turned into a few, and a few turned into a few more, and a few more turned into a hollow cardboard box, a table littered with empty cans, and my dad speaking only in a loud, wormy language that I didn’t know. By the time we left, he probably didn’t even remember my name, but he got behind the wheel and drove anyway.


    I always hate when my dad drinks. Or maybe I hate my dad when he drinks. Both are true, I think. Most of the time he isn’t an angry guy, but with alcohol, something happens to him. Something terrible is unlocked. And a troll awakens.
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    I once saw him chase my older sister, Corbett, out the front door. His arm was cocked back, a thick book loaded in his right hand, ready to fly in her direction. His eyes were black. He was breathing fire. She was just a kid when it happened. A little girl! Oh, she was so afraid. It was written all over her face, the expression of prey


    Some nights, after my dad gets home really late from work or from wherever he was, I’ll sit perched at the top of the stairs, listening to him yell at my mom about this and that, about adult stuff mostly, stuff that doesn’t make any sense to me. From the sound of things, it doesn’t make much sense to my mom either. I can only imagine how she feels afterward when she’s left sweeping up the pieces of whatever dishes and mugs he smashed in the process.


    After the smashing and shouting stops, I usually go back to my room and lie down on the floor or the bed, and there, surrounded by my posters and stuffed animals, I make up little stories and tell them to myself again and again, weaving words into a rope ladder, into a means of escape But this is all very normal, super normal! Everyone goes through this! I’m not alone. Surely at some point everyone wants to escape the people they love, right? Sure. Sure But even as I’m escaping, I’m still never far from wondering what my mom possibly could have done to warrant Dad’s behavior. I never do come up with much of an answer.


    I don’t understand, but understanding something isn’t a prerequisite to feeling it. We don’t have to understand things in order to be affected by them. I may not understand any of this stuff with my dad, my family. But I feel all ofit.


    Beyond the walls of our house, no one knows about any of that or talks about any of thatnot that I know of anyway. We keep that part of ourselves close to the vest. In fact, recently we were straight-out forbidden to talk about it; again with the secrets, again caring so much about what people think, again gauging our lives by the opinions of total strangers. So from the outside, everything must look so shiny and perfect, a little model life, but inside, something other than perfect, other than shiny, has been growingsomething that can’t be ignored forever.
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    The sour storm of Dad’s breath rained over me as we drove. I was counting how many cars we’d passedseven, no, eight, plus the yellow Beetle makes nine! We’ve passed nine cars! We’re so fast, we’re winningand listening to a song that my dad thought he knew, when we missed that turn. It was a sharp one, and on that dark country road, I guess he probably didn’t even see it. We flew right off the pavement and over a patch of grass, ramming right into that wooden fence, reducing it to kindling and shavings. And we didn’t stop there. I wish we had, but no. Our momentum took us clean through it, deeper and deeper into that cornfield, each bump heaving me up, the seat belt unyielding, cutting me in half, my fingers wrapped around it so tight I thought they might explode, legs whipping in the air, noodle-like, my eyes pinched shut, our wagon mowing down stalks and sending others over the hood and roof. When we finally came to a stop at the foot of that field king, everything went black and empty. The engine sort of rumbled for a second and then died, and all I could hear was my heart, beat, beat, beating in my chest, all I could feel was the squeezing of my body, every muscle, all of me clenched up, a possum playing deadfrozen, desperate for protection. Safety. I thought that maybe if I was still enough, the whole moment might pass me by, disappear, that my brain was powerful enough to erase what had just happened. But it couldn’t.


    I suppose we all hit a point when no one has to describe fear and confusion for us anymore, a point when life carves it into us. This was it for me. This was fear. This was confusion. This was having no idea what to do. This was wishing that I were somewhere else, someone else. This was my entrance into reality, new birth.


    A moment later, I pried my eyes open. I looked over at my dad, and he was hunched forward, a toppled tree, of no help to me or to himself. Suddenly the world felt foreign, as if we’d slipped right off the edge of the planet, completely unaware.


    Around the Wonderful World


    Up until now, though, and aside from the angry part of my dad, my life has been mostly brilliant, a wonder. I have a beautiful, middle-class, suburban life, and it suits me fine. Our yard is big and reaching, and while our neighbors are friendly, they know and respect the fact that we like to be left alone. If only we could leave their property alone.


    My sisters, Corbett (older) and Quinn (younger), and I like to sneak into Mrs. Hanson’s backyard and eat blueberries. The berries taste fine, but the real taste is the danger. The danger is so sweet! We love the danger! One of these days Mrs. Hanson may catch us, drag us into her dungeon, and stew us in that cauldron we know she has, but at the last minute and in miraculous fashion, we’ll break free, live another day, and it’ll all be worth it, not only because we’ll have lived an adventure, but more importantly because we’ll have lived it together.
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    Yes, we fight, as everyone does, but as much as it’s possible for siblings to get along, we do. With all the family secrets and seclusion, we’re all we’ve got, and that sort of imaginative, mischievous, creative stuff is what we do. Every summer, when the Illinois air becomes hot and Saran Wrap clingy, we put on these little productions for our parents and neighborhoodwe’ve done a ballet thing, a Michael Jackson tribute, and something from Guys and Dolls, and we’ve even opened an art and comic gallery that turned a small profitand when we aren’t doing that, we explore the open world together. That’s how we interact. That’s who we are. We live in fantasy, in fiction. Life is more interesting that way. We get it from my mom, I think.


    I’ve traced Mom’s evolution through old photographs. The only child of a steelworker, she eventually became a skunk-haired hippie, a real wild woman. Then sometime in the late ’70s she got really conservative and started wearing old-fashioned dresses, like she had to churn butter. Seeing the way people change really is something, isn’t it?


    Anyway, lately she’s been talking about love and God a lot, especially during my piano lessons. Oh, right, that’s another thing about my mom: she loves music and art, so it’s really important to her that we play an instrument. For reasons that are unclear, I chose piano, and I’m already regretting it. Learning to play has been a grind. My thing is that I don’t want to learn to be good at it; I want to already be good at it. Tapping away at “Ode to Joy” every afternoon is hideous, and that metronome planted on top of the piano shaking its head at me, back and forth, seems so disapproving. I hate it. Forget that! I want to play big music, stadium music, like Billy Joel and Stevie Wonder! I want to attract the universe with my music, to be the sun, to toast every corner of the world! My mom tells me that if I work hard, one day I could. I believe her.


    At night she comes into my room, sits down on the bed, and reads to me from the books she loves, books that she hopes I’ll love too, like The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe and The Magic Bicycle and Love You Forever. She’s a great reader, my mom, using voices, dramatic pauses, and wide, sweeping hand gestures. She’s a wizard, the way she can speak the story out of thin air and into my room, conjuring it right in front of me, the characters dancing and swinging from the walls, my bed becoming other towns, lands, and planets. Some of the other kids I know dream about traveling around the world, but I don’t need to do that. My mom takes me every day.
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    Like I said, life has been brilliant. I’m a little boy, and I already have more to smile about than most do in an entire lifetime. Blessings do exist.


    Arsonists and Architects


    Under the moon, everything is bluish now. Blue stalks. Blue car. Blue fingernails. A Smurf world. As for my dad, he’s gone blue too, still dumped over the wheel. My hero cut down


    Rustling and the crunching of hay break the quiet. Wiggling his arms loose of their ties, the field king stretches his neck, tilting it to one side, then to the other, and then upright again. Leaping down off his post, he marches up onto the hood of the car, his rugged boots denting the metal, his frame massive above me. Slowly he crouches down to my level, his coat spread out into a parachute behind him. He raises his hat slightly. Gentleness swirls in his eyes. Through the glass, they hold me tight. He asks if I am okay.


    And while I know this whole scene bends life’s rulesthat this is supernaturalI’m not stunned. My heart is still young, so at this point, life’s rules are elastic. It won’t be until later that life’s boundaries appear to be made of bone and concrete, not until later that I’m resistant to what I don’t already know. So for now, this scene makes perfect sense to me, absolutely, and I talk back to him.


    I tell him that I’m okay, sort of, I guess. And because I’ve been taught to be polite, a good boy, no exceptions, I ask him what his name is.


    Jack, he says.


    I tell him my name is Josh.


    He knows that, he says. Then, reading my contorted and obviously confused face, he asks me what’s on my mind.


    I tell him that it feels like the whole world has gone horribly wrong.


    Jack says that in a way, it has. He says something is horribly wrong with the world, with life, and with people too. But then he says that the world and life and people aren’t total horror. Jack says there is good in the world and good in people. He reminds me of laughter, of love, and of fishing. He reminds me of the way the sky looks at sunset, sort of watercolored, round scoops of cherry ice cream clouds floating above, the air so sugary you want to roll your tongue over it. He reminds me of the times when everything feels perfect, and then he promises that I’ll get more moments like that, moments that he says will feel bigger and higher, moments that will carry me through.


    I listen to him, taking it all in, and thinking about it. Then I ask him what it all means. I ask him what the world is, what life is, and about people too.


    Jack hesitates, adjusting his position on the hood of the car, arching his back, crunching around and shaking his hands out, flinging bits of hay into the air and sending bugs scattering for cover. He settles again and says that all thieves can be generous, and that even the kindest person hates. Every human, Jack says, is both an arsonist and an architect, marked with the thumbprint of good and the claws of evil, breathing both death and life into this world. Humans, Jack says, are both the stench and the aroma.


    I look over at my dad, my disintegrating hero, and ask Jack if that includes him too. Jack nods, says it does, and says that it’s also true of me.


    A moth flies out of a hole in his shirt, then loops above the wide field toward that party, toward that house of laughing and drinks and glittery happiness where my dad and I are supposed to be, toward the life I’m supposed to have.


    Then Jack tells me that this world is actually two worlds combined, one world of everything that I hope for and the other world of nothing that I want. This world, Jack says, is the merging of wonder and horror, of twisted and beautiful, comedy and tragedy, a place where both exist and mingle every day. He says that this world is part heaven and part hell, and that every second, inside of me and out, I’m standing at the convergence of the two, at the corner of damned and divine.
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    My mom doesn’t let me say damn. I tell Jack this. He tells me that I have a good mom. Then I ask him if it’s like that everywhere, for everyone. He sighs, heavy and full, his chest expanding and sinking, and says yes, for now anyway


    Noises crawl from Dad’s mouth. He begins stirring, and with that, Jack leaps from the hood of the car and vanishes into the cornstalk jungle. Slowly, Dad snaps out of it, shaking off the stupor, coming back from wherever he’s been. He looks through the windshield, then at me, wiping his eyes, sort of feeling over his body the way I did. Then he breathes easier, because at least for one more night, he dodged oblivion. Slowly, he backs the station wagon out of that field, leaving a pair of deep tire trenches and a splintered fence.


    From deep in the passenger seat, I wave to Jack, to my guardian, wherever he is, and strange as it is, while he’s somewhere out in that field, I know that he’s also coming with me.


    Once we’re back on the road, I’m clinging to my seat belt again, my fingers crimped and throbbing. There is no music and no laughing. Dad is not performing, and I am not his audience. I am not anything. I’m a ghost. There are things that I want to say. I want to ask my dad why I have to beg to get him to throw the football with me, and why he doesn’t like coming home, and what beer gives him that I can’t, and if he’s ever going to stop drinking, and if he loves me ... but I don’t. There are certain questions that you don’t really want answered The car cruises along, slow and paranoid, and with each rotation of the tires, I’d almost rather be back in that field, where the quiet wasn’t nearly as painful. Dad won’t talk to me. He doesn’t say anything. He doesn’t apologize or console me. Or maybe he does. My mind is too busy running to pay attention, too busy trying to protect itself, so as we ride, maybe he apologizes a thousand times. Or maybe he just bottles the whole thing up and sucks it way down into that part of ourselves where we keep the things we’re trying to ignore or forget. I don’t know. All I know is that we make it to the party, and all the waxed people are laughing and eating, playing games and smiling, clinking their glasses together, while my sisters and I run around, eating junk food and sliding on the floor in our socks, and everything is back to the way it should be: a little model life.

  


  
    

    II
 To the Ground, Smoked
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    This hallway never shuts up. It’s been rambling about nothing for years, and now here I am, seventeen years old, and it’s still gabbing away as I step across the gummy floor in the northwest corner of the house till I reach the door to the study.


    The polished brass color of the knob is gone, but I turn it, giving the door a shove. No luck. It opens only a few inches. I shove again, but still only a few inches. Something on the other side is blocking it, or maybe pushing back against it: a wild boar, a family of elves, or perhaps a sequestered twin brother of mine, one I’ve never met, a boy named Egg. Why am I even doing this? I should walk away, forget about this room, but because I have raw teenage determination and am invincible, I can’t. I want to see it, so I grab the knob again, lean into the wood of the door, and wedge all of my 150-pound self against it, against it, against it, and ha! It finally slides open, plowing a mountain of boxes and papers and clothes and who knows what else out of the way. Slipping sideways through the opening, I step onto what used to be carpet. Still carpet? There could be anything under here now. The floor is gone forever, buried under years of things that we once thought would save us and make us new, things we thought we wanted. We didn’t know what we wanted.


    Sometimes I wonder if anyone really does.


    This whole mess started innocently enough, years earlier. Mom would come into my room to wake me up. Of course, I fought it, rolling over, cocooning myself in what I believed to be my invisibility blankets, disappearing and pretending not to hear her, pretending to still be sleeping. In retaliation, she’d make all kinds of noises. She’d sing, push me, rip the covers off my body, pull the curtains open, and flash the lights on and off. And when I was especially resistant, she’d ...


    “Come on, Joshy!”


    Splash!


    “Mom!”


    ... lob cups of cold water on me, which was indefensible.


    “Cold, isn’t it?”


    Splash!


    “Stop it!”


    “Oh, come on, you big baby. We got a lot of living to do!”


    “Nooooo.” (I drew out my “no” as long as possible, just to be sure she understood the magnitude of my discomfort and displeasure.)


    “Up and at ’em! Let’s go! Let’s go! If we don’t get going, all the good stuff’ll be gone!”


    “I don’t wanna go. Please let me stay in bed. I’m so tired. Sooooo tired.”


    “I don’t think so. I’m going to go get more water.”


    Splash!


    “Fine!”


    Our family would stomp out to the van and cruise all over the Midwest. I have to admit, once I was awake and in the van beside my sisters, it was kind of exciting, like blazing the Oregon Trail but with the McDonald’s breakfast menu. Hitting every garage sale, antique store, flea market, and auction within driving distance became a noble quest. We were so ambitious! On Saturdays we didn’t watch cartoons, we didn’t jump in piles of leaves, we didn’t sleep in; no, we scavenged through other people’s stuff, through boxes and aisles and bins and stacks and crates. And when we found something goodthat old-fashioned butcher block, the lobster trap, the sea captain statue that we needed to complete the sea captain statue collectionit wasn’t just good, it was like we’d discovered plutonium! We’d struck oil! We were Lewis and Clark finding the Pacific!


    By the time evening arrived and we headed for home, our van was usually crammed with lamps, worn books, snowshoes, skis, snowmobile helmets, old toys, bikes, spoons, billiard equipment, records, trinkets, marbles, jars, clutter, blah, clothes that didn’t fit any of us, blah, this and that, and other random objects that we were going to forget about twenty minutes after they came into the house. But that’s what we did. We were pack mules.


    Of course, next came the task of finding a place to stick it all. This was a lot like playing Tetristhe strategic shifting and rotating of objectsand it became a greater and greater challenge as the years rolled by and the closet, shelf, and room space ran out. But we always summoned a special reservoir of creativity and found a way, found a spot, and then continued searching for more bargains. Another rattan chair was added to the living room, where no one sat in the chairs we already had. In the kitchen, where we never cooked, more pots were added. An eighth ceramic windmill, this one coral green, was added to the ledge above the toilet


    I mean, sure, having nothing probably sucks, but I’m beginning to think that having too much is even worse Why did we do this? And why are we still doing it? Why? Why do we keep filling our house with more stuff? And why can’t we ever subtract anything? Just one thing! This isn’t normal For years we’ve been tirelessly expanding our knickknack empire, convinced that happiness is just an acquisition away, after which we’ll never want or need again. But with each thing we add, we seem to become more and more unhappy. I guess happiness is rarely as simple as addition. Is anything significant ever that simple? It doesn’t feel that way But complicated ... well, these days everything feels complicated, as if every choice and idiosyncrasy and mistake of both my family and my ancestors have been spunare still being spun?into an intricate, sticky web in which we’ve now all been caught


    Look at this place. Gosh, we’re freaks.


    Slugger


    On a table along the wall, the old computernot our current old one, but our prior old computerstares at me all blank and pathetic, begging for help. At one time, this was the pinnacle of technology. I sat at it for hours, punching away, sliding and clicking the mouse, those erratic grrraaaas and dadadadas ringing out from the monitor. I felt so powerful. I ran the entire government from that thing. I was an astronaut. But as I see it now, it’s old and terrible. Dust all over its face. A pair of gym shorts flung over the top. A big smear of some black or brown or furry thing on the side. Steak-sized floppy discs and books dumped on top of the keyboard. It’s nothing. It’s ringing a tin cup against bars, sentenced to forever exist in a world that has forgotten all about it, moved on, become obsessed with the next big thing.


    Using my foot as a shovel, I scoop and shift things out of the way, clearing a narrow path for myself. After a few times, it becomes a little game to see how high and far my foot can launch whatever it has picked up, so boxes hit walls, toys smack the ceiling. As I scoop and toss, scoop and toss, I begin wondering if I might find anything interesting, something meaningful that I lost years agoa great piece of vintage clothing? Maybe even ... a bowling shirt? Some lost Mayan relic? A genie lamp? But after a few minutes of finding nothing, I stop wondering. There is nothing in here that I want. I hate all of it. It’s all junk, and even the stuff that isn’t junk is junk to me. Everything has crumbledthis room, the whole house, and our family too.


    It happened so fast. It usually does. Blink, and you’re a different person, with a different life. On the plus side, this means that every single breath matters. On the negative side, this also means that there’s no such thing as downtime. One night/move/conversation/decision really can change everything. Or in my case, maybe one car ride.


    Ever since that night in the cornfield, I’ve been a different person, with a different life. Letting anyone in seems impossible now, and that includes Jack. Weird, isn’t it? I figured he and I would be close forever, and for a while we were. But these days I don’t think about him much, and I see him even less. Hey, even life’s most powerful momentscan be forgotten.


    And as for my dad, well, in my mind, he died among those stalks. Yes, I gave it a chance. Held out hope. For years I believed that he, my hero, would return, rise from the ashes. I waited for him, but it never happened. And you can only wait so long for someone who isn’t coming. Right? Now I’ve accepted the truth: my hero isn’t coming back, and in his place is a monster. Every night, my dad, the monster, walks through our front door. Seeing him, I can’t scurry up the stairs fast enough. How do you laugh with a monster? How do you ride in a car with a monster? How do you hold a monster’s hand? Won’t the monster just devour you? And if I let that happen, how could I live with myself? I couldn’t. I won’t.


    That night in the field was the breaking point. All those years of drinking, being gone, the fire-breathing moments, watching my mom erodeall of it was too much. He’s a monster to me now. He’s become the seaweed creature that he used to impersonate. He is around more, though, which only makes it more difficult to shove him away.


    Going through the twelve steps of Alcoholics Anonymous, a decade of sobriety, and his fading health have all worked to reform him, I guess, enlighten him. So now he tries talking with me. He comes to everything I dothe concerts, the musicals, the soccer games, the basketball gamesshouting and booing, so passionate, so supportive, so present. And he tries engaging with me afterward too, starting conversations about my car and my friends and sports, the way we used to, but there’s nothing epic or beautiful about it anymore. It’s a nuisance to me now. No, he is, like a piece of gum stuck to the bottom of my Am I being too hard on him? I suppose it’s possible that I’m simply casting him as the villain so I have someone to blame for my flaws, for all the ills of my life. After all, blame is how we make sense of our lives. Blame fills in the gaps. In the absence of a true villain in our lives, we’re bound to enlist one. Sure, it may not be the best way, or fair, but it does help us explain our stories. Is that what I’m doing with my dad? Maybe.


    But whatever the case, I try my best to dodge him, or at the very least to give him as little of me as possible. I’m still locked down. I’m still playing dead. He wasn’t there for me when I wanted him. Why should I be there for him now that he wants me? Ugh, it’s all so “Cat’s in the Cradle” and clichéd and angst-soaked teen that I can’t standit.


    All of this absurdity became obvious to me recently during the biggest basketball game in my feeble athletic career. My high school was playing against our rivals, and the whole place was jammed with face-painted people screaming. Westarted slow and pathetic, and we were down big before we knew it. It didn’t look good, but methodically, confidently, we chipped away. As the seconds ticked down, our rally became complete, and we took the lead. The place was in a frenzy, about to pop. The other team had one last chance, a prayer from half court. The ball went up, sailing, sailing, but no! We won! We won!


    When the horn sounded, the stands emptied, pouring onto the court, onto us, like ants to sugar. Oh, we were sweet and delicious, the center of the universe. Overwhelmed by it all, I collapsed onto the floor, mobbed by hysterical fans, all of them clutching and shouting and tugging, their mouths echoing our greatness. They wanted us. We wanted them. The hysteria was desperate and enormous, everything. I lost myself, so overcome in what I was sure would be the greatest moment of my life, of all our lives


    Then, from behind, spindly tentacles wrapped around me and squeezed. I couldn’t move, but I felt the bristly hairs of a familiar beard poking into my neck, and I smelled the English Leather aftershave.


    “I love you, son!”


    He shouted it right in my ear, so there would be no missing it.


    “I love you, son!”


    Each phrase just barely able to wiggle its way through his tears.


    “I’m so proud of you!”


    If it wouldn’t have made a scene, I would have rammed my fist right into his grizzled face, knocked him into the open grave I thought he belonged in. Him there, touching me, felt sick, gross. I was locked in an attic with a million centipedes crawling over me. I had to get away, but I didn’t want to panic or draw attention. So instead, I pushed him off discreetly and burrowed my way into the warm center of the crowd, making it seem like I was being gobbled up against my will by the mad celebration. Cold-blooded, I know, but he hadn’t been there for me, so he didn’t deserve this now. This was the greatest moment of my life, and he hadn’t earned his spot at the table. He’d forfeited his share years ago. I’d share it with the entire human raceex-girlfriends, sisters, friends, teachers, terrorists, convicts, pervertsbut not with him. I would not share this moment with a monster.


    Vengeance is mine.


    But it’s not just my relationship with my dad that has crumbled. My sisters and I don’t really talk anymore either. Our adventures have stopped, and we live in reality now, a harsh reality where we don’t know each other. I suppose that’s reality for all of us, including my mom and dad.


    There was a night when I couldn’t sleep. I came out of my room, looking for a snackcookies, pudding, anything sweet, whateverand found my mom sleeping on the couch. No pillow, no blanket, one arm draped off the side, her leg thrown up against the back, like she was sleeping on a park bench, homeless in her own home. I stood there and knew that obviously this had to be accidental. Yes, yes, it had to bethis was just an accident. I knew she’d never choose this. She fell asleep reading or watching a movie that dragged on too long. That’s it! I’ve done that! Everyone has done that! In my mind, that’s all this was, and nothing more, nothing more, nothing more. Any minute, my dad, longing for her, would come out and get her, carry her to bed with him, back to where she belonged. Right? Right? But over the next few days, I found out that it wasn’t an accident. My mom had moved out of the bedroom. She and Dad were sleeping in separate rooms now, living in different parts of the house: Dad upstairs, Mom downstairs.


    Marriage may be how two become one, but this is how one becomes two.


    Seeing and living in this tension every day, I’ve made my oath. Marriage isn’t for me. I won’t be volunteering for the same war that they’ve been fighting now for years. Every day it’s two sides, two empires, him versus her, endless crossfire. And in this war, there are no winners, just more arguments about where an envelope went and whether or not the phone actually rang.


    True, they aren’t divorced, not legally anywayjust in the ways of intimacy and tenderness and friendship and partnership and, well, all the ways that matter. Since no else is willing, I’ve even taken a stab, mentally, at drawing up the divorce papers for them.


    The document is long, full of clauses and complicated jargon, complete with an embossed seal in the top center of the page, an owl wearing black shorts and purple suspenders, holding a rolled piece of parchment in one claw and a revolver in the other. Naturally, I’ll be the one to deliver the document to my parents, because that way I can make sure they got it and it isn’t lost in the metropolis of other paper stacks around the house. Then I’ll watch, urging them with my eyes not to think about it, just to sign right there, get it over with, because this is best for everyone, especially the children. And that will beit.


    Then Dad will move out, into a crummy one-bedroom apartment with a doorbell that doesn’t work and a screen door with a hole in it. The inside will smell like flannel and hairspray and microwave dinners, and we’ll eat on paper plates whenever we come to visit, which will be every weekend, then every other weekend, then once a month, until not at all. Mom will stay in our house, and from time to time, a weird man with thinning hair and a turtleneck will show up carrying flowers, give me crappy presents that I have to pretend to like, and refer to me as Slugger while he fiddles with the exposed wires from this dumb old computer that we don’t even use, assuring us that he almost has it working again.


    Life Sucker


    I stand here scanning the heaps. They go on and on. They are a metaphor for us.


    Way on top of a bookcase in the corner of the room is a white teddy bear dressed in a white T-shirt. On the shirt, in hurried, hand-drawn marker letters, it says, “Happy Mother’s Day.” Even when I gave it to her, I knew it wasn’t much of a gift, certainly not one that took any forethought. Mom said she really liked it, but I knew that wasn’t true. That’s one of those times when lying is a good thing, I guess. Like anyone, she was hoping for something a little more meaningful, hoping for a little effort on my part, hoping for something that she could really be proud of. This room used to be that for her. The whole house was.


    There was a time when you could see the floors and the windows were clean, a time when the pantry wasn’t filled with trash bags, when the toilets and sinks workedand didn’t resemble Saturn, the rust ringswhen the countertops weren’t covered in prescription containers, when you didn’t have to worry about bug colonies, when patches of green alien-skin mold weren’t coming through the ceiling. It was a place with an enviable potpourri smell, a lilac and cinnamon thing, aplace where you could invite your friends and girlfriends, a place where you could cook things and celebrate things, a place you could point at and say, “Yes! I live there! Look where I live!” But not anymore. Not even close


    Suddenly I’m punched by an aggressive and all-too-familiar smell wafting from the boxes and floor. The smell is angry and toxic, filling my nose and mouth. I try fashioning my arm into an impromptu gas mask, but it doesn’t help. I cup my hands. I hold my breath. It’s useless. Nothing helps. The runaway fumes wiggle into my eye sockets and skin, clogging every pore, before chugging down into my throat, scraping my insides raw, the way only airborne cat urine can Yes, as if all the junk we’ve collected wasn’t enough, we’re also the cat family. And we’ve housed a varying number of the purring rats throughout the years.


    Beginning when I was eight or so, we’ve never had any less than three, and at one point we had as many as thirteen/fifteen, but the exact number always seemed to elude us, which made the feeding process problematic and sloppy. We would dump a guesstimated amount of wet cat food into and near little plastic animal bowls, trusting that the mysterious number of cats were intelligent enough to come and eat. There was always too much thereleaving much of it to harden into thick, brown, fly-attracting floor cakespartly because the cats began dying off and often we were unaware of it. A striped or all-black one would pass into kitty heaven quietly and with little fanfare, by way of old age, in the basement or garage (two places that no one ever visited), or by way of sneaking out of the house unbeknownst to us and never returning.


    Other times, though, we knew. For example, I once walked in the front door of the house to find a big sheet of newspaper thrown over a lump on the floor.


    “Dad?”


    “Josh? That you?” he shouted back from upstairs.


    “Yeah.”


    “Hey, son!”


    “Dad?”


    “Yeah?”


    “Why is the newspaper spread on the floor?”


    ...


    “Dad?”


    “Yeah.”


    “What’s underneath it?”


    “I think one of the cats is dead.”


    “You think it is?”


    “It is.”


    You know those television shows where people become trapped in their own homes, by their own stuff, by their own lives, and you don’t want to watch but you have to watch, because you just can’t believe anyone lives that way, and it sort of makes you feel as if your life is in order because their lives are so obviously out of order? Well, that’s us. Our disorder is everyone else’s assurance. We are comfort for the masses. This is no longer a house. This is no home. This is a landfill, and we did it to ourselves.
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    I guess it’s true what they say: if you don’t know what you want to fill your life with, there’s a good chance you’re going to fill it with everything that you don’t


    My chest is burning now, my lungs singed. The urine smell in the room wins, and I can’t take another second. Holding my breath, I turn and walk along my path until I’m out of the room, suctioning down the gummy hallway, blowfish-puffed, all the way to the front door of the house, but even here the smell and burning lingers. Everywhere it lingers. Oh, I hate this place. I hate what it’s done to us. I hate that leaving home is the best part of my day.


    At my feet, my bag is waiting for me. It’s time to go. I have a basketball game tonight. And once I’m there, none of this will matter.


    For a few hours, I’ll be set free by a bouncing ball. Rubber salvation.


    The outside of my coat is slick, and water repellent too, I think. I slip it on and step outside into the white and cold. The dang wind cuts through my clothes to my skin. I pull the collar up around my neck, creating a sort of Dracula look for myself. I am a vampire. No, this house is the real vampire, sucking the life out of us. I’d love to drive a stake right through the heart of this place. Someday. I slam the front door behind me, and against the faded, peeling wood, the broken knob rattles loose.


    Black-Winged Snake


    The wipers aren’t working.


    I’m blaming them for this, belittling them with breathy words. But they don’t change their ways. They don’t feel bad. They shouldn’t feel bad. It’s my fault. I didn’t take the proper time to scrape the windshield, so as they click over the thick layer of ice, I’m leaning across the center console, staring out a softball-sized porthole in the middle, like a submarine commander. But because I believe myself to be just a bit extraordinary, I’m not worried. I’m confident in my ability to drive safely while seeing only seven percent of the road. I will sense the activity on the other ninety-three percent!


    I am supernatural. I am an idiot.


    I’m on my way home from the basketball gameat least I think I am. Every time I’m out, I consider never going back. Someday, I tell myself. Someday. But at least for tonight, I’ll return. I didn’t play very well. Actually I didn’t really play, but we won again. Our basketball team is great this year. The whole high school is behind us, and that feels very good. And now, crawling up Rosewood Drive, I’m bracing myself for the tension of home, the eye rolling, the mess, and the smell, so I’m putting my shields up. By the time I enter, I’ll be bulletproof, impenetrable. Nothing will getin.


    The neighborhood smells of smoke, and right now fire sounds wonderful. Just to sit by our fireplacethat goodness nearly outweighs the other elements that I want to run away from


    The loud woo, woo, woo of sirens explodes around the corner, fast, along with lights flashing red and blue. I pull to the side, still inhaling the fireplace smell, and watch the fire truck, police car, and ambulance go speeding by, off to rescue someone. I wish they’d rescue me. As I pull back out onto the street, the reds and blues continue spinning on the asphalt, bracketed by white snow, and I’m reminded of birthday cake. It’s the most beautiful thing I’ve seen in a long time.


    Now thirty seconds from home, I begin forming my entrance strategy. I’ll grab my bag, remove the key from the ignition, shut the car door with my foot, run over the snow and ice, shut the front door behind me, and then curl up near the fireplace just long enough to get warm, but not long enough to get stuck engaging anyone, which must be avoided at all costs. And as an added bonus, my proximity to the fireplace will no doubt diffuse some of the vicious cat odor, which also must Wait. Are the woo, woo, wooing vehicles parked in front of our neighbor’s house? I hope they’re okay! Hopefully they Oh my gosh, no! They aren’t parked in front of our neighbor’s house! They’re parked in front of our house!


    Synced perfectly with this realization, our front door whips open, releasing a winged snake of smoke. Flapping and slithering, it sweeps over the yard and up past the gutters and roof, its tongue flickering, licking everything black and dead all over. From the car, I have an unobstructed view. Drive-in theater. My dad, that monster, comes out the front door, off the porch, and into the snow. Where is his shirt? Where are his pants? He’s in his underwear, turquoise, popping his bony knees and arms up and down like a marionette, doing some kind of German techno dance, screaming.


    “IT’S OVER HERE!”


    He runs toward the uniformed emergency people, pointing back at the house.


    “[INDISCERNIBLE YET ELOQUENT JIBBERISH! CURSING?]”


    The snow kicks up around his feet. His hands are daggers, jabbing into the air, back to the house, into the air again.


    “The fire! It’s over here! HURRYYYY!!”


    Corbett, Quinn, my mom, and Corbett’s boyfriend come running out, coughing, just as the firemen rush past them into the house. Neighbors we don’t know are gathering along the sidewalknightgowns and robeswhispering among themselves. In slow motion, I step out of the car and walk into the yard. This can’t be real. This must be a play. These must be actors, props, costumes, pyrotechnics The sound of heat on glass bursts in my ears, and my face grows hotter, making me more alert. What should I do? What should I do? I should be saving someone or something I care about: a photo album, a favorite tie, a few cats maybe! Yes! Yes! I should move! Perform an act of bravery! But I don’t, so I feel wrong inside. I’m as frozen as my windshield. Staring. Watching our house burn


    My mom sprints toward me with her arms spread wide. “Josh! You’re okay! You’re okay! You’re okay!”


    “Mom, I’m fine.”


    She grabs me, hysterical, eyes clenched tight, sobbing. “You’re okay! You’re okay! You’re okay!”


    “Yeah, Mom, I’m okay.”


    “I thought you were inside, but we couldn’t find you. I looked everywhere upstairs and then ran downstairs. I was calling your name, and then I asked Quinn and Corbett if they knew where you were, and your father was shouting like a lunatic, and then he ran outside. I thought”


    She keeps sobbing, squeezing.


    “You’re okay.”


    Behind her, the black and yellow rubber-wasp-looking firefighters are yelling to each other, aiming hoses into the flames, the winged snake shrieking and breaking apart in the water.


    “You’re okay, Josh. You’re okay...”


    A thousand trillion objects we’ve collected and clutched and counted on for salvation are melting and disintegrating in sweet flames, fluttering up in chunks into the sky, sinking into the ground. I guess everything in life can be reduced to ash.


    Mom is still whimpering on and on, so I hold her tight and inhale it all, staring quietly over her shoulder into the orange and black mess of our house. And suddenly I feel only warm inside, lucky inside, the way lottery winners must feel right before they are handed that oversized novelty check.


    


    The back of the ambulance feels the same as a hospitalcold and metal and lonely. They take each of us in, one at a time. I sit with a paramedic.


    “You feeling okay, son?”


    “I feel fine.”


    “Are you sure? You light-headed? Any pain in your chest? You don’t have like a gravel feeling in there, do you?”


    “A gravel feeling?”


    “You know, harsh? Kind of choppy?”


    He feels my chest a bit and then plays with my head and arm.


    “No.”


    “What about your eyes, any stinging or burning?” He shines a light into my face.


    “I said I’m fine.”


    When I step out of the ambulance, the fire is out. The neighbors are gone. The emergency vehicles are moving on. The snow in the yard is no longer white. Ashy boot prints are everywhere. The front door is still open. The windows are all broken out, and the house is smoldering, caved in, a Halloween pumpkin on November 8. And though it’s still freezing out here, I’m impervious to it. I’m bright and weightless, a balloon in the wind, because this event is a gift in disaster’s clothing. And I knowit.


    For years, we’ve been a white-knuckled bunch, holding on so tight to all our stuff. We couldn’t let go of all these things that have been killing us. Somehow we treasured our tormentors. We wouldn’t light the match and burn it all down by choice, but now nature has intervened and done it for us. Or maybe Jack did. If I scoured the area, I’d find his footprints, a gas can, an eyewitness, something linking him to this scene, I’m sure But regardless of who or what deserves the credit, tonight in these flames and screams, we’ve been given a blank slate. No more mess! No more stuff! No more shame! No more buried alive! Who knows? This fire might even reset our relationships, end my parents’ war, get them sharing a bedroom again, talking again, wipe our bitterness and anger away, resuscitate our collective soul, and Okay, now I’m getting carried away. I mean, sure, our house is a blank slate, but our home isn’t, because relationships can’t ever really start over. Can they? Yes, in song lyrics, in big promises, in a metaphorical sort of way, but not in actuality. Hearts don’t work that way, like an Etch A Sketch


    The ambulance pulls away from the curb, and now it’s just us, standing on the stained front yard, alone. Shouldn’t we hug each other or something? This feels like a hugging moment, yes, a moment when loving familiesreal familiesprobably circle up into one of those long-drawn-out group hugs that lasts forever, lasts so long it eventually pivots into everyone standing next to each other, shoulder to shoulder, the way the Rockettes do. That’s exactly what we should do! But no. That’s not our style. So instead we exchange some shoulder tapping and brief squeezes, making sure that everyone is alright, and then we fan out a few feet away from each other, our breath visible in the air, looking silently together at this open space of a housethis giant canvas that can become whatever we want it to bewanting so badly for the same to be true of our family.


    The Holiday Inn next to the White Castle is the closest hotel, so we drive there. With little to carry in, the unpacking process from the car is quick and simple. We walk into the lobby. At the front desk, we huddle together with our bundles, our tragically smudged faces, and our opportunistic eyes. We are refugees now. The night manager hands us our keys, and without telling him about our misfortune or how much pity he ought to have on us, we shuffle to the two rooms that we’ll be living in for the next few months.


    Corbett, Quinn, and my mom disappear behind a door. My dad and I do the same. Once we are in our room, I inhale that housekeeping smell, that fresh laundry smell. It’s fragrant: the perfume of the gods. Everything should smell like this! Everything should feel like this, look like this! The curtains are thrown open, and there is no dirt on the windows. Whoever took care of the dirt, I want to hug that person. There’s an area to walk in, an area to sit in, a mold-free refrigerator, and no excess. I can see the floor. It’s green, a bed of clovers against my feet. I think about inviting people over. I can’t wait to show off our palace.


    I unzip my bag and change into a pair of sweatpants, then I climb into the clean sheets of my new bed. The blankets are soft in a way that I’d forgotten blankets could be. My dad is already in his bed, on his back, with his hands clasped across his stomach, staring up intensely, as if the answer to an important question is painted on the ceiling. I keep watching him as he searches, and for some reason, he looks different than he did just hours ago. For the first time in my life, my dad isn’t a hero or a monster to me. He’s something in between; he’s a man. Just a man trying to find his way, a man just like me, a man who maybe isn’t sure how things got to be the way they are, a man who deep down wants them to change, a man who knows we can’t start over but hopes that maybe we can move forward, a man who isn’t sure where or how to start. Like father, like son, I guess.


    And then, right then, instead of just floating distant into tomorrow, I want to talk, I want to connect with my dad, to let him in. Anything would be a step; anything initiated on my end would be something to build on, relationally groundbreaking, positive.


    “Dad?”


    “Yeah?”


    “I just thought of something.”


    “Yeah? What’s that, Josh? And can I get this light?”


    “What do you think happened to all the cats?”


    “I don’t have any idea, son. But between you and me, I know what I’m hoping happened to them.”


    As he turns out the light, both of us are laughing a bit, his smile shining there in the dark for a moment, like fireflies are glued to his teeth.
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Billy, come here!" called
Mr. Ant.

"1 want you to meet a
visitor.

Billy! Billy!" he called
again.

"Oh, well! | guess he is
too busy."
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Kristen.
Next slide.
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Prediction for
So You Think You Can Dance.

Next slide.






OEBPS/Images/fig45.gif





OEBPS/Images/fig9.gif





OEBPS/Images/ant-city6.gif
"We are going to get the
food that Billy found.

Come on with us!" Freddy
called as he ran off.

"We don't have time now,"
called Mr. Ant.

"Let's go on now," he said.

"These ants are worker ants.

They carry the seeds of corn
into our house and keep them
warm and dry.

If we get many seeds, we
will have enough food to last
all winter.

Shall we move on now?"
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Austin weather.
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"Turn here please!

Here is her room and there
is the Queen," said Mr. Ant.

"Good afternoon," said the
Queen with a smile.

"We are glad you came today.

| hope you had a good time
visiting our home.

Will you have some tea with

us?" she asked.
6
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Visit joshriebock.com, where you'll find Josh's

o speaking schedule o blog
© booking information o bio
Also follow him on Twitter

() wwwwitter.com/# fjoshriebock

And find him on Facebook
[E3 wwwifacebook comfpages/Josh-Riebock/221730051185951
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Here’s the movie | saw recently.

Next slide.
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Blah, blah.

In conclusion, blah.
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So in conclusion . . . ga, ga, what-

ever, see you in a few months.
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"Hello!" said the ant.
"l am Mr. Ant.
| am happy you came today.
| would like you to see my
house and meet my friends.
Follow me!

| will show you the way.
Ooopps!

Hold on!

This hole is deep and
sometimes it is wet."
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Review of
So You Think You Can Dance.
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Also by Josh James Riebock

“A must-read for anyone seeking to understand Gen Y..... Not only
will Josh's imaginative, insightiul, and grity inside look prepare you to
engage a new generation, but God might just change you n the process.

—John Burke, author of No Perfect People Allowed and Sou Revolution
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"Look out!"™ cried Mr. Ant.

"Stand over here!

| wonder where everyone is
going.

Say, here comes Freddy Ant.

Let's ask him where
everyone is going.

Freddy! Freddy! Come
here!™ called Mr. Ant.

"Hello!" said Freddy as he
ran over to us.

"Where is everyone going,
Freddy?" asked Mr. Ant.
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Heroes and Monsters s an unforgettable memoir of passion
and redemption, a ragged look into a world at once wildly twisted
and profoundly beautiful, an exposé of both the hero
and the monster within all of us

In this stunningly honest, thoroughly unconventional,
and ultimately hopeful book, Josh James Ricbock
explores issues that form us

to the people we are

ssues of family, love,

intimacy
along the journey. With artful prose and vivid storytelling, * 47
he shows that pain and beauty are so inextricably linked that
to lose the former costs us the latter.

reams, gricf, purpose, and the unexpected stops _

IF YOU'RE GRAPPLING WITH LIFE’S INCONSISTENCIES AND TRIALS,
IF YOU’RE SEARCHING FOR AN ENCOUNTER WITH SOMETHING REAL,
IF YOU’RE CRAVING A STORY THAT’S JUST A WEE BIT ODD
Heroes and Monsters is a fresh and exhilarating perspective
on the uneven nature of life and the equally uneven people who inhabit it.
“A wonderful story on life’s struggles with gricf, sacrificc, and redemption.”
—Frep BurTon, author of Chasing Shadows
“Josh's storyline is the great storyline of history: God in pursuit of his beloved. Josh
narrates God’s grace in the white spaces of his life.”
—DavE Goerz, author of Dearh by Suburb

“Heroes and Monsters is a beautiful book—and an ugly one. Beautiful because its so
honest, and ugly for precisely the same reason. Josh tells his lfe story with lively prose
that explores the paradox of human splendor and wretchedness while dangling hints
of redemption. As you read, don’t be surprised to find your story in his story, and
the divine companion who interrupts his life—the same one who has broken into,
yours. For Josh, the road traveled with God is twisting, bumpy, potholed. ..

~ and well worth the ride.”

—Drew Dyek, managing editor of Leadership Journali ¥
author of Generation Ex-Christian

josn jamEs RiEBOCK is a sought-afier speaker at con-
ferences, colleges, and churches across the country. The author
of mY Generation, he lives with his wife, Kristen, in Texas.

‘Gover usiration: Derek Goer Author phoo: Nancy Whiworth
‘Cover design: Pavia Gibson

' «\ % BakerBooks

3 diision of Baker Publhing Group
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Then a little worker ant
came into the room.

"Here comes our tea now,"
said the Queen.

The little ant put three
little cups on the table in
front of the Queen.

"Please, sit down and have
some tea," she said.

"Thank you!" said Mr. Ant.

Then the Queen said, "I do
hope you had fun today.

When you visit us, we like
it too.

We like to have visitors
see how we live and work.

| hope you come back again
soon.

Next time, bring a friend
with you."
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Holiday wrap-up.

Next slide.
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"1 want you to meet another
friend," said Mr. Ant.

"Down this path, please!

This is Huey Ant."

"Hello!" said Huey.

"My job is to put all of
these corn seeds in these
rooms so they will stay dry.

If a seed begins to grow,
| must have one of the other
workers take the seed outside."

"Thank you for telling us
what you and your workers do,"
said Mr. Ant.

"We must go now and see the
Queen before it gets too late.

Good-bye, Huey!"
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Janes Riebock

T1lustratorseeess John Ortman

July 9, 1965
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Then Mr. Ant stood up and
said, "We must go now.

It is late and | must help
with the work."

"Good-bye and come ajain
soon!" said the Queen.
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