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Brian, do you still want
to know if I believe in miracles?

In a monstrous time, the heart breaks and breaks
And lives in the breaking.

—
Stanley Kunitz

LITTLE PIECES OF PAPER
I want to gather up all the words in the world and write them down on little pieces of paper—then throw them in the air. They would look like tiny sparrows flying toward the sun. Without all those words, the sky would be clear and perfect and blue. The deafening world would be beautiful in all that silence.
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WHAT GOD WRITES ON YOUR HEART
-1-
Some people have dogs. Not me. I have a therapist. His name is Adam.

I’d rather have a dog.

After our first session, Adam asked me a lot of questions. I don’t think he liked my answers. I kept saying, “I’m not sure. I don’t remember.”

I think he got tired of my answers. “You’re not sure about a lot of things, are you, Zach?”

“Guess not,” I said. I
did not
want to be talking to him.

He just looked at me and nodded. I knew he was thinking. Adam, he likes to think—and he’s a friendly guy but I was
not
into friendly. “I have homework for you,” he said. Homework. Okay. “I want you to tell me something significant about yourself.”

I just looked at him. “Something significant? Like what?”

“I think you know what I mean, Zach.”

“Sure.”

He smiled at the way I said
sure
. “You can do it in writing or you can draw something.”

“Yeah, okay,” I said.

“It’s all right if you’re angry with me,” he said.

“I’m not angry with you.”

“You sound a little angry.”

“I’m tired.”

“Who are you angry at?”

“Nobody.”

“Can I be honest with you, Zach?”

“Sure, go ahead, be honest.”

“I don’t think that’s true. I think you’re really angry.”

I wanted to say something. Something that began with
F
and ended with
you
. But I didn’t. “I’ll do the homework,” I said.

When I got back to my room, this is what I wrote down:

I don’t like remembering.
Remembering makes me feel things.
I don’t like feeling things.


As I’m staring down at the piece of paper, I’m thinking I could spend the rest of my life becoming an expert on forgetting.

It’s entered into my head that I exist in this in-between space. Maybe that’s just the way it is with some people. And there’s nothing anybody can do to change it.

I have it in my head that when we’re born, God writes things down on our hearts. See, on some people’s hearts he writes
happy
and on some people’s hearts he writes
sad
and on some people’s hearts he writes
crazy
and on some people’s hearts he writes
genius
and on some people’s hearts he writes
angry
and on some people’s hearts he writes
winner
and on some people’s hearts he writes
loser.

I keep seeing a newspaper being tossed around in the wind. And then a strong gust comes along and the newspaper is thrown against a barbed wire fence and it gets ripped to shreds in an instant. That’s how I feel. I think God is the wind. It’s all like a game to him.
Him.
God. And it’s all pretty much random. He takes out his pen and starts writing on our blank hearts. When it came to my turn, he wrote
sad.
I don’t like God very much. Apparently, he doesn’t like me very much either.

Adam asked me, “What do you remember—about coming here?”

“Nothing,” I said. “I don’t remember anything.”

“Nothing?”

“I was somewhere else. And then I was here.”

“Somewhere else?”

“Yeah.”

“Where was that?”

“Home.”

“Where’s home?”

“El Paso. El Paso, Texas.”

“And that’s where you were before you came here?”

“Yeah. That’s where I used to live.”

“Used to live?”

“I don’t live anywhere anymore.”

“What else do you remember, Zach?”

“Nothing.”

“You’re sure?”

I really just wanted Adam to stop interviewing me. I just kept staring at him so that he was sure I was serious. And then I said, “I want you to stop asking me what I remember.”

“Well, listen, Zach, amnesia is not uncommon in cases of trauma.” Trauma. Yeah. Okay. They like that word around here—they’re in love with that word. So maybe I
can’t
remember or maybe I
don’t want to
remember. If God wrote
amnesia
on my heart, who am I to un-write what he wrote?

Look, if I could get my hands on a bottle of bourbon, I’d feel a little better. Maybe I’ll tell Adam that bourbon might help jog my memory. Maybe bourbon is a miracle cure for amnesia. Like he’d go for that. I can just hear Adam’s response: “So blackouts are a cure for amnesia? Tell me how that works, buddy.”

The thing is that I only remember my past life in little pieces. There’s a piece here and there’s another piece over there. There are pieces of paper scattered everywhere on the floor of my brain. And there’s writing on those pieces of paper and if I could just gather them and put them all in order, I might be able to read the writing and get at a story that made sense.

I have these dreams. And in some of those dreams, I keep hitting myself.

Adam wants to know why I hit myself in my dreams.

“I probably did something wrong.”

“No,” he said. “You didn’t do anything wrong.”

Like he knows. I hate that he thinks he knows.

“Okay, Zach, if you did something wrong, tell me what it is. Make me a list—of all the things you did that were wrong.”

Shit. That could be a long list.

Adam’s trying to tell me that my thinking is all screwed-up. He says that it’s my addict who does all the thinking for me. My addict. Who the hell is that guy? Did I miss something? Okay, you don’t have to be a trained therapist to know that I am one screwed-up guy. But do I have to blame that on my addict self? I don’t even know if my addict self exists.

The way I see it, Adam is trying to get me to create more pieces of paper. Why would I want to do that? I wish I could get rid of all those pieces of paper, and I wish I could get rid of my dreams. And I wish to God I wasn’t living in this place full of people who are even more screwed-up than I am.

Okay, maybe they’re not all as screwed-up as I am, but, okay, okay, like Adam said, “It’s not a contest, Zach.” You know, all the people that the world screwed over, they’re all here. It makes me sad and it makes me sick. I mean, okay, let’s say we’re all going to get better. Let’s just pretend we will. Fine. Where are we going to go after we get all better? What are we going to do with all of our newfound healthy behaviors? Back out into the world that screwed us up and screwed us over. This does not sound promising.

I wish I didn’t have a heart that God wrote
Sad
on.

Some people think it’s all very cool to have a therapist. Me, I’m not into this.

Will somebody please just give me a dog?

-2-
I have this dream. I’m out in the desert with two of my friends, Antonio and Gloria. All three of us are in the middle of the desert and there’s an ocean right there in front of us. An ocean with real water. It’s so fantastic
and beautiful, and part of me just wants to jump into the water. But I don’t because I don’t know how to swim. But then I think that it would be okay to jump into the water anyway. I would drown. But it would be such a beautiful way to die.

God, it’s all so perfect and beautiful, the desert and the sky and the ocean.

Gloria’s long black hair is blowing in the breeze as she sits there and smokes pot and she has this look on her face that’s better than anything I’ve ever seen. She is as perfect as the sky or the clear blue water in the ocean or the desert sand we’re sitting on. She’s laughing. She’s so happy. She’s so happy that it breaks my heart. And Antonio, he’s as perfect as Gloria, with his green eyes that seem to swallow up everything around him. He is shooting up—which is his favorite thing to do. And he’s as happy as Gloria. He’s so, so happy.
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