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                        “Home Again”

                                                 By Jack Caruso

(Jack Caruso’s “Home Again” is the story of a man’s tortured journey to ultimate success.  A man of many problems who stoically faces countless hardships along the way, he happens upon an artist who joins him on his journey to sell his journal—a work that becomes his enduring victory over a cruel fate.)
She could tell from my expression I was not staying long.  I dropped my bags upon the rug in the living room.  She could tell I needed silence to think over the day.  She could also see I was afraid of my emotions, afraid of the way they made me feel.  I was in for a rough turn.  Where it would take me, I didn’t know.  The words she said to me took me a few moments to comprehend:

“My boy, this is one day just like the rest.  Treat it as though it were one.  Don’t go into the good until you leave the bad.”

She left me no choice but to climb to the guest room that awaited my arrival.  As I walked in, I felt even worse than before.  The room was nice, just the way I remembered it.  It was the same room my father slept in when my mother got mad at him.  I felt alone, although I sat on a bed of comfort and stayed in a house of welcome.  These thoughts confused my mind and locked me into what I know now was a hopeless waste of time—thinking the impossible and wasting time on pointless thoughts. 

That night I went for a walk by myself on the streets.  I pondered many things that made me more aware of my surroundings and gave me insight.  I saw the house next door from a distance as I looked back.  It looked as if someone had stolen its charm, almost as it was once home to a family that took care of the garden and climbed the maple trees.  The front of the house was very plain.  The bushes were nowhere to be found.  There were some yellow marigolds beside the rails that led to the door.  The house was very grim, always very dark within the mists of the interior.  Through the windows, I saw plain decorations.  And I felt an emotion which I had once known:

Nothing.

The impression I received from this house was that it was abandoned because of its haunted feeling.  Just being near the house made me realize how harsh its reality was.  I had seen enough.  I had to return home before she started to worry for me.

I returned home to find that she was asleep on the Lazyboy in which she usually slept before awaking late and going to her room.  That night at about 2:00 a.m., I heard her heavy feet thump against the stairs.  Turning the corner in which my room was on she said quietly, “Pray to the lord for strength and have him in your sleep.”

She said her words very well and made them very powerful.  I loved that about her.

I woke up.  On my way down, I felt very warm and knew that this feeling was joy.  She was preparing apple pie for dessert on the upcoming night.  She had a passion for cooking.  She would always say that “a passion is not easy to find - nor is it easy to lose.”

She always had words for every thing she was a beautiful person with a high on life.  She very well put out the definition of living through perfection.  I tried to have her confidence but she was defiantly and individual like no other.

I was craving eggs and bacon, but she does not eat breakfast.  She says, “The morning is mine when I wake up.  I do not eat after I wake because I have to conserve my energy and not waste it on early meals.”

As I looked at her, just pleasantly making the piecrust.  I just wanted to contradict her prolonging habit of never making breakfast.  I was hungry and I wish that I did not have to leave to seek food elsewhere—that is, at the local diner.

As I sat and wandered in my thoughts, I mulled over the friction of this environment and why it caused me to leave and not return for years.  That is one of the things I was condemned to ponder.  People that I used to live with told me to think this is not relevant to you and you needn’t pile more trouble upon yourself.  The question never seems leave my presence.  I, in fact, know the answer but I rarely face that I do—for when I do, I become detached from the loving environment I hold on tightly to.  I leave the area and think deadly thoughts, thoughts that ruined the beginning of my life.

I went on another walk that day because I liked the feeling of the open peace in the area I lived in.  I tried to endure as little pain as possible.  Leaving the problem was just what I needed.  I told her I would be back and she trusted me because I had become dedicated to do well and leave my pain behind and start anew.

I started to walk, then I started to jog, and that lead to sprinting.  Thoughts raced through my head like bullets hitting me from all around.  I felt free again.  My spirit unleashed a part of me I had never seen: COMPASSION.  I had thoughts that were filled with more than just questions and answers.  I started to push myself to the limit.  I was passing through fields of grain with speed as if I was racing someone next to me in the field.  I strived to reach the restaurant, which was half a mile away.  Defeat could not touch me: I was going to make it.  I was nearly there.  I could see the sign rising above the tall grain.

I slowed to a walk as I crossed the street that stood between the Country Boy Diner and me.  I walked in exhausted and dripping with sweat.  All the people stopped doing what they were doing and stared at me for a moment.  I was gasping for air with the remaining energy that I had.  I was directed to a seat in the corner of the facility next to a huge bay window in which the sun coming through blinded me.  I looked at the menu that lay before me.  I saw catfish fillet, which suddenly was appealing, even though I hated fish.  I savored every bit of the dish and when I finished, I was ready to return home.  I was just about to leave when I remembered that I had forgotten to pay so I turned around, reached in my pocket, and pulled out an empty wallet.  I was shocked and I froze there and not thinking, I ran from the diner.  I had committed a crime.  I felt guilt rise out from beneath my stockpile of emotions, but I wasn’t going to stop now.  I was across the street before the waiter came out and yelled at me: “Get back here, boy.  You’re just lucky I let you eat at my restaurant.  If I catch you out here wandering around, you’re gonna be asking for trouble, so leave.  And don’t come back!”

Before he went back inside, I saw him look across to see if I was listening to him.  Then the man muttered some vicious slur directed at me.  While dusting the pieces of grain off myself, I realized I felt no rush to get home, so I decided to walk.

When I knocked on the door, I felt little of the joy I felt in the morning.  She opened the door and from the guilty look on my face, she knew.  She knew I had done something wrong.  She didn’t ask me anything.  She closed her mouth and held back what she had to say about my timing.  I went to the room, which was once mine.  I now I felt unworthy of sleeping in this nice house, eating homemade meals, not knowing how lucky I was, and not appreciating the fact of truth.  I had not changed.  I had lied to all of those who cared for me in my group home.  My own mother, whom I had not seen in four years, was too disappointed in me to even speak to me or to grace me with her song and perspective of the big picture and how it fits with each of our lives.  I have to be different because she is my mother.  She is all I have to love and nurture.

I am the same man, I have not changed, and I have fooled myself into belief by desire.  She looked at me with her soul and said to me, “You are who you are, and who you will be does not matter to me, as long as we live, and learn, and forget.”

I told her that I wanted her be strong and inspire that flame inside me and slowly bring out my passion to live.

“I will be strong and so will you, my son.”

I told her that I thought it was time for me to go.  I had to live on my own.  I went out in search of someone to rent out a room of their house because I knew money would come in slowly.  My mother gave me two thousand dollars to start a life with and I wanted nothing more than to start a new and successful beginning.

It was harder than I thought.  I lived in many homes and held many jobs in the next six months.  My life took many twists and turns.  However, I kept trying to make my mother not regret giving me her money, although I knew she would not.  She would have just said, “My money is yours when I give it to you.  How you spend it is on your conscience.  I will always love you.”

I missed her, but my desire to make money came before her.

The job I held that I enjoyed the most was my job at the local Target as a consumer consultant, or that is how I saw it.  I worked in the electronics section, where I talked to people about cameras, game systems, and computer software.  I loved interacting with other people my age who liked to talk to me.  I even made a few friends while working there.  I never really had time to do anything with them—I was either busy or just too scared to call them, scared of rejection.  They fired me from that job when a kid accused me of tricking one of the sales clerks into letting me take a CD for no money.  In reality, the kid I gave money to decided to take the money for himself.  He then told the manager that I had a paper signed by him that said that I could take a CD and that they would take it off my paycheck later.  I was very upset that the manager fired me.  I was unemployed for about three weeks until they hired me on a job at an office building.  I answered phones for a company that sold TV merchandise.  I took classes with some of the leftover money my mom sent me.  That next week after she saw for herself how well I was doing, she seemed content with the pace that I took things in my life.

I traveled to a town about fifteen miles away to enter a class for people who were in need of education.  It was cheap as well—each class cost only ten dollars.  There were no tests for acceptance into the class.  The teacher was very dignified, but he was very good at teaching.  He taught English to about fifteen others.  It was a small class, which was good.  He did not make us feel uncomfortable when he taught.  His name was George McCall.  He was my mother's next-door neighbor.  When I found that out, I was shocked to learn that the house I had looked at and thought of as a dead man’s home was actually owned by my new teacher.  He was too pleasant to live in such a plain and grim house.  I think the reason he did this was that he did not care about such things.  George was a very deep person.  He liked to let everyone in the class know what he was made of.  At first, I disliked him for that, but soon I began to have a sort of respect for him and his personality.

My job at the office was getting annoying.  I was getting tired of just saying the same thing when I answer the phone.  I didn’t want to quit because it was good pay—$8.45 an hour.  I was afraid that if I quit my job, I would never be able to find a job again and then I would be kicked out of my house in which I shared with the Hughes family.

The Hughes family numbered four—two boys, Mrs. Hughes, and Mr. Hughes.  I wasn’t at their house very often.  The only time I really spent with them was when I got home from my classes on Tuesdays and Thursdays.  I usually got to their house late after I got off work.  They liked to be very nice to me and ask me how I was doing and carry on a friendly conversation with me.

I really was starting to get depressed about my job and how I was never satisfied with the money I made.  I knew that I was able to have more.  I didn’t seem have any inspiration anymore since I moved away.  I thought about speaking to my teacher, Mr. McCall.  But then again I wanted to do it on my own.  I don’t remember quite what happened after this, but I do remember that Mr. McCall talked to me in private and recommended that I read a book.  He gave me a paper slip showing that George Markus McCall allowed me to check out a book without a library card and return it to Mr. McCall when I had finished it.  He told me that he thought a biography would interest me.  I had some things to do that day, but the next day I was to go to the library.

When I entered the building, I felt cool air brush against my skin.  The organized sections housed books neatly stored on tall bookcases.  I was alone.  The librarians looked at me and pretended that I was not there.  I went up to the desk at the right corner of the building where the books were being checked out.  While waiting in the line of people I heard a boy say to his mother, “What’s that boy doing here?  He definitely can’t read.”  These comments made me very angry and I often lost my temper.  However, that day I wanted to keep my cool and prove those people wrong.  When it was my turn, I showed the woman the slip that I took out of my jean pocket.  Humorously, the woman took the slip pretending it to be of some importance and she showed it to a man who was working on a computer.  He looked at the paper, got up, and told the librarian to show me around and help me find a book.  I did most of the talking.  She didn’t seem to really care if I found what I wanted or not.  I looked in the bio section of the library and saw Frederick Douglass, a book on abolitionists, and different people I had never heard of.  I finally made up my mind and picked one on Jackie Robinson, which I had never read but knew a good bit about.  I read almost half the book that night—I was so carried away by his compelling story.

My life became centered on reading.  I quit my job and took up more classes fulltime.  I think this was the first decision I was ever sure about.  I read many books on fantasy, science fiction, poetry, and novels—all of which I liked.  Reading became my life’s passion, and nothing else mattered.  My imagination expanded and I started to fall into a deep blindness in which my imagination took over my life.  I would leave the Hughes’ house in the morning in a suit I bought at a thrift store and I would pretend to be someone famous and I would act very arrogant.  At this time in my life, I started to dream about becoming someone who spoke in front of a crowd and received respect from white people.  That was extremely important to me.  I hated that people saw me as not worthy of their attention—people who held their complements because of my color.  I wanted to prove them wrong and make a difference in their lives.

I was soon taking four classes—math, grammar/composition, reading, and political science.  I had taken these same subjects in junior high, except I don’t remember being there—I probably just skipped most of the time.  I liked all of my teachers at the small program I attended, except for one.  Her name was Reese Clayton.  Reese always would see me reading books and tell me that the books should be used to learn rather than to stray your mind on “meaningless tales that we know don’t help you.”  I would always argue with her about how she was wrong and how she should keep these sorts of things to herself.  One day Reese and I had an argument that lead to my being kicked out of school.

I moved back in with my mother in the city where things weren’t such a trouble and my stress was relieved.  “If you want to live with me, you have to pay for yourself.  You don’t have to worry about this house for this is where you grew up.  Feel free to stay here.  However, your food, clothes, and anything else you wish to buy, you must buy with your own money.”  I can see her saying that now.  She always tried to inspire me, but she gave up after awhile.  Because she knew I would never learn how to work on my own, she kept it up.  It was the right thing to do, I thought.

I still didn’t have a job and I had very little money at the time.  All I really cared about was my books and my ideas.  I had many of those.  I did not care to think of what would happen if I were put on the streets.  My mother would have no trouble at all throwing me on the streets for she knew in her heart that I knew what to do, or so she said.  I didn’t eat very much considering the budget I had.  I spent a lot of my money on used books at the thrift shop about one mile away in walking distance.  Walking was still a way for me to escape.  Walking while reading became a passion for me, I would walk and read for most of the days.  I even got lost sometimes.

The part of my life that sticks out the most is when I was out searching for a job as a person who helps at a state college.  My mother thought it would be good for me to help at a college and meet some kids—maybe even take a course or two.  I took my mother’s suggestion and agreed to go for her sake and see what I could do for them.  I took a bus there on my own.  I didn’t want my mother to come for some reason.  I don’t really remember why.  Well, when the bus stopped, I got out and looked around at all the college kids.  They dressed differently than me.  Most of them wore jeans and name brand shirts with a collar.  Others wore baggy jeans and tight t-shirts that made them look pretty tough.  I on the other hand wore used clothes that were plain and I had the old converse shoes that were very uncomfortable.  People stared at me and muttered to their friends as I walked by them on the sidewalk near the school.  I hadn’t an idea where the main building was so I asked a nice looking person that seemed to know the grounds.  He told me where it was and that’s where things started to go wrong.  I was almost there when these two jocks came up to me and said that my clothes were a little out of style.  I ignored them and they followed.  They started saying things to me like, “Guess what my shirt says on the back?”  I told them and they would come back and say something like “Wrong, you sure did fail your reading class.”  I was getting angry with them both, ready to snap.

Then one of them said, “Boy, you should go back to where you came from.  This school doesn’t need a dumb nigger like you making us look bad.”

I then started throwing punches at them both.  One of them pulled out a blade and stabbed me in the top right corner of my chest.  The pain was unbearable and I ran in shock.  I ran straight into the road.  A car was less than four feet away at the time, and it hit me.

I was in the hospital for the next two months of my life, I had lost much blood, and I had a slim chance of living.  All I could remember in the hospital was that my body was filled with drugs and I felt very tired and I could not move and my mind wandered.  I was very tired but I could not sleep.  I often would look down at my chest and lower body and see the wounds bleeding like mad.  I wondered how much blood I bled, and I wondered how much blood I had lost.  What went on for the first couple of days of this sort?  The man who hit me came to the hospital and gave me this very fake sympathetic speech about nothing for I stopped listening the second he addressed me as “boy.”  I sat there not aware of what was going on, and at the same time I could hear the man keep repeating that it was my fault that I was hit because I had run in the street without looking.  Then he tried to make me think that he was still sorry by saying some more things that were ignored by me for I had heard enough of his testimony.  By then, I actually wished that I had never met him.  I would like to not know so I could be at peace because these days of my life were very difficult.

The first month seemed like a year and many memories of painful rehab experiences where the doctors had me do all sorts of leg exercises to help me walk.  I couldn’t talk to them and tell them how I felt because I can remember when I did my words were hard to understand because my head had suffered from temporary brain damage that the doctors said would repair its self in due time—possibly years.  I was given a journal in the second month to let me write about things that I was feeling and also how I saw my surroundings.  I really didn’t know how to do this, but I tried.  This is what I wrote:

“Pain is seen through my eyes—pain like stormy rain clouds that make me wonder what they will bring and filling my mind with questions which I cannot ask a soul other than myself, for this is my journey and I must find the answers the hard way, I must.”

I ignored my surroundings because they did not matter now.  They were behind my pain hiding in fear of feeling what I have felt—dreams I have about the pain affecting the environment.  The environment looked unreal with colors of shining black and white.  The mass known as the sun burned blindness on everyone who looked at it except me.  The imagination I possessed kept me from the truth—the truth that I do not look at and pretend of there being no such word.  The people crawl on their hands and knees and the not so strong crawl as if they were at war and they were trying to cross a field with the enemy looking for them.  The temperature is cold and weakening.  People don’t sleep and people don’t dream—people just live in the past and walk the earth like robots accepting what they call nature.  The dead trees are unavoidable, seen from every direction.  Animals live to die, and their cycle is pointless.  They do nothing for man, but we still waste our time entertaining animals that we know have no purpose.  Life in this place is a question to me but none other than a question of meaning to me and to me only.  What are you doing to better yourself, and where did your life go?  As said in my mind, I say to you: I do not understand why I cannot respond.  All others around me have no existence and no knowledge as to who they are and who they are not.  They just live and learn while not knowing what it is they see in life and what they hear through others’ images.

All around me is disbelief that I will make it out of a world where I now attend to my life.  People who see me see a wasted dead man.  I see it as the wasting of my life that will be the death they see in themselves.  I feel as if others’ feelings are being disposed upon me.  I feel as if people think that I take their words as offense now and forever.  People think that they have hurt me for my body has reacted to life in death and I live on.  I see new things and face new fears, but still my heart, mind, and soul lives on.  I decide when and how I wish to die.  My life through the eyes of pain will keep me living, for I will strive for excellence on my deathbed that is unfolding and sees me laying on it only in its dreams.

I have fought to live on through my conditions, which are not important to me.  It does not matter how bad it is, for many other eyes see worse.  More frightening thoughts sometimes kill the mind that once created questions learned in school, and now the brain is forced to think like I once did—thoughts having no purpose.  It will ruin their lives to think of things that they wish to have and wish to change and their future is destroyed and well so are they.  They are doomed to old age and to live in the past—to reliving past experiences that were happy ones, but they have no love for the present.  Their interaction between others is rare and not real, for they make their words from words they have used before and conversations they have held before.

These thoughts kill them, but I refuse to let them kill me.  I pretend to myself that I am fine sometimes and I stop myself for I know there is no time to waste.  I must pursue my dream to receive respect from people around me and use words that an intelligent man would use.  I am young and life is at its hardest.  I must see the top, but I must cherish the time and hard work I use to skillfully reach it.  My appearance has been changed for I am a new man who needs help from his God and no one else.  My past is gone and I am beginning to put away those times and take them out every time I need reassurance as to how far I came from being a fourteen-year old addict who accepts every drug and now is faced with rehab with others unlike myself but with the same problem.  I cherish the lessons that were taught to me that I pushed myself to bring success into the big picture and apply education to my life, to see other people the way I want to see them, and to try to keep my opinions to myself.

The word myself is used often in my life now.  I see it as my name.  Self is very relevant to the presence I feel consuming the thoughts in my brain like a carnivore devouring its prey, breaking it down into peaces and saving some for later.  My life at this moment is lived through a book in which my self has shared so much of which I used to keep sealed in a vault with no lock, only a secret touch that two now know.  Just you and me, my friend, we share my thoughts.  I share and you listen.  We live similar lives.  We both are given many conflicts to review and put ourselves down upon the depth of it all.  I feel not, see not, yet I now come to realize my senses are coming out of me.  Why?

Many people thought that I was crazy, including my own mother, so the doctors had me put in a mental institution.  They told the people there that the damage done to my brain was more severe than first expected.  They had no idea what they had said to themselves about me.  I didn’t want them to.  I became very independent after the accident.  I never really cared that I was in a wreck and that I was in bad shape and that my thoughts were all I had left.  In the mental institution the people there had their own way of dealing with me: not talking to me at all, and for the most part forgetting I was even there.  They rarely locked my room’s door for they did not care if I left the room and left the building.  They knew me well enough without conversing with me to know that I had no desire to be violent or cause harm to anyone else.  I was in a silent prison in which I did not belong and I would never make myself belong in.  They kept my existence as low profile as you could make someone’s.

One day, considering the fact that my door was open, I got out of my bed and left my room to go to the bathroom rather than the canister.  When I got out of the bathroom, something caught my attention.  Thoughts raced through my mind as unusual, but one thought was the most powerful.  Like a cloud in the sky, this one’s shape was just what I wanted.  As I kept looking out of the door’s window, I realized that beyond that door was my home—all of it.  I had to return to life as a challenge that would exhaust me every day.  For I knew the longer I stayed there, the weaker I will become.  I thought about my mother and how the doctors would lie to her and say that I walked out late at night after picking the lock and outrunning the guard.  That was not the case.  I was free to go.  Why was I having such trouble making that decision?  It must have been an hour since I had gone to the bathroom.

I left that night after careful consideration and I felt better once I was past the gates, although I was exhausted from my slow and steady travel to the front of the institution.  It took a lot out of me when I went places.  It made me strong though.  I caught a bus that I couldn’t go far on but I would be fairly close to my mother’s.  I had three dollars, which didn’t get me as far as I had hoped.  Life still went on for me.  I had to take myself to my mother’s house, and that would have scared me before but now more than ever pain is acceptable to me and I knew that I would have to get used to having a longer road than most people.

I moved through desolate areas.  It was hard to stay awake at times, but I knew I needed no more than to be home.  I was hungry and I had no money to buy food.  When I started to feel hunger sneak up on me, I used my vivid imagination.  I imagined food being consumed and my strength being renewed.  That helped a little but it sure wasn’t very helpful when the hunger got so bad I would look at myself and see nothing but a young man—nothing more, nothing less.

I was losing strength and sense very quickly.  It slowly tricked me into going to sleep more often and taking naps when I wasn’t tired.  My defense from hunger became restless sleep in which I would awaken with sweat bleeding out of my body.  I wasn’t getting anywhere, and I would be fooled into sleeping again.  My body was always telling me to stop and making me believe that I was dying, but that would never stop me from getting home.  That I was going to make it was the thought that kept me alive.  Every once in a while I would pass by a restaurant and find food in the back that was so refreshing at the time.  Then it wasn’t very long before I was suffering again.  I rarely said to myself that I was suffering because it made me even weaker.

Soon I was barley moving at all.  I would take rests every fifteen minutes.  I was running out of the phrases that were keeping me going.  I thought it was all over and that I had started to die.  The strength I had once possessed questioned its own power.  I wondered if I could live another week.  I broke down on the beginning of the first week.

I woke up in a parked car with a man pointing a ham and cheese sandwich at me.  The man I saw was Mr. McCall.  He of all people had awakened me from a dream that I had mistaken for life.  I took the sandwich he handed me and ate it before he could take it away.  I felt better, but I was still weak and tired.

I don’t remember much of the trip home to my house, but I do remember him waking me up and walking me to my mother’s door.  I felt nervous about what she would look like or if she would be the same mother that used to be my beloved inspirer that I needed to survive.  That was years ago back when I did not know myself.  I was reminded to knock by Mr. McCall.  When I saw here face, we both wore the same expression—a joyous smile for a long time before we actually spoke.

“I knew you would come back,” she said.

She said that she had called the institution and when she heard that I was missing, she had asked Mr. McCall to look for me.  I was so glad to be back home, to eat my mother’s magnificent meals and to enjoy them more than I ever did.  At night I would often talk to my mother about my dreams about becoming a speaker and finding others like me to relate to and we could form a group that spoke through books and art.  My mother and I both knew it would be my words if anything that would do the work and we also knew that I could not be accepted as a speaker.

“Maybe just not now,” my mother would frequently say.

I back to the school I was kicked out of many years ago.  I had talked to Mr. McCall about the possibilities of it all and he seemed to want to help me, so he allowed me back to the school.  I took philosophy, English, political science, and math this time.  I studied hard and strove for excellence and I fought for peace whenever I could.  I took the SATs and many other tests, all which I retook and got good grades.  I still lived with my mother and she graced me with her presence as always.  I lied to her and told her I had I friend that would let me live with him for free until I got a job and started to make money.  She bought it and I went out on a bus with money I had from my mother.  The bus took me out of the city and into the next city that was bigger and more developed.  I knew this is where if anywhere I would receive an education.  I lived on my own, staying at bed & breakfast places until I found the job I thought I would like.  I went to see my mother every month or two.

I went to a school in which an ad in a paper I bought said that the school offered high school diplomas for those who did not go to high school.  I did not know what I was getting into when I went to the university.  They made me take tests I barely passed.  They accepted me and I started there as soon as I could.  I was treated unfairly, but it didn’t bother me and I wasn’t mad.  I just felt sorry for them and how their ignorance blinded them from seeing me.  I did much better than they thought I would.  I had to finish two years of education to receive my diploma, and that was if I lived on campus and attended every class that they offered in one semester.  I would work around a tight schedule, but it was the path that caught my attention.

At first the classes and the work was just too much and I often got frustrated and skipped a class.  I flunked the first two months.  I started to get the hang of things, but it was too hard to tell at this point if I was going to pass this semester.  Passing seemed possible in the last couple of months, but getting to class kept getting harder.  My arms were so tired and weak, and I often would fail tests because I would be in too much pain to pay attention.  Nevertheless, I worked harder and it worked.  I did better and went to the doctor.  I was prescribed a medicine that eased the muscular pain in my arms.  It helped me a lot.  My grades improved and I ended up passing.  People who thought I couldn’t do it were wrong.  They knew it and could no longer taunt me, for I got my diploma in three years at the Dire Institute—three years because my condition had become worse and I spent much of my second year in the hospital.

I told my mother when I had received my diploma.  She offered me money, but I had been making a good bit in my work.  I was an artist.  I had permission to put a stand by a street on my college campus.  I made little money at first, but people bought copies of the journal I had kept while I was in the hospital.  My mother helped me by asking a friend of hers with a publishing firm to print a hundred copies, which my mother thought were too many.  I knew it was just right.  I used the little money I had left to buy a camera for pictures that I sold with my journals.  My journals were sold for ten dollars each.  At first only five people bought them.  A professor came back later and told me she was impressed with it and that she would like to buy copies for her philosophy class.  She bought forty books, and that’s when people started to come talk to me and ask me things about my experiences and how I had made it this far.

I kept selling my journals and every week I would change locations to sell in.  The quiet areas I found exciting, although nothing really ever happened that anyone would call exciting.  I guess I just was different from most people and I always tried to think of something new and spontaneous.  That came easy for me because my perspective of things was new and I always came up with something different.  I made many new friends in which I was not afraid to be rejected by them because they were all very accepting people who I loved to share my ideas with.  We got together a lot and had a sessions where we all told stories about our dreams and how we were planning to carry them out in the years to come.  I had started college and took philosophy and writing classes.  I joined a debating club.  I was the oldest one there, so I actually was listened to.

In the following years, I had trouble moving up from being where I was to where I planned to be.  I loved the friends I had made and I loved the environment in which I went to school.  In a way I thought I should leave and apply to a different college and spread my message there because I started in the next few months seeing that I was fading and my voice was growing quiet and I did not notice because I was occupied having so many classes and work.  I was enjoying myself and being attached to the place, I started to look at it as home.  I decided that I would stay until the end of the semester and then I would go looking again for a new place to live.

That semester went by very slowly because all I was thinking about was where was I going to go at the end of the semester.  When the semester finally ended, I went to talk to a professor that I had never met before.  He taught the visual arts class.  His name was Carlos Gorals.  He was highly esteemed in the south for the successful artists he taught.  They had works of art in galleries that were dedicated to him.  All of his students loved him for his inspiring ways of teaching.  I thought I might go ask him some questions.  He was out the next couple of days.  He was on a trip with his students in Georgia at an art contest.

When he returned, I went to see him.  I came to the building, looked up at the columns, and took a deep breath while reading the engraved name at the top of the building.  I knocked on the double doors with the large sticker on the middle of the right door.  A young looking guy opened the door and asked me what he could do for me.  I asked him if I could talk with him.  He could tell from the expression on my face that I was not staying long.  I dropped my bags upon the rug in the living room.  He could tell I was interested in becoming a professional writer.

“I heard you knew some people in the publishing business,” I said.  He was very interested in this.

Carlos and I hit it off the first time we met.  He was artistic, and I was different and unique.  He asked me to show him samples of my material and a revised copy of a piece I especially would like to publish.  He wanted to read it, write a critique, and send it to a reputable publisher to present an accurate reckoning of my manuscript’s worth.  I thought that this was acceptable, so I agreed.  He told me I would receive a reply in the mail if the publisher liked my MS, but that he had no way of knowing how long it would take.  I was flexible—I just wanted to be heard.

I went on with my classes and kept writing in my spare time.  I would often go to the library on campus and check out three or four books.  I began to get in more to poetry and novels.  I read responsibly—not too much, for I would get off-task and start to fail classes.  I finished my second semester at Dire University with honors and in the top ten of my class.

I kept my third year on hold.  I was going to go out into other parts of the country to get people to see me and recognize me as a man with goals and a history of bad in which I changed for the good.  I was still waiting for a response from the publisher.  It had been two and a half months since I got Carlos to send it in for me.  Speaking of Carlos, he wanted to come with me to help me get around and help me publish my book and help me out with the money this would all cost.  I told him I had plenty of money, but he insisted he help me.  I to this day have never asked Carlos why he did it, why he helped me and took me in as his good friend.  Maybe it was because he and I had a lot in common, but I had a feeling it was more than just that he liked me.

The next month I was sent the publisher’s reply about my journal.  It was being published, and it was a surprise Carlos knew because he was the one who published my book.  I was paid in advance for the book.  Of course, the publishers edited my book, but it was still me.  I can still remember the days I spent writing in my journal.  The cover had a picture of me as a teenager before I was kicked out of high school.  I was in shock Carlos said that my high school had been writing articles about my life story and me.  Carlos said he had spoken with my school’s principal.  He also got all the teachers and students that knew me to write a few things about me.  One teacher said that she was very disappointed in me when I skipped classes.  She also said that I was very smart, but I showed much fear in meeting people—that I had been afraid of rejection.  She wrote in the back of my book that when she heard how well I was doing, she was so happy she wrote a book called The Boy, which she dedicated to me.

I bought the book that week, read it, and was in total shock that this person even remembered me.  The book was about a boy very similar to me.  He was shy and addicted to drugs and got into a lot of trouble.  How I regretted those wasted days of my life.  Then again, if it weren’t for the things I went through, I wouldn’t be the person I am today.  The teacher who wrote that book was Rhonda White, my former sociology teacher.  She saw what I was made of and always tried to help me.   After all I had gone through, I was beginning to believe that I had finally made a path for a future as an artist.

Before I went out to promote my book, I needed to see my mother, tell her how much I loved her, and tell her that my book was being published.  My mother had met Carlos before because Carlos had planned the surprise of letting me find out on my own that I was written about.  Carlos and I left the next week.  I packed most of my stuff (which wasn’t much) and left—no goodbyes.  We were almost to my mother’s house when Carlos and I stopped at a building that looked like a group home.

I asked Carlos, “What is this place?”

He told me, “It was where I grew up and lived for more than ten years.  It was the longest I ever stayed in a group home.”

I was in disbelief about Carlos being an orphan because he acted so normal and seemed like the kind of person who is close to his family.

He told me, “My parents put me up for adoption when I was born and the foster family was killed in a train crash; so I was placed in an orphanage while waiting for a family.”

He seemed very upset when he said he never had a family because a woman who worked at the orphanage thought he enjoyed being in a group environment and thought he helped the others deal with problems.  He stopped the conversation there.  He just backed off.  I needed silence in order to face that I was afraid of my emotions—afraid of the way they made me feel.

“I see a reason for all things.  Now I know you will succeed, my boy.  It is your time to shine, and I know you want it badly.  Time will fly, but you will die a great man.”

That was what I remember.  Those weren’t exactly the words.  I can’t remember, and I don’t know why.  We left late that night from my mother’s house, and we drove for about an hour.  Then we stopped at a fork in the road.

Carlos asked, “Which way?”

“Left,” I replied.

We turned left and stopped about a quarter of a mile down the road.  Then we pulled over and slept.  We were trying to save as much money possible.

* * * * *


I was reading a copy of his book that I hide in a huge anthology in front of Ambrose Bierce’s famous short story, “Occurrence at Owl Creek.”  Thurman’s book was boring at the time I was reading it.  His sentences were undeveloped and it was hard to comprehend how he was feeling.  If I had to sum up his success, I would not describe it as good.  He had trouble expressing weakness when he was trying to talk about his experience as a child.  Thurman was recognized at school and was treated fairly, but it was his opinion that no one understood him because he was paralyzed from the waist down.  He thought the reason he had very few friends at Dire was that his deformity made him look like he had been snapped in two at the legs and put together not too well.  The truth was he couldn’t talk to himself if he looked in the mirror.  He had questioned my attitude toward him.  The reason I was so nice to him is that I grew up with him in a group home in Tulsa, Oklahoma.  He didn’t remember me, for I think he put me out his mind because I always beat him in sports when we were young, and I was three years younger than he.  I robbed him of his popularity.  I had taken many of his friends and would brag about how I was better than he.

I am ashamed to admit that the real reason I stayed in group homes was that I wanted to be the best and keep Thurman from success.  I hated how he was smarter than me and that his ideas were better than those which it took me months to totally comprehend.

I told myself I would tell him when we got to where we were going.  Neither of us knew where that was.  He told me he was going on a trip to the place where he would finally find success.  He told me he would know this the second he saw whatever he was expecting to see.  Thurman never did tell me exactly what he was thinking when his silence filled the car on our journey.

We had been traveling for hours one day through an enormous part of the city.  However, as time moved on, our road lead to the outskirts.

He said, “Stop here!  I have a sense of something I must explore.”

We both left the car, and I noticed the brightly colored graffiti that was drawn on an apartment building.  The wall’s rust-colored bricks featured a florescent red word outlined in neon blue:

“Position”

I had no clue what that was supposed to mean.  I figured it was of some importance, as it had been written on more than one apartment building we saw as we walked.  Thurman took pictures and I pushed his wheelchair and observed the surroundings.  I saw people that were fighting over something in a store.  The door was propped open and I could hear a man and woman arguing about how the conditions of this town were poor and that she was tired of living there.  I assumed that they were either related or very close.  A word that stood out in their conversation was “die.”  I didn’t hear what she had said before, but she left him there and walked to her car.  After flicking him off, she drove away.

I continued pushing Thurman down the sidewalk.  He was very quiet and had a stiff expression that made me feel that he was thinking about something he kept to himself.  I had many questions I did not ask him.  If I had asked, Thurman would not have told me the truth anyway.  I felt alone in a town where I was bored out of my mind.  I didn’t see anything happening here that would do anything but waste our time.  However, I knew the reason Thurman stopped was that he actually loved the place in some strange way.  He had a way of turning bad neighborhoods into landmarks.  He felt at home in places where the word poverty was written all over them.  We ended up stopping at a dilapidated restaurant, which nonetheless served excellent food.  He had baked ziti, while I had the calzone.

In the next couple of months, Thurman got very weak and I took him to a doctor.  The doctor told us to go to the hospital.  We did and I was sure Thurman was as good as dead.  His energy lasted about one hour a day in which he would wake up, talk to me, and discuss his feelings and how he wished me to go out and buy him a notebook for him to write on.  He wrote in his notebook for one hour—the last hour of Thurman Bailey’s life.  This is what he wrote:

“To you Carlos, I wish you to tell my mother that I failed, but I tried as best I could.  I want you to remember me.  Be strong, for I would like you to come to come to my funeral and make a speech about what I wanted to do.  Make sure you keep my memory in your head.  I am not afraid, for I am facing death face to face.  Death is welcoming rather than intimidating.  I feel anxious to see what will become of my life that I will soon start.  I don’t know any more than that.

I feel cold and my brain is telling me to leave your words to yourself.  I feel lucky to have lived the life that God gave me.  I realize now that I have succeeded, not because my book was published, or because I have found fame.  My success is that I lived, strove, and tried my best.  Many people are fooled into giving up and settling for what they have.  I always wanted more for myself.  I had to be hit on my head with a brick to realize that it was time for me to return to what I see as this world’s most beautiful town—a place that everyone else sees as dirty.  I have a way of turning bad into good, and I left this type of life where I was looked at as a thug and a street rat.  At heart, it’s where I belonged and where I wanted to die.

Never for one second did I stop wanting respect.  I see that I have received it from people I have met who have listened to me and had an interest in my life.  That is all I have ever wanted, and I have it now.  All I can think to wish for is strength for all the others like myself who have a dream that they become more successful then I ever was, and that they live to finish their dream and not die at age thirty.”

That was the last journal he ever kept.  He fell asleep and never woke up.  I felt no pain, for I didn’t need to.  He was happy, as was I.  His memory will live on through the book of his life starting from age eighteen.  I planned to send his journal from childhood to the publisher.  I did, and it was popular in his hometown and with his many fans.  The book sold over forty thousand copies.

Over six hundred people attended his funeral.  His last writing was published in the newspaper for the city.  His grave is in his mother’s front yard.  On a wall beside it, the inscription reads:

“HE LIVES!  HE LIVES,

AS HE WILL ALWAYS LIVE.

YOUR MISSION,

IF YOU WISH TO ACCEPT IT,

IS TO FIND HIM.”
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